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I always thought that if you were in charge of a crew on a ship, you were the Captain. It was as simple as that. My name is John Farrow and I’m in charge of a crew on a ship. Annoyingly for me, I'm not the Captain. I'm just a shift manager, and only in charge of half the crew. The other half I don't really see except for on changeovers, and then it's only for a few minutes.
This wasn’t a job that I wanted, and I certainly didn't earn it by standing out or trying hard. I was working on the forklifts at the loading docks when it was offered to me. Nobody wanted it, and I wasn’t given a choice.
I've now been in this position for three years. The money's pretty good and I don't really do much except for the paperwork, assigning the odd duty, and reading a shit-load of books. My crew pretty much manage themselves, which saves me a lot of time and hassle. I only really step in if there's an issue, or someone throws a tantrum. It rarely happens, but when it does it always seems to blow over quite quickly.
We work on a two-crew system: there are four people on each shift, with a payload specialist, or dump tech, straddling both. The shifts are twelve hours, Monday to Sunday, for three solid months. It’s a long slog, with no time off until we get back.
Our ship is called Sunspot 2. Her crew section has four decks. Deck one is the bridge and shift manager’s (Captain’s) office. Deck two is the habitation deck, with wash facilities and a small, rarely used sickbay. Deck three is the recreation deck, the cargo bay and escape pods, and deck four is the engine room. There's a ladder that joins all four decks: it goes from the bridge straight down to the engine room, with hatches between each deck in case of decompression or fire. Each deck also has an escape airlock. The entire front three quarters of the ship is a massive hangar bay that's constantly filled to the brim with old storage containers, full of anything and everything horrible you can think of. Any redundant space on the outer hull is covered in a patchwork of solar panels, put there by hundreds of energy companies wanting to exploit our proximity to the Sun. This probably makes the company more money than the waste disposal does.
There are two ships in the Sunspots Waste Disposal fleet, if you can call two ships a fleet. Sunspot 1 works the three months we're back home and vice versa. Both ships are old Mercury IV-class cargo haulers, about the size of small super-tankers. They’ve been converted with heavy-duty heat shields so we don’t burn to death when we reach our destination. We transport waste from all of Earth’s colonies, taking it from a massive depot on the Moon to be incinerated in the Sun’s corona. We're basically bin men.
This is my sixth three-month stint, and we're on day thirty-two. Everyone has settled in after his or her three months off, but no one is in the zone, and probably won't be for a while. At least the ship is working as well as it usually does, which is only just. Everything in the engine room clanks and grinds and buzzes at alarming levels. I'm not anywhere close to being mechanically-minded, and have been told many times that everything is fine, but it really doesn't sound happy. Nothing gets replaced if it can be bodged back together, and everything has been bodged back together so many times I'm surprised anything works.
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I'm sitting in the office behind the bridge waiting for Tom, the manager on the opposite shift, to take over from me. I finished everything I had to do hours ago, and have been trying my best to look busy ever since. I've made sure everything is tidy and as close to the way he likes it as I can. I don't really fancy being the brunt of one of his reports again, but until I get any sort of official reprimand from up above, I'll continue to do just enough to get by. It'll do.
The door opens and Tom comes in yawning.
“Hey John, anything interesting to report?” he asks.
“No, nothing interesting at all,” I reply and move from behind the desk.
“I hear that. Anything to actually report though?”
“Nope, just Robert bitching and moaning about everything.”
“The usual then,” he says and sits down in the chair I’ve just vacated.
“Afraid so. Don't think that'll change anytime soon. See you in twelve.”
I walk out on to the bridge and see Kerry getting up from the pilot console. Her opposite slides in without a word. Mark is sitting at the navigation and communication station, and still waiting for his.
Kerry looks at me with glassy red eyes. The pink hair framing her face is beginning to look unkempt and slightly greasy after the twelve hours.
“Why do we have to have the night shift?” she asks.
“Good question,” I reply, squinting through the small tinted viewports at the Sun ahead of us.
“Well … the Sun is always shining out here, and it’s also constantly dark. I don’t really think it makes a lot of difference either way.”
She looks at me for a few seconds.
“A shit answer,” she says.
“Thanks.”
I move to the ladder and climb down to the habitation deck, and open the door to my quarters. It's a tiny room with a bed, a wardrobe, a toilet, a sink and just enough room to stand.
I sit on the bed and wonder if I should go to sleep now, and have a few hours’ free time before my next shift, or go to the rec deck now and have some food. That would mean listening to Robert or Mark go on and on about how awful they think the company is, or their take on the various wars happening on Earth or Mars, but at least it would be sociable. I stand up and leave my quarters. I'm hungry anyway, and there are far too many things to be thinking about by myself.
I climb down to the rec deck. The room's about ten metres by twenty, with two large tables set up in the middle, and a pool table where the third should be. There are some snack and drinks machines against the far wall and a large door into the storage area. There’s an old holobox in the corner, which has relatively good signal until we get to about Venus, and then it quickly craps out. There are three large rectangular windows on the long wall facing aft. The main meal dispenser is next to the ladder I've just climbed down. The only people down here at the moment are Kerry and Tim. He’s standing by the coffee machine, his uniform immaculately ironed as usual, and his black hair slicked back with some sort of product. He looks around as my feet hit the deck plates.
“Do you fancy a hot or cold beverage, John?” he asks in his odd accent.
“No thanks. I have my own card for that.”
“Okay, maybe next time then,” he says.
“Yeah, maybe I will.”
He nods, and then walks past me without a drink of his own and climbs the ladder.
“I think he was waiting for you,” Kerry says.
“Fucking dump techs. They’re only ever with us for one trip, and without fail every single one of them tries too hard to fit in. It always makes me feel awkward,” I say and look down at what she’s eating. It’s something brown from a plastic tray, and she’s not looking entirely happy about it. She looks up.
“It's amazing to think they take a huge chunk of our wages for this fucking slop,” she mutters.
I look closer at her tray, and then shake my head.
“Why do you always choose the worst thing on the menu then?”
“The picture looked good,” she says and smiles.
“And it kind of reminds me of the sort of shit my first husband used to cook for me and the kids. When I was back at home long enough to eat with them, anyway. He was a fucking terrible cook.”
“Your first husband?” I ask. I didn’t realise she’d been married more than once.
“Yeah, he was the nicest person you’d have ever met. Probably would have got on well with you actually, John. He looked after our little girl and boy and kept the house up together while I was out piloting commercial jet liners on fucked-up shift patterns,” she says and continues eating.
“You have kids? So what happened? Did you guys split up?”
“No. One night, his brain just popped in his sleep.”
“Oh shit, I’m really sorry,” I say, feeling really guilty that I’d asked.
“Don’t be, it was about ten years ago. I miss him still, but it almost doesn’t seem real anymore. Like a fucking idiot though, I married someone else about six months later, mainly to mask the pain, I think. But he turned out to be a bastard, and my kids pretty much disowned me for it. My life sort of fell apart after that, and after more than a few bad decisions I ended up working here, possibly the worst-paid pilot position in the whole solar system.” She shrugs her shoulders and continues with her food.
“… I’m sorry …” I say again, not knowing how else to respond.
“You really don’t need to keep apologising,” she says. “I love this job. It got my life back on track.”
“Well, thanks for that. But why are you telling me?” I ask.
“It was his birthday yesterday, and I’ve been feeling a bit shitty because I forgot about it. This is between us, okay?”
“I didn’t hear nothing.”
“Anyway, weren’t you supposed to be choosing something disgusting from the food dispenser?”
“I guess I was.”
I look at the machine and the choices available. There are only seven and, to be fair, the carefully shot photos next to each selection do look quite appetising.
“The pictures don't quite do the meals justice, do they?” I say.
“I've tried all seven, and this is the best one. And it's fucking horrible.” She grimaces, but has now almost finished.
I insert my card and choose the chicken fricassee; it's one of two I haven't tried so far this trip. I've never had much of a problem with the microwave meals from this machine, and they change them every voyage to stop you going mad. I hear the whirring noise as it's being nuked, and a clunk as it drops into the dispenser. I take it over to the table and tear off the plastic film and take a mouthful.
Fucking hell.
The chicken tastes like it’s been soaking for days in bleach. If it wasn't for the fact that your card only lets you have three meals a day, I'd have spat it out, set fire to it, and ejected it from the airlock. I walk to the drinks machine and get a coffee, hoping that if I drink some of that rancid piss after every mouthful, it might wash away the taste of the fricassee. It does, to a degree.
“I think you've hit the fuckin' jack pot there,” Kerry says with a smile.
I look at her and stick my tongue out.
Robert comes up the ladder from the engine room, only just squeezing through the hatch. His tattooed dome, face, blond beard and boiler suit are smeared in black marks. He walks over to the holobox and turns it on.
“What a bastard shift. Seriously, if I have to sort out anymore of Sam’s repair jobs I think I'll explode,” he says to the room. I start to feel sorry for Sam, as she now has to spend the next twelve hours fixing whatever it is Robert has sorted out. I wish I had her on my shift. She’s really friendly and actually knows what she’s doing. And if I’m honest, there’s something about the way she wears her boiler suit undone to her waist, with a tight vest top that’s always smeared in oil marks, that makes me smile guiltily. Robert often sports a similar look, but it’s the opposite of sexy when he does it.
“If we’d had anyone like her working in the engine room of the QE7, my dad and I would have booted her out for being completely incompetent,” he continues.
Kerry looks up at him and sighs.
“Yes, we’re all very impressed that your dad is the head engineer on the QE7, but I can’t help but notice that you’re here, and not there anymore. Any reason for this?”
He looks at her for a few seconds.
“I wanted to make my own way, and not live in my dad’s shadow,” he says defensively.
“That’s a pretty good reason, but why the fuck did you end up here? I mean it’s a pretty big drop. Luxury liner to a garbage ship?”
Robert is beginning to look a little red and flustered; luckily Kerry seems to notice this and pulls away. Robert has the habit of going into sulks for days if he doesn’t get his own way.
“Sorry Robert, just busting your balls. It’s been a long shift,” she says.
“That’s fine,” he says flatly. He then looks up and starts to smile slightly as he hears footsteps coming down the ladder from the bridge. It’s Mark. The one person on board he spends most of his time with on and off shift. He now has an ally.
“That’s the last time. I’m sick of it,” Mark says as his feet hit the deck plates.
“I’m not doing the jobs of two people anymore, and then get forced to wait fifteen minutes to be relieved by Ian. He’s always late, it’s completely unprofessional.” He’s clearly annoyed, and his sharp features combined with his red cheeks seem to make his white hair look more like a wig than usual.
“You probably shouldn’t have tried to be the hero and agreed to do communications as well as navigation in the first place,” Robert says.
“You’re right, but I never for one minute thought it would be permanent.”
“Two jobs for the price of one, they’ll never change that now. That’s what you get for being a jobsworth. All the work and none of the glory.”
“I’m not a jobsworth, Bob, I just like to do things properly.”
“You bloody well are. All that overtime you do on our time off? For standard pay as well,” Robert says and shakes his head slightly.
“I get forced into it. I have no choice, I don’t want to do it,” Mark protests.
“No one is forced into overtime, Mark. You can either say yes or no.”
“Whatever,” Mark says, then waves hand above his white hair and that’s the end of that conversation.
“Is there anything interesting on the holobox?” he then asks.
“No, not for your depraved tastes anyway,” Robert replies.
“I guess not. But then, I'm pretty sure my viewing tastes have been warped by the films you've let me borrow, Bob.”
Kerry shakes her head.
“If this conversation ends up going where I think it might, you two can just fucking stop now,” she says.
“Come on Kezza,” Robert says smiling. “You absolutely love it! I bet you even starred in a few in your prime, what was that, about sixty years ago?” He looks over to Mark for a reaction.
She looks at him with daggers and raises an eyebrow.
“Fuck you, Robert,” she says slowly and calmly, but Robert continues to plough on.
“I mean, you've been around a bit ain't ya? You've probably been in hundreds of 'em. Though at your age, it's probably been a while now since you've had a real man, eh, Mark, eh?”
He looks again to Mark for support, but Mark says nothing, and just looks out of the viewports and then at the holobox.
“I think I've seen enough real men in my time, Robert, and none of them were that impressive,” Kerry says, still calmly.
“You obviously haven't met an actual real man like me, then,”  Robert points at himself and smiles.
“Now I am impressive. I'm a young virile male, with an above-average-sized appendage,” he says, now pointing down at his crotch.
She looks at him and sighs.
“It may well be above average, but I doubt anyone could find it under all that disgusting blubber. I mean for fuck’s sake, have you ever actually looked at yourself?”
Robert stares at her, and looks genuinely shocked.
“No need to get so personal, I was only joking around with you,” Robert says indignantly.
“Too bad you're not funny then,” Kerry says.
Robert looks to Mark once again for support. When none comes, he looks at me.
“John, you can't let her talk to me like that.”
“I'm sorry, I’m off duty. And to be fair, you did start it,” I reply.
“I didn’t, Kerry started it when she said I was kicked off the QE7,” he shouts. There are a few seconds of silence, and I look at him.
“She didn’t say that, Robert,” I say. He looks around the table. I’m feeling a little bit uncomfortable.
“You can all go fuck yourselves,” he snarls, then pulls a face that I guess is outrage and stomps to the vending machine, chooses something, grabs it and awkwardly climbs up the ladder to his quarters.
When we hear the door slam, everyone bursts out laughing.
“What a prick,” Mark says while wiping his eyes.
“I think that's enough entertainment for me for one morning; time for bed,” I say and stand up.
“You do realise he probably won't talk to anyone now,” Mark says.
“And you think that's a bad thing?” I say. “Anyway, I thought you guys were quite close.”
“Yeah, but he's way too much work sometimes,” Mark replies.
“All the time,” Kerry says.
“True. See you guys later. Nighty night,” I say and climb the ladder to my quarters.
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I splash my face with water and look at myself in the mirror. I'm getting old. The receding hairline isn't too obvious yet, but there are a lot of greys going on. Not too many lines on my face, but I've constantly got bags under my eyes.
I'm not usually one to dwell on things like age, but I'm beginning to feel like life might actually be passing me by. I'm nearly forty, I'm not married and don't have any children. That was a conscious decision, I really didn't want kids. Right up until recently, it seemed like a terrible idea, settling down and having a family. All the normal things all the normal people do. I've never felt grown up enough for it.
It's beginning to occur to me that maybe no one's grown up enough for it. The conversations about having children always ended the same way, with me not backing down. And the way I left everything back home before I got the shuttle here - oh dear. I may have fucked everything. And now I'm basically hiding for three months.
I lie down on the bed and all I can see is Ez's face. The way she looked the last time I saw her. And now I've completely abandoned her.
I honestly start thinking that there's no point trying to go to sleep as my mind won't shut up, but I'm asleep in minutes.
I get woken up suddenly by a high-pitched squeal, followed by a low rumbling noise. It goes on for a time and then stops. After a few minutes of listening to silence, I'm not really sure if I've heard anything at all. I look at the alarm clock in my half-asleep daze and it's something past eleven in the morning. My alarm is set for three, so I close my eyes and go back to sleep. What only seems like seconds later, I hear the beeping of the alarm, and bang my hand on the snooze button. I need to snooze it at least four times before allowing it to rip me out of sleep fully.
I get out of the covers and sit on the edge of the bed, staring at the wall for a few minutes. I then stand up and take a piss, flush the toilet, grab a towel then leave my quarters and head for the washroom. I stop halfway down the corridor and realise everything seems a little too quiet. The dull hum of the engine room seems to have stopped. Without thinking, I knock on Kerry's door, to see if she knows anything about this.
She opens her door looking more tired than I do.
“What do you want?” she says, then looks down then up again and smiles. “Are you propositioning me?”
I look down and realise I'm still only in my pants.
“Oh fuck,” I say and quickly wrap the towel around me. Flustered, I ask if she has any idea why the engines have stopped.
“It's your job to know that shit, isn't it?” she replies bluntly.
“I guess so, but I've only just woken up.”
“So have I, you daft twat. Why would I know more about it than you?” she says and rolls her eyes.
“Fair point, I'll get changed and ask Tom. Maybe a bit later, after I’ve showered.”
“Piss off and let me sleep then,” she says and slams the door in my face.
I continue to the washroom, open the hatch, walk past the two curtained-off baths and to the farthest shower cubicle. I turn the tap on and move back as fast as I can so I don't get hit by the freezing water. I then stretch my arm around the flow and turn the dial. Hopefully I can get it somewhere between hot and cold, and not the usual hot then cold then hot then swearing that usually happens with these things. I put my hand in, and I seem to have hit the sweet spot. I stand in the shower and close my eyes. Ez pops into my head again, and I wash myself and try and think of anything else unsuccessfully. I dry off and walk back to my quarters, brush my teeth and get into my uniform. I should probably go and see Tom to find out what's going on, and see if it has anything to do with the noise I possibly heard in my sleep this morning.
I leave my quarters and climb the ladder to the bridge, and bang my head on the hatch.
“Fuck it,” I shout. The hatch is never closed. I turn the wheel and press the two switches and it opens onto the bridge. I pull the top section of ladder down so I can climb up and then walk to the shift manager’s office. You can still see the indentation of the word Captain underneath the cheap sticker that says Shift Manager’s office. I've always wanted to change it back and see if anyone noticed. I knock three times and go in.
I look at the desk and Tom's not there. I guess if there are engine troubles, he's probably going to be with Sam in the engine room helping her to sort it out. I walk back out onto the bridge to see if Will or Ian have any idea what's happening, but their seats are empty as well. Confused, I walk to the pilot’s console, and look to see if there's anything I can figure out by looking at the screens. It may as well be in Japanese, I have no fucking idea what any of it means. I really should have paid some attention when Kerry showed me some of the basics, as I'm supposed to be able to cover the position if something were to happen.
Will and Ian must be with Tom and Sam in the engine room. If they're all down there, something serious must have happened. I stare out of the view ports for a second. Then it hits me. For fuck’s sake, they're in the canteen having their last break before we take over.
My shift doesn't tend to take breaks together, but Tom’s shift has been known to. I feel pretty stupid, but it’s probably best to think the worst out here. I get on the ladder and climb down to the habitation deck, and notice the hatch between habitation and the rec deck is closed too. I'm surprised I didn't notice that when I went from here up to the bridge. Tired, I guess. I open the hatch and climb down.
“You bunch of bastards,” I shout over my shoulder as I clear the hatch. I jump three rungs from the bottom and turn around. The rec deck is completely empty.
A cold chill goes down my spine; I guess they are all in the engine room after all. A question then pops into to my mind now I'm down here: should I have breakfast? Or check the engine room and make sure everything is alright and then have it? I suddenly realise how inappropriate that is, and quickly push it from my mind.
Once again, oddly, the hatch is closed. I open it and climb down to the lowest deck. The air down here always has a metallic aroma, kind of burning metal, with a strong oil smell just underneath it. Everything smells almost normal now, just a faint hint. The room is pretty big, with a huge covered shaft that runs from one end to the other, and solar energy storage and main generators on the far side. The shaft is completely covered in tubes, wires, control panels and lots of other things that I have no idea about. There's a gangway that runs above it and either side of it. At the end of each gangway is a small hatch, which gives you access to the inspection tubes that run underneath the hangar deck and above the fuel tanks that run the entire underside of the ship. The tubes are no more than a metre and a half in diameter, and you have to be on your hands and knees to get through them. Robert isn't a fan as he can hardly fit, and I'm not a fan because, like any normal person, small spaces freak me out.
It's really quite eerie down here with the engines not running. Normally it sounds terrifying, as if the engine is on the verge of tearing itself apart. But now: nothing. Just dead silence. I shout out Tom’s name. The echo bounces around a few times, but I don't get an answer. There are plenty of places to hide down here, and usually you'd have to hunt for someone if they weren't at their station, because of the deafening racket. But now, in this silence, if anyone were down here they would have heard me.
I begin to feel nauseous. The fear is slowly building up in my body. There is no way that they're all in the inspection tubes, absolutely no way. But I have to look.
The small ladder to the first gangway takes me seconds to clear. I then stand staring at the first hatch. I don't want to open it, I'm afraid of what happens if they're not in there. What the fuck do I do then?
The wheel turns easily, and I press the two switches. The hatch opens with a hiss. I peer in. It's dark, but I can pretty much see all the way to the front of the ship. Empty.
With a small push, the hatch closes and I climb the metal steps to the gangway above the shaft. I open it. That tube is empty as well.
Heavy footed, I walk down the steps to the last gangway. I almost don't bother to open the hatch, it makes no sense that they'd be in there. Not all of them anyway. I finally open it and it's the same as the rest. Empty.
One half of this crew has completely vanished. I can't quite get this idea into my head, it doesn't make sense. There’s nowhere for them to go. I can feel my throat getting tight, and I loosen my top button. I can taste bile building up and before I know it, I vomit over the engine shaft. I take a deep breath and realise that I haven't stopped being sick yet, and start choking on it. I try to breathe in but can't, I try again and it's like trying to breathe through polythene.
Fully panicking now, I throw myself at the wall above the hatch, back first, hoping that I may dislodge some of the sick. I still can't breathe, I throw myself again, and still nothing. My vision starts to cloud and I try one more time, as hard as I can before I've lost all of my strength.
Hitting the wall at the wrong angle, I lose balance and topple over the safety rail. I fall about five feet and land full force on my back. I'm in agony, but seem to be able to breathe again. Not very well, it hurts as I try, but air is now getting through.
I lie there for what seems like ages. I try to process what's happening, but at the moment I'm completely at a loss. I wait until I'm breathing without effort and then try to get up. Oh fuck that hurts. I use the safety rail to help me, and then use it to steady myself. I climb the ladder back on to the gangway then the stairs and get back to the other side. Once down, I walk over to a control panel and press the big red emergency button. The alarm goes off, loud enough to wake up the dead.
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I’m sitting alone on the middle table of the rec deck. I’ve been here for more than five minutes and still no one has arrived. The alarm is ringing out loudly and I can barely hear myself think. I’m scared. I don’t want to be the only person on board. I'm assuming everyone on my shift knows that the rec deck is the emergency meeting area. The cargo bay beyond the drink and snack machines has the only two escape pods in it, so it’s the only place on board that would really make any sense. But I’m still here alone. Just as I’m about to properly go into a full panic mode, I hear clanking on the ladder. I sit up straight, and try to look like I know what’s happening.
I’m relieved that Mark arrives first, and at the moment he's still wearing the long johns he slept in, and looks barely awake. He sits at the table opposite me and asks what's going on. I look up and tell him to wait until everyone else arrives. Kerry's next, looking a lot more awake than she did earlier and already in her uniform, or costume as she calls it. Tim climbs down next, looking as well-presented as ever. He offers everyone a drink, but no one takes him up on his offer.
We then sit for what seems like an age, waiting for Robert to arrive. I start hoping that maybe he's disappeared as well, when we all finally spot his fat arse climbing through the hatch from the habitation deck. He sits down, and doesn't say anything, which is unusual for him. I'm guessing he's still sulking. I walk to the control panel on the wall and turn off the alarm.
“Okay,” I say. “We have a massive problem.”
Mark looks at me.
“Aren't we going to wait for the rest of the crew to arrive? Be rude to start without them,” he says.
“That's the problem,” I say. “They're gone.”
Everyone around the table stares at me.
“What the fuck do you mean: they're gone?” Kerry asks.
“They're just gone. I noticed that the engines had stopped when I got up, and when I went to see Tom about it, he wasn't in our office,” I say.
Robert looks at me like I need to be stepped on.
“You set off the emergency alarm because Tom wasn't in his office? You complete fucking prick, I knew you were a useless cunt but this is …”
“Fuck you Robert. There was no one on the bridge either, or the rec deck, or the engine room, or in the inspection tubes. They have vanished into thin fucking air.”
“Shut up, the pair of you,” Kerry shouts. “John, what's happened to them then? They can't have just disappeared. It's not possible. There's really nowhere to go.”
Mark shakes his head and looks completely confused.
“I don't understand, how can they just be gone? We’ve got to tell the company,” he says.
“Not until we have something to tell them. I have no idea where they’ve gone, but we'll have to find out, and pretty soon,” I say.
Robert looks up from the table with a smile on his face.
“You've checked everywhere, yes?” he says slowly.
“Yes,” I reply, even slower.
“When you say everywhere, you mean everywhere, right? Even, say, the hangar?” he says and leans back in his chair.
I stare at him. My heart stops. The thought hadn't even occurred to me to check it. The hangar is by far the biggest part of the ship, about four times the size of the entire crew area, and I hadn't even considered looking there. What do I say to this without looking like a complete idiot? I have no idea. I'm stumped, and I know there’s really no point lying about it.
“Um … no,” I manage, and look down at the table. There is a dead silence, and I can feel the smugness burning off Robert like a fire.
“Well there you have it ladies and gentlemen, our manager is officially a useless piece of shit,” he says, grinning and clearly no longer sulking.
Mark then starts laughing.
“I can't believe you didn't check the hangar, of all places. It's massive! But I guess it's so chocked full of waste containers it would have taken hours. Lazy fucker!” he says.
Great, they're a tag team again. Lucky me.
Kerry gives Mark a sharp look, his face drops and he looks away. She looks straight at Robert.
“Why would Tom, Sam, Will and Ian be in the hangar? I mean one or two of them, yeah, it’s fuckin' possible, but all four of them? That doesn't make any sense. None at all. Did you think about that before you decided to rub John’s nose in it? I don't fucking think so,” she says loudly.
He looks at her and lowers his head slightly, looking a little deflated, and says nothing.
“I suppose I’d better check it then,” I say quietly.
I get up, and walk to the door between the snack and drink machines. The cargo bay has the only entry into the hangar on the whole ship, and it occurs to me that I haven't checked in here either. I open the door and look around: the two escape pods are in place, and there are a few boxes piled up here and there, but nowhere really to hide.
“Tom,” I quietly shout. No answer. He's not here, and I almost feel glad about it. I turn right towards the hangar’s airlock and punch in the code to open the door. It beeps angrily at me and lets me know in no uncertain terms that it's not going to open. That's a bit odd, so I type in the pass code again, but a lot slower to make sure I didn't get it wrong the first time. It beeps angrily again. I look through the small round window into the airlock, and then look at the far door. It's not there.
The Sun is shining through the space where the door to the hangar used to be.
My heart stops again as I realise. Oh my fucking God, the entire hangar bay is gone.
I walk back to the rec area and stand in the door. Everyone stares at me.
“That was quick, I bet you've forgotten the code, you complete cock,” Robert says and looks around the table smiling.
I look at him.
“Have a look yourself, you fat fuck,” I say.
In my head that was loud and aggressive. But I think I probably just mumbled it quietly. I seriously doubt Robert even heard it.
He gets up and barges past me to the hangar airlock. Kerry gets up and walks towards me.
“John, you okay? You look a little pale,” she says, looking concerned.
“Where's the fucking hangar gone?” Robert shouts.
At that point, everyone decides to barge past me and have a look.
There’s a lot of shouting and swearing going on in the cargo bay. I’m not sure what to do with myself, so I go and grab myself a coffee, and sit back down at the table and nervously wait for them to return.
I've just about composed myself when Kerry, Robert, Mark and Tim come single file through the door, and one by one sit down. I look around the table and try to put on an air of authority.
“As far as I can tell,” I say, “we're dead in the water. I don't know if the engines are working, or if we've had a major mechanical failure. So, Robert, can you please get down there and see if you can figure out what's wrong, if anything?”
Robert stands up and looks at Mark.
“Are we actually going to listen to him? After what's just happened?” he says and then looks around the table. I take a sip from my coffee, which oddly tastes quite nice now. I’m about to reply, when after pretty much saying nothing for the whole trip, Tim finally pipes up.
“What exactly did he do wrong, Robert? Tell me,” he says.
Robert doesn't say anything, he just stares at Tim with a look of puzzlement on his face, for what seems like ages. I guess he thought everyone was firmly on his side. He then finally speaks.
“He called a meeting before he had all the facts,” he finally manages. “And he didn't check the hangar bay.”
“Is that it? Is that all? So he forgot to check the hangar bay. But wait, it's not there anymore. Had he checked it first, we'd still be in exactly the same position. That hardly makes him a useless piece of shit as you called him. He pretty much had all the main facts. You petty, petty man.”
I have to stifle a grin. I enjoyed that quite a lot. Maybe I will accept a drink from him the next time he offers.
“Robert, if you would, please can you check the engines,” I say.
He says nothing, then stands up and walks to the ladder with his head slightly slumped, and climbs down to the engine room.
“Kerry, Mark, can you guys head to the bridge and see if you can find out where the hanger is now?” I ask, and then look at Tim.
“Tim, can you stay in the cargo bay and see if you can work out why the hangar went walkies? And um, thanks for that.”
“Anytime, John. I’m happy to help out any way I can,” he says in his odd voice, and then walks to the cargo bay. I follow Kerry and Mark up to the bridge.
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Mark sits at his station, puts on his headphones and mic, and looks at the screen. He pulls a face and beckons me over.
“Ian didn't log out. If you're going leave your station, even for a piss, you always log out,” he says.
I look over to Kerry.
“Anything?” I ask.
“Same here at the pilot console, John,” she says and shrugs her shoulders.
“Why wouldn't they have logged out? Something must have happened really quickly. Mark, can you scan for the hangar?” I ask.
“Already doing it, and as far as I can tell, it's about sixty kilometres ahead and moving away from us towards the Sun.”
I look out of the tinted viewports, squint my eyes and can just make out a small rectangle silhouetted against the Sun. I turn away. Even with the specialised glass it's still pretty fucking bright.
“That's not too far away, but if Robert can't get the engines running, it may as well be on Pluto. My guess is that Tom and his shift were on board, and after the engines failed, decided to continue the job using the hangar only. It has thrusters either side, top and bottom, so the dump tech can aim it, so I expect they also can be used to propel it. They'll just get to the usual safe distance, open the massive door on the front, use the pneumatic ram to expel all the waste containers into the Sun, turn around, and rendezvous with us. We all live happily ever after.”
I think about what I've just said. It sort of explains what could have happened, but it just makes me realise how many unanswered questions there really are. Too many. I'm pinning all my hopes on the fact that Tom’s shift are all over there, safe and sound, just doing their jobs, a tiny bit heroically. I didn't know that the hangar could detach, and neither did Robert. It's possible that Sam, the engineer who works opposite Robert, knew this. She’s young and enthusiastic enough to own all the manuals and blueprints. But to the best of my knowledge, since Sunspots Waste Disposal Inc. acquired the two ships around twenty years ago, they have never been separated. That would make doing it off the cuff really quite dangerous, for both parts of the ship. If our engines had failed, we'd radio for assistance, not take a joy ride. I also really can't believe all this would have gone down, and no one thought to tell us. No way.
“Mark, can you see if you can contact them?” I ask.
“Erm … I don't know if it can receive wireless transmissions when it's detached. If anyone's down there doing anything, we normally just talk through the intercom. You know, internally,” he replies.
“I understand the concept of the intercom, Mark. Shit. Try as many frequencies as possible then, it may have some sort of old radio installed that hasn't been used for a while. Tom’s crew are probably working on it now.”
“Tom’s a clever guy, John, he knows our frequency. It might make sense to wait for them to contact us.”
“Okay, see if you can contact the company then, and see what they think we should do,” I say.
“Fine, but we’ve passed Venus so it'll be a while before we get any response,” Mark says.
“I know, and hopefully it'll all have blown over by then, but just in case, they can at least send a ship to tow us back. After that, can you contact Robert and see how he's doing down there?”
The last thing I wanted to do was go down to engineering and see if there was anything I could do to help, but I was running quickly out of ideas on the bridge.
“Actually, I'll go down and see if he needs an extra pair of hands,” I eventually say.
Kerry gets out of her chair.
“I'll go with you, it may help to keep the pair of you daft bastards civil,” she says as she’s walking towards the hatch.
“I can't really argue with that, so I'll let you go first. He's probably in a sulk with everyone now,” I say.
“Not me,” Mark says with a grin.
Kerry flips him the finger and gives me a look that suggests I should man the fuck up, and then goes on ahead anyway.
We climb down the four levels and see Robert lying down underneath the main part of the engine shaft, with tools and parts all over the deck. How he managed to get under there, God only knows. He sees us and awkwardly pulls himself out. He looks straight at Kerry, ignoring me completely.
“I tried to start the engines, but at the moment they're dead. I've tried all the usual ways, and a few alternative start-up procedures, and still nothing. Normally this would mean one of a few things has happened. I've checked all the relays, the solenoids are working fine and the cooler system doors are opening and closing without resistance. I haven't checked the fuel tanks yet, it could well be a problem with the line somewhere,” he tells her.
“You mean someone has to go into the inspection tubes?” I ask apprehensively.
He looks at me for a brief second then looks back at Kerry.
“The only place it can really go wrong is in the fuel filters, or the line just before them. It's a very bad design. And it's about seventy metres on your hands and knees all the way to the front of the ship to get to them.”
I get a horrible feeling I'm going to be asked to go in and have a look. Not that I'll know what I'm looking for. But instead, he asks Kerry.
“Kerry, you know the retro thruster junction box at the end? Big square thing. You'll have to take that off, and then you'll be at the filters. Just check for any obvious signs of blockage.”
There is a silence as Kerry stares back at Robert, not looking happy. To be fair, neither of them do.
“Robert, you're not my boss, and you don't give me orders. You can go fuck yourself if you think I'm going in the tubes again after last time.” She says.
He looks at me and smiles.
“Oh yeah, last time she went in, I locked the hatches. Forgot she was in there.”
And just like that, he's talking to me again. I clearly have no idea how his mind works or how to deal with him.
“Are you going in then?” I ask Robert sheepishly.
“That would be a big hairy no I'm afraid. I'm too big to do anything comfortably down there. I can get in, but I can't turn around. That scares the living shit out of me,” he says, shaking his head.
“Oh great … I guess it's down to me then,” I sigh.
Fucking hell fucking hell fucking hell. I can feel my heart speeding up.
Robert grabs a couple of spanners from the tool rack and passes them to me.
“I'm not sure what size the bolts are on the junction box, but these should cover all the bases. Try not to electrocute yourself when you're taking it off.”
“Electrocute myself? Is that likely?”
“Only if you're not careful, just move it slowly,” he says.
“Can you not just turn off the power?” I ask.
“I can, but it means all the lights in the tubes will go out too. You don't want to be crawling down there with just a torch.”
“No, I absolutely don't wanna do that.”
I know what happens if you go into claustrophobic dark places with just a torch. It stops working. You hit it a few times, it works for a little while longer, and then it stops working for good. You then light a match, and that goes out as well. You start to light another one, but you hear a noise, you turn around, and then get eaten by monsters.
I put the spanners in my back pocket and climb the small ladder on to the first level of the gangway. I look back.
“Which tube?”
“Top one.”
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Walking up to the metal steps, I feel the same apprehension I had earlier. I stare at the hatch. I didn't want to open it then, and I really don't want to open it now. Lots of half-formed excuses start coming into my head. I really hate tight spaces, and the panic is beginning to rise. Working on a spaceship was a very bad idea, and it wasn't even mine. I'm a fucking idiot.
I try my best to focus on the task at hand. I really have to force myself to open the hatch. I turn the wheel, then hesitantly press the two switches either side of it, and the hatch opens with a familiar hiss.
“About fucking time!” Kerry shouts.
“Screw you,” I say back, slightly more aggressively than I mean to.
With one hand on the rung above it, I lower myself into the hatch. Now on my hands and knees, I crawl into the tube. I look back.
“Don't shut the hatch while I’m in here.”
I start to move forward. The walls are a horrible shade of rusty brown, getting darker and more corroded at every seam, and I begin to notice how strong it smells in here. Like stale fuel. I start worrying that maybe we have a leak. I turn my head.
“It’s possible we may have a leak, it smells of fuel in here, pretty badly,” I shout behind me.
“It always smells like that, the tubes are attached to the fuel tanks, what d'you think it'd smell like in there?” Robert shouts back, with slight reverb on his voice. I'm not feeling reassured.
Crawling forward on my hands and knees, I look into every inspection hatch as I pass. Each one is full of tubes, wires and dials that mean nothing to me. They all look like they used to have covers, as I can see the screw holes at every corner, but they've all been lost over time, or more likely permanently removed. It would have been a nightmare constantly unscrewing the covers every time you wanted to look, then screwing them back on again in such a confined space. They probably didn't last more than two or three inspections before they were discarded. I try to keep my mind occupied with as many other thoughts as I can, hoping it’ll stop me thinking about where I am.
I pass two smaller tubes joining this one either side of me; they're quite narrow, but have handholds. They both lead downwards at forty-five degree angles into darkness. I'm assuming they go to the other two inspection tubes below me. Around about every four metres there's a small light on the ceiling of the tube, which leaves nice pools of darkness for me to crawl through, hiding away anything my imagination decides could be lurking there. I'm trying my best not to think of anything at all, but I’m completely failing. What could realistically be in here with me anyway? In all our years of space travel, the human race has never found anything resembling aliens, intelligent life, or monsters. The only things that could actually be in here with me are rats, but that's scary enough. I can’t stand the hairy bastards.
As I crawl into another pool of darkness, my right hand slips on something and I fall on my face.
“Fuck it,” I shout. It's too dark to see what I've slipped on, but it feels slimy, maybe oil. I wipe my hand on my thigh to get it off in case it's corrosive, and start crawling again.
I really wish I did have a torch now. Just keeping myself moving forward is becoming an issue, but I must be somewhere close to the halfway point. Suddenly, a loud metallic banging noise starts, it goes on for about two seconds then it stops. My eyes widen and my body tenses up; I stop dead. I wait a few seconds, but all I can hear is my breathing, almost to the point of hyperventilating. I wait for a minute or so, but hear nothing else. My breathing is almost normal again now, so I decide to continue.
I start to move forward, and suddenly it happens again. This time louder and continuously. I can't tell where it's coming from, as the sound is echoing and bouncing all around me. I don't think I'm going to be able to cope with this much longer, my heart is banging like a drum roll. I'm sweating profusely and I don't think my mind can keep it together. I close my eyes, then I curl up into a ball, put my hands on my ears and I scream. I keep screaming until finally the banging stops and everything goes silent.
I hear laughing echoing in from the direction of the engine room. Just one voice, and I know whose voice it is.
At this very moment, I want him dead, and I want it to be a horrible and painful death. The fat cunt.
I resolve to get to the junction box as fast as I can, open it up, check the filters, then head back to the engine room at my fastest possible crawling speed to smash that bastard’s head in with some sort of blunt instrument. I'll give him this: I'm not scared anymore. Though I doubt that was the point.
After a continued fast crawl, which is a lot harder to do than I would have thought, I finally get to the end and see the retro thruster junction box. It doesn't look like it belongs there, and reeks of a quick bodge job. I look around it, and on the underside: there are four bolts holding it in place. Three look about the same size while the other is considerably smaller. I'm going to have to get my hand in underneath it at an almost impossibly awkward angle, the bolts are bound to be a pain in the arse to undo, and there's the danger of dropping the spanner down the gap between the shaft and the fuel tank. In my current mind frame, I'm going to want to get it done as fast as possible. I'll probably end up doing something stupid, then hitting the junction box in frustration and then getting myself electrocuted.
I slide the thirteen-mil spanner out of my pocket; the three bigger bolts look roughly that size. I put my hand under the junction box to undo the first bolt, and have to twist my wrist to the point I can barely hold on to the spanner. I feel it lock into place around the bolt head, and I just have to hope the bolt’s not on too tight. I then hear a loud buzz, and I instinctively let go of the spanner out of fear of being electrocuted. I hear it clatter on something, and with a dull thud it wedges in against a few rubber tubes and the tank. There's no way I can get to it now, it's lost. Bollocks. I pull my hand out and my wrist is already hurting from the angle it was at. I hear the buzz again, this time it's followed by a familiar noise. The lights dim slightly and the entire tube starts to gently vibrate. The engines have started up again. Fucking hell, Robert has actually figured out what was wrong.
It still takes a while, but I manage to crawl back to the engine room at a faster pace than I crawled in. When I get to the hatch I can see Robert is staring at a monitor, looking confused. I climb out and walk down the metal stairs and slide down the ladder. I walk up to him, fully ready to give him a mouthful for being a complete arsehole. But when he looks at me, I can see in his eyes that something is very, very wrong.
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“It was sabotage,” he says.
Slightly lost for words, I manage, “What?”
“It was sabotage, the engines were sabotaged. It was very, very subtle. It's impossible it could be anything else. It was enough to stop the ship dead without breaking it, but really easy to fix when it needed to be.”
He holds up a spoon-shaped piece of metal.
“They knew exactly what they were doing. If you put this between the drive manifold and the cooling chamber, the engines just stop.”
He demonstrates by placing the piece of metal where he said. The engine stops with a slow decreasing whine.
“Fits perfectly too, I would have missed it if Kerry hadn't suggested looking there.”
He pulls it out and the engines screech back to life again.
We look at each other as we realise the implications. We're so screwed.
“Why would anyone want to sabotage a waste disposal ship?” I say, thinking out loud, but Robert answers anyway.
“Maybe they wanted the hangar; maybe it had something of value in it, and they wanted to disable us to get away with it?”
Not a bad idea, but it had one big thing going against it.
“Last I saw, it was heading directly towards the Sun. That's not exactly a place to hide out with treasure. And who's they anyway?” I ask.
“I don't know, maybe a trained squad of elite assassins, sent here from a secret lair on … Uranus?” He smiles.
I just look at him.
“I'm going back to the bridge, I trust you can handle things down here?”
He holds up the piece of metal, and pulls a face.
“If I don't accidentally drop this back in place, I would have thought so.”
With that I climb the ladder to the bridge as fast as I can. Halfway up I'm breathing heavily and I realise I haven't given him any sort of verbal abuse for what he pulled on me in the tube. It'll have to wait, as our situation has probably just got worse.
I'm fully out of breath by the time I get to the bridge. It's only a four-deck climb, but I don't usually climb them all at once at that speed.
Kerry and Mark turn around in their seats and look at me. Mark is still in his long johns and his ruffled white hair is looking more like a wig than ever. I assume they're waiting for instructions. I wave them off while I get my breath back. They look at each other then back at me.
“Okay, okay, I need to do a bit more exercise and I need to eat less pizza.”
“I didn't say a fuckin' word, but a definite yes to all of the above,” Kerry says, looking slightly pleased with herself. Mark just grins.
“While you were helping Robert with the engines, I took the liberty of plotting an intercept course with the hangar,” Mark says.
“Good work, have you sent Kerry the co-ordinates?”
“I got 'em, just give me the fuckin' order and we'll be underway, Captain,” she says in an old movie pirate voice.
I have to admit, I really like the sound of that.
“The order is yours, Madame,” I reply in a stupid voice of my own.
Kerry turns back around and presses a few buttons, flicks a few switches and moves the huge lever that controls acceleration forward on her console. The engines get audibly louder the further along the line she pushes it. It gets to the furthest point and she locks it off.
“Full steam ahead,” she says and turns back around.
“Thank you,” I say, and then look at Mark. “Realistically, how long at full speed will it take to catch up?”
He types something into his console that I can't see, then turns around.
“Judging on its speed, and our top speed, about six hours I'd think, maybe slightly longer.”
Kerry stands up and stretches, then leans on the edge of her console.
“The difficulty that we're going to face when we get there, is that none of us has ever coupled or uncoupled the two parts of this ship before. I think I can probably guide us into a decent position, coming at it from underneath, but fuck knows what we do from there,” she says.
She's got a point. We all only found out it could do that when it decided to take a walk to the Sun by itself, while we were all asleep. Just as I think we're getting somewhere, and things are actually beginning to look up, another problem rudely presents itself. An idea then pops into my brain.
“I'll be back in a second,” I say and walk to my office. Once in, I open the grey cabinet and start looking through all the paperwork messily piled up at the bottom. Finally, I see what I'm looking for and pull it out slowly while trying not to knock the precarious pile over in the process. It's a massive book, about thirty centimetres by forty, and about ten deep, dog eared and old. I hold it up to my mouth and blow on it, and am pretty disappointed to find there's not really any dust on it to blow away. I walk back out to Kerry and Mark and bang it on the console table.
“What is it?” Mark asks.
I look from Mark to Kerry with a big grin on my face and clap my hands once.
“This, my good man, is how we're going to solve our coupling problem,” I say. They both look at me blankly.
“It's only the bloody instruction manual!”
Kerry rolls her eyes.
“You absolute fucking idiot. I actually thought you may have a decent solution up your sleeve. Bloody instruction manual, you prick,” she says and shakes her head.
“And in all my years of experience, men don't like to use instruction manuals.”
Mark looks at her with a grin and is about to say something when she cuts him off sharply.
“Don't you fucking dare.”
His grin disappears immediately.
“I didn't say anything!” he says in mock protest and raises his hands in surrender. He looks back at me.
“Anyway, I forgot to ask, what was wrong with the engines? It didn't seem to take all that long to fix in the end.”
“Oh yeah, Robert seems to think that it was sabotage. I think I agree with him. By someone who knew what they were doing. Turned out to be a spoon- shaped piece of metal purposely lodged between the plasma thing and the other bit next to it,” I say, not really thinking.
Mark stands up fast, with an expression of disbelief and horror on his face.
“You mean one of us is a saboteur?” he asks.
I hadn't thought of it that way, I had sort of gone along with Robert’s idea that whoever did this was on board the hangar section. One of us? Really? I know it definitely wasn't me, and suddenly that's the only thing I'm sure of now.
“I don't think that's very likely,” Kerry says and puts her hand on Mark’s shoulder, and he slowly sits back down.
“None of us is smart enough to know how to stop the engine working without completely knackering it up for one thing, not even Robert, bless him. And it was me who suggested he look there in the first place.”
“We don't know anything about Tim,” I add, feeling slightly guilty.
“True,” she says. “But we don't really know anything about this situation either. Other than the fact that our opposite shift has gone missing. Presumably they're on the hangar, and that's done a runner too. Oh, and our engines have been sabotaged. Actually, when you say it out loud, it sounds fucked-up enough to start a full-on mass panic.”
She pauses, scrunches up her face and looks upward for a few seconds, then continues.
“You're right though, John, we know nothing about any of the dump techs we get. We assume they're vetted in some way before they come aboard, but ultimately we don't know who they are, and never really know until we set out.”
There is a silence as we all think about what she's just said. I don't know anything about Tim, except that he’s really eager to please, very well-presented, and doesn't seem to like Robert very much. Which kind of puts him in my good books if I’m honest. As far as I can tell, he doesn't come across as a saboteur. But then, I don't know how a saboteur is supposed to come across. If he has done this for some reason, I'm pretty sure he's not going to just admit it, so there isn't really any point asking him. But what other option would there be? There are no weapons on board, so the only option would be threatening to blow him out of an airlock. I don't think any of us could do it. I certainly couldn’t. On paper, we’re pretty much the worst shift in the company; I’ve seen the graphs. We get by on the fact that our opposites are quite a lot better at their jobs than us, so we don't have to do very much. Anyone could have pulled one over on us and we wouldn't even have noticed. It's more likely that everything that has happened so far, has happened because the other shift wanted it to. That idea sort of clicks into place in my head, and seems to fit the situation quite nicely. Nicely, but it's also quite terrifying. I thought maybe they were trying to save the day, maybe being a bit selfless, heroic even, but the sabotage completely fucks that theory.
Tom has had a massive problem with us for a while now, and he constantly files reports on us when we get back to the Moon depot. Nothing is ever done about those reports. As long as the job gets done, Mr. Hooper doesn't seem to give a flying fuck. I've heard it drives Tom mad. That's only on the grapevine obviously, no actual evidence to back that up, just whispers and gossip. He's always quite nice to me face to face, to be fair. But he knows we're really not up to the task. Hell, even I know that. But is he pissed off enough with us to leave us out here? It's possible, I guess.
The more I think about it, the more it kind of makes sense. The only way we've got out of this so far is by an event that usually wouldn't happen in a million years: Robert actually listening to something that Kerry had suggested. I’m pretty sure now that Tom and his shift have set us up, and have left us out here to die. Or at the very least make us look incompetent enough to get us all sacked. That probably makes the most sense. But by sabotaging the engines while the ship was still cruising on its own inertia towards the Sun, they would have ultimately got us killed. Holy fuck, they were trying to kill us.
I look from Mark to Kerry.
“There's nothing to do now but wait for the proximity alarm to go off when we close in on the hangar. You guys may as well get some food, or something,” I say.
Mark walks up to me.
“I'm not going to be able to eat anything, I'm a little bit freaked out at the moment,” he says, wide-eyed.
Kerry moves close, and speaks in a slightly hushed voice.
“What are we going to do about Tim then?” she asks.
I rub my face, not really knowing if it's a good idea to mention my newly formed and slightly flimsy theory about Tom and his shift. But I guess it'll stop any sort of confrontation with Tim, and that would make my life a little easier at the moment.
“In all honesty, I don't think Tim's done anything. I'm seriously beginning to believe that maybe Tom and his missing crew are responsible for this. Not in a saving the day kind of way. I think he's definitely on board the hangar, but I think he sabotaged us, and was going to leave us out here to die.”
Kerry is just about to speak up when we hear footsteps climbing up the ladder. Tim’s head pops up and he looks at me. He's about to talk when instead he looks at Kerry and Mark. Both are staring intently at him.
“Everything alright up here? Do any of you need a drink or anything?” he asks slowly, looking slightly uneasy.
No one says anything, and the silence is starting to get a bit loud. I say the first thing that comes into my head.
“They're just freaked out because of the sabotage thing.”
His eyes widen.
“What sabotage thing?” he asks.
I suddenly realise I haven't told him about it either, and feel like I've kind of put my foot in it. He does need to know, so better late than never I suppose.
“Oh bollocks, yeah, it looks like the engines were sabotaged.”
I'm about to mention to him that I think Tom’s shift is responsible for the sabotage, to make him feel more at ease and spread my theory as far and wide as possible. But I realise that will do the exact opposite, and probably freak him the fuck out as well as Mark.
“Did you find out anything in the cargo bay?” I say quickly.
Tim shakes his head.
“Nothing seems amiss down there from what I could work out. I entered my access codes, and it just buzzed at me. According to the computer, nothing out of the ordinary has occurred. Everything seems to be how it’s supposed to be.”
He climbs out of the hatch and walks over to the thick book on the console table and rubs his hand on it.
“You don't see too many old books like this around nowadays, especially one this big. What is it?” he asks.
“Oh, it's for when we catch up to the hangar. None of us has any idea how to link back up with it, so I thought I'd get the instruction manual out. I doubt it's been used for years. But it should hopefully have a guide to all the functions on the ship,” I reply, sounding as upbeat as I can.
“I thought all that info would be on the computer,” Tim says, and starts to flick through it.
“You'd think so, but no. The boss is way too paranoid about getting information stolen to allow us to put anything useful on there.”
“No, he's probably right,” he agrees absently.
Kerry walks to the ladder, and starts climbing down.
“I'm gonna get a coffee and some cake. Cake is the best thing for a fucked-up situation like this. No, two cakes. Maybe even some chocolate,” she states, and then vanishes down the hatch.
I realise that I haven't eaten anything yet today, and notice that I'm sweating slightly and have a slight case of the sugar shakes. Chocolate does sound like a good idea. I follow her down, but stop before my head goes under the deck.
“Tim, when you've finished flicking, can you bring the manual down to me on the rec deck?” I ask.
“No worries, I'll be right with you,” he replies, but doesn't look up and continues to flick.
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I climb down the ladder, and Mark follows me briskly, leaving Tim alone on the bridge.
Kerry, Robert, Mark and I end up sitting on the table that's closest to the pool table, each taking one side of it, and all facing each other.
“How are we going to deal with this … situation then?” Kerry looks and sounds like she may be a little bit on edge. Usually out of all of us, she's the hardest to fluster, she'll shoot you down first. But I'm beginning to see tiny cracks in her armour.
“I assume you're talking about Tim?” I say quietly.
“Of course I'm talking about fucking Tim! Who else could I be possibly talking about?” she whispers loudly.
I'm guessing the cakes haven't helped her with the fucked-up situation this time.
“I really don't think there's a situation with him,” I say.
“So you're sticking to your half-arsed theory about Tom and his crew? Do you realise how fucking stupid that sounds?” she says, and seems annoyed with me for suggesting it in the first place.
“It's the only one that makes sense to me. I know for a fact that Tom is actively hostile towards us behind our backs.” I didn't really know that.
Mark looks up towards the hatch to the habitation level and bridge.
“Why have we just left him up there? He could be doing any number of sinister things,” he says in a slightly hushed voice, and points upward.
“I assume you and Kerry both logged out of your stations?” I ask.
They both nod their heads.
“He can't be then, can he?” I say and hold out my hands to make a point.
Robert joins in.
“Look, I agree that Tom doesn't really like some of us, and I agree that he is trying his hardest to get some of us sacked, but that really isn't motive for leaving all of us marooned out here. Tom's asked me to be on his shift loads of times, he's well-aware that Sam doesn't know what she's doing. I’ve only said no to him because of my loyalty to this shift. He certainly wouldn't have left me out here to perish.”
What a load of bollocks.
“Tim is the only suspect as far as I'm concerned.” With that he folds his arms.
“Could this not be some sort of misunderstanding? You know, maybe something has been missed?” Mark says and looks hopeful, and then lowers his head slightly. “No, I guess not.”
“Look John, I'm with Robert on this one. Even with the shit about Tom wanting him on his shift,” Kerry says, sounding now like she’s annoyed that she’s ended up agreeing with Robert.
“Fuck you Kerry, Tom did ask me. He's asked me loads of times. Sam is useless.”
“Look, stop arguing, I'm on your side, you stupid fat fuck.”
“Shut up, all of you,” I say. “What do you want me to do? There's no evidence. Not for anything, either side.”
“We could have some sort of trial, maybe,” Mark sheepishly pipes up.
I look at him. I'm not sure what to say, it's beyond stupid. We need to be working together, not fanning the flames even more.
“We're not having some sort of half-arsed trial, Mark,” I say flatly.
“I think we should. I think Mark's right,” Robert says and smiles.
“Really? How exactly are we going to proceed then, Robert? Bring him down here in irons? Sit him down and charge him? With what exactly? Who's going to be the judge? Who's fucking impartial enough to be the judge for that matter?! Then what are we going to do? What happens if you find him guilty? What happens?! This is ridiculous. You're fucking ridiculous.”
“I think I'd be qualified to be judge, and he'd be judged guilty,” he says and smiles.
I look down at the scratched surface of the table for a few seconds, and all my senses seem to go numb. I stand up and walk around the table towards Robert. I can feel the eyes of every one looking at me, except for Robert, who's still smiling and looking at Mark. In one swift motion I punch him as hard as I can. In the ear.
It's enough. He cries out and falls off his chair and onto the floor with a loud thump. I don't know what comes over me next, but before I realise I'm doing it, I'm kicking him again and again in his fat gut. I stop as I suddenly come to my senses, and stand back from him. The room is dead silent. I look around. Kerry and Mark both have their mouths open and are staring at me. Very slowly Robert starts whimpering. It's an awful, pathetic sound, and I start to feel terrible. It gradually gets louder until he's fully bawling his eyes out. He's curled up in a ball, and his whole body is heaving in time to the cries. His eyes are full of tears, and I can see a bubble of snot come out of his left nostril and pop. I'm a little bit ashamed of myself.
Kerry looks at me with wide eyes. I can't gauge her facial expression until she shouts at me.
“What the fuck?! Seriously! How's this going to help anything?!”
She stands up and pushes me backwards hard, and I almost lose balance. She stops, holds her hands open in front of her chest and tries to compose herself, and then sighs. She puts her hands together and looks at me, her expression now more one of a concerned mother.
“John, I’m sorry, I didn't mean that. But fuck, did you really have to start kicking him? I know a lot’s happened today, but my God … John, we've still got hours to go until we reach the hangar bay. It's probably best if you just fuck off for a bit, while we calm this shit down.”
I don't say anything, only nod slightly at her and head to the ladder. I decide to go to my quarters; I think I need a bit of time alone before I talk to anyone again today. Part of me feels pretty good about what has just happened, I guess that'll be the kick of adrenaline, but that's fading fast now and the feeling's turning to nausea. I wish I could embrace that part of myself sometimes, without the come down, without all the self-doubt, just go with it and see where it takes me. It probably wouldn't be anywhere good. And I realise that I'm glad of the nausea at the pit of my stomach. It was this part of myself that fucked everything with Ez, even though she doesn't know it yet. I'm sure her family do by now.
I open the door to my quarters and slam it closed for no good reason. I go over to the sink and run the cold tap, cup my hands under the flowing water and splash my face a few times. I pick up a towel from the floor and dry my face, then drop it back where it was. I kick off my shoes and lie down on the bed, and stare up at the grey ceiling. I notice a spider web in the corner, and begin to wonder how the spider that created it managed to get on board. There are too many possible reasons for this. Has it been here for years? Or did it hitch a lift on me from the Earth or the Moon? Maybe it got on board when the ship was built. What was that, thirty years ago? Do spiders live for that long? I doubt it. For fuck’s sake, spiders are the last thing I should be thinking about. I'm in limbo. I'm between two places, neither of them good. I'm not supposed to be here, the events of today have managed to keep me focused on other things, and well away from the reason I'm not still back on Earth. But it doesn't change the fact that I shouldn't be here anyway. I … we had plans.
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“Why am I wearing a purple tuxedo?” I ask Jacob. “I don't ever wear this sort of thing. I look like a fucking idiot.”
“Then we'll all look like fucking idiots. But there's no way we'll get in wearing anything less,” he replies.
“Get in where? Why won't you tell me?” I look to Terrell for some sort of support but he just smiles and looks absently upwards. I guess he knows everything.
“John, we're taking you to the ball,” Jacob finally says.
“Why, in the name of piss, are you taking me to a ball?”
“Not a ball, John. The ball,” he says and smiles.
“Okay then, let me rephrase: Why, in the name of piss, are you taking me to the ball?”
“Because it's going to be fucking amazing, that's why.”
Jacob does occasionally have suspect judgement, but it always ends up being entertaining one way or the other. I look at myself again in the full-length mirror on my wall: actually the tux does look pretty good. And together we do look like we might just fit in to any sort of upper-class do.
“Sold. Who's ball is it?” I ask. Jacob and Terrell look at each other conspiratorially.
“It's the Skylark ball. At the city hall,” Terrell says.
“That's the one with all the government officials, and everyone’s a way higher class than us, right? How did you manage to get tickets to that?” I ask.
“Very cleverly,” Jacobs says. Terrell looks at Jacob, then at me.
“We're gate-crashing,” he says quietly, then sighs.
“But gate-crashing very cleverly,” Jacob says and puts on a huge childish grin.
“Well, I should have known it wasn't going to be as simple as just having tickets.”
The city hall is only about twenty minutes’ walk from my small flat, so Jacob manages to convince us to save money and take a leisurely stroll instead of calling a taxi. It's never very wise to walk outside at night in this area, but I've never been mugged or raped. But then again, I don't usually stick out like a sore thumb as much as I do now. It's around seven pm on a Saturday night, and the streets are in darkness except for the lights of the buildings from the second or third floor up. Most of the shop fronts are boarded up and covered in graffiti, and most of the street lights are smashed. The whole area is pretty much deserted of cars and people. Only the mag-lanes way above us are busy with taxis and buses humming along taking people to their favourite drink and drug holes.
“How do you live around here, John? I'd be terrified to leave my flat,” Terrell asks.
“You get used to it. I just keep myself to myself and don't make eye contact. That is if I have to go out. I don't really have to leave the building. To get to work, or see you guys, I just take the elevator to the underground parking zone. Bruce is in his own lock-up and that whole section has security,” I reply.
Jacob pulls a face.
“That vehicle of yours is the stupidest thing I've ever seen. Why did you call it Bruce? Of all the idiot names.” I'm about to respond when something smashes a few metres ahead of us, coating the pavement in a bright red liquid that quickly bursts into blue flames. It stops us in our tracks.
We suddenly hear a lot of shouting and screaming and before we can do anything about it, a gang of about twelve men and women are surrounding us. I look around at them in the dark, all just silhouettes, and I can't make out any faces. I hear a click, and one by one their eyes start glowing red. My heart starts speeding up.
“I think we should have got a cab,” Terrell whispers.
One of the red-eyed silhouettes moves forward.
“You've made huge mistake walking through our neighbourhood without bodyguards, you posh pricks,” she says in a thick, but probably made-up accent. The rest of the gang start a slow chant of “posh pricks ... posh pricks ... posh pricks ...,” which I'm guessing is a tactic to scare us. It's working quite well. My heart is now racing, and I’m terrified.
“Now give us all your money and expensive items and we may let you walk away with only minor injuries,” the apparent leader says.
“Fuck that,” Jacob shouts at the girl as he pulls something out of his pocket. “Do you know what this is?” He holds up a small black cylinder with a red button on top of it. The girl doesn't move, and the rest of the gang move in slightly closer. “It's a mini E.M.P. device. It has roughly a ten-metre radius.”
The girl starts laughing.
“Do you really think you can scare us with something that'll turn our phones off?” she says and laughs again, the rest of the gang starting to laugh with her. It seems very forced.
“No, I was thinking more of your ocular implants. If they were done on the cheap, which judging by the area you live in, they were, it'll blow the little cheap fuses in your stupid heads and either blind you, cause you severe brain damage, or, if they were really badly put in, instant death. All options sound good to me at the moment.” The whole group moves back as one.
“You wouldn't dare, you'd be arrested,” The girl says slowly, her accent seems to be disappearing. It’s now Jacob’s turn to laugh.
“Really? You’re going to call the cops? On us? Three wealthy bachelors who have been attacked in a red slum area on their way to the biggest ball of the year, defending themselves from a gang of red-eyed fuckwits? We'd be heroes,” he says and clicks the top of the cylinder. The gang run away in all directions. We head quickly towards the bright city lights before they decide to come back.
“Fucking hell Jacob, good job you had that thing. I thought we were dead,” I say.
Terrell looks at him and squints his eyes. “We live together, Jacob. I'm sure you would have told me if you'd somehow got your hands on a mini E.M.P. You'd be far too excited about it not to.” Jacob puts his hand in his pocket and pulls out the cylinder again and presses the red button.
“You absolute fucking prick,” I say. To get us out of a horrible situation, I'd be happy to have all my electrical items fried, but as a quick demonstration of the device, I'm really annoyed by it. But out of the red button comes a pressurised spray, and I realise it's just his aftershave. He smiles.
“You fucking prick,” I say again.
“A mini E.M.P? I doubt even Tommy could get us one of those. He has, however, after I got Terrell to keep badgering him, got us some fake Skylark identification that should get us into the ball,” he says and pulls out three small white rectangular pieces of plastic and clips them to our jackets’ top pockets. He then pulls out three pairs of glasses and passes them to us.
“When we get there, just walk through doors and past the guards. The glasses should fool the retina scans, and the clips should fool the guards. Once we’re through, try to look either rich or like you work for Skylark.” Terrell and I both nod, and keep up our fast pace.
Within two blocks, the transformation of the city is amazing. From dark, terrifying, desolate graffiti-covered streets, to a bustling bright metropolis full of people and noise. The city hall looms in front of us. It's a grand old building, only slightly spoiled by the multi-coloured spotlights shining on every window and ledge.
“Just follow me, and do what I do,” Jacob says, and we do exactly that. We walk through the massive revolving doors into the giant foyer, and straight past the guards. Lots of red lights flash in our direction, and there are a series of quiet beeps. I think for a few seconds that we’ve been made, and prepare to run, but we’re allowed through and Terrell and I slowly follow Jacob into the ballroom. My heart is in my mouth the whole time. I don't know what to expect when we get in there, but we're given glasses of champagne as we pass the ballroom entrance and on tables either side of the dance floor, any kind of food and drink you can imagine is exquisitely placed and decorated, and every sort of drug you could think of made to look like part of the decorations. Hundreds of impeccably dressed people are slowly dancing or sitting and staring upwards. I look up above the dance floor and there are hundreds of small blue and white balls floating around the ceiling, forming a kind of giant snake that is doing loops of the room in a figure of eight and seems to turn itself inside out with every change in the classical music. I'm a little overwhelmed by it all.
“This is the most ridiculous and vulgar thing I think I've ever seen,” Terrell says. “It's terrifying how much money these people have.” With that, he puts his hand awkwardly through his Afro, walks over to a food table and fills a plate with a bit of everything he can find. I gulp down my champagne and follow him. I realise how cheap our tuxedos look in comparison to everyone else's in here, and hope no one else notices. I turn around to talk to Jacob but he's disappeared. I scan the room, and he's already at the far side of the dance floor holding court with a group of ladies. I tap Terrell's shoulder.
“Look at him go, we've only been in here ten minutes. Lucky fucker,” I say, shaking my head.
“Luck's got nothing to do with it, John, he just oozes charm.” I nod in agreement, and grab a plate and fill it with all the most plain-looking things I can see. I decide to avoid the free drugs on offer as I don't really want to draw any attention to myself. Terrell and I just lean against the table and eat while watching people do their thing.
“This time, I'm really not sure why Jacob's done it. There's not really anything to gain from being here. If the guards realise that we're not supposed to be here, it's six months in prison, no questions asked,” I say, still feeling bemused and overwhelmed by the situation.
“Don't worry, Jacob always has an angle. This time will be no different. Trust me,” Terrell replies with a smile.
I look at Jacob from across the floor, and he's leading a woman away in the direction of the toilets.
“Yeah, he has an angle alright,” I say and put more food on my plate, stuff a roll in my mouth, and start to head for a recently vacated table. I turn to Terrell and gesture with my head towards it, when with a crash I bump into someone, and everything on my plate ends up over her expensive-looking dress. She just stares at me with her piercing blue eyes. The last thing I wanted was to draw any attention to myself, but I've pretty much ballsed that up now. I want to say I'm sorry, but I'm completely flustered and when I open my mouth to say it, my half-chewed roll falls out and splats on the floor. I want to run really badly, and I'm about to bolt, when she bursts out laughing and gives me her hand.
“I'm Ezmerelda Kowalski, and that is by far the most interesting thing that has happened to me all night.” I stare at her dumbfounded. “And your name is?” she asks.
I slap myself around the face.
“John Farrow. I'm so sorry, I've totally ruined your dress.”
“Don't worry, I can't stand dressing up like this. I'm actually glad in a way, it means I can leave early now. So, John Farrow, I've never seen you before, what department do you work for? Defence? Sciences? Who's your boss?”
I'm a rabbit in headlights. Completely unprepared, I decide to tell mainly the truth, just changing certain details if they come up. Short answers are the key.
“I work at the loading docks. Martin Hooper is my main boss, but I report to Simon Prelude.” I then whisper in her ear, “He's a bit of a prick.” Maybe she'll believe me if I add a bit of colour.
“I haven't heard of either of those guys. It is a stupidly huge company though. Are they here?”
“Um, no. They probably don't do social gatherings. What do you do? Who's your boss?” I ask, not really knowing why.
“I work for the science division, mainly on classified stuff. My boss is Rupert Rawling. He's over there, dancing by himself with a masquerade-ball-style mask on. Keeping a low profile, while not at all keeping a low profile.” She then whispers in my ear, “Recently, he's been at the brunt of some malicious rumours, people are saying he … I don't really know how to put this politely, so I'm just going to say it. Don't judge me,” she smiles. “Apparently, he's been caught masturbating over some of the equipment in the lab.” She then laughs, “I don't know why I'm telling you this, I don't even know you.”
“Did he actually do it? I mean, you know, bang one out?” I ask, and Ezmerelda raises an eyebrow.
“No. He's one of the good guys, in a company full of bad ones.”
“You don't have to worry about me, I don't even work for your company,” I blurt out without thinking. She gives me a stern look, then smiles again.
“To be fair, I had kind of guessed that. Your cheap purple tux gives you away somewhat. How did you get in here? Actually, I don't care. Give me a reason why I shouldn't have you arrested.” She looks at me, half smiling, half frowning, and I can't tell if she's joking or not.
“Because pretty much everything I told you was true, I do work at the loading docks and my boss is Martin Hooper. I just work for Sunspots Waste Disposal Inc. and not Skylark.”
“I've heard of them; do you work on their spaceships?”
“No. I work the forklifts that load all of the horrible nastiness into the containers that then go onto the spaceships. It's not great. Actually, it's pretty awful, but it pays for my life outside of work. Just. In general, I try not to think about it.” I look down, and shrug my shoulders.
“Okay, I won't report you. For now. But only because I’m going home, and because you're going to take me to dinner tomorrow night.” I was not expecting that.
“Why would you want to go to dinner with me? I'm sure you could have your pick of men; look at you, you're one of the most attractive girls I think I've ever seen. In this room alone there must be a hundred more suitable candidates.”
“That's why. You seem to undervalue yourself. And you come across as honest. Even though you clearly lied and cheated to get in here. I'll let that slide for now.” She grabs my hand and writes something on it, then walks towards the exit. I want to follow, but decide to let her go. I don't want to look too desperate. I look down at my hand, and her number is literally glowing at me. That’s going to burn like hell tomorrow, but I really don’t mind. I turn around to talk to Terrell, but he's gone. I have a look around the room and spot him with the group Jacob was with, taking full advantage of his cast-offs. I smile, and decide it's time to go home. This time I am calling a cab.
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Indian food was a stupid idea. I love it, but without fail I always go for the hottest thing on the menu. I really don’t know why I do it, I can never finish it, and it always gives me stomach troubles. It was, however, the first on my list of about six different international cuisines when I called up Ezmerelda, and she apparently loves Indian food, so the list stopped there. I agreed to meet her at eight that evening at the Bengal Bastard; it’s apparently one of the best Indian restaurants in the city.
I get to the restaurant a few minutes early, and the waiter points a scanner at my eye and confirms my table reservation with a slight nod. He leads me through the packed and slightly gaudy-looking dining room to my table. He takes my coat and I order a litre of beer and sit down. I look down at my watch. It’s now bang on eight so she’s not quite late yet. I look down again, and it’s one minute past, so she is late now. My beer arrives and I drink deeply from it. I look at my watch again, it’s now five past, and I start to wonder if I told her the right time. Did I say half past? Did I say nine? Now I’m not sure at all. I figure that if she isn’t here by quarter past, no, let’s say twenty past, then I’ve probably just got it wrong. Or she’s not coming. What if she’s not coming? What do I do then? I guess I give Jacob and Terrell a call and see if they fancy dinner on me. I take another large gulp on my beer, and then try to catch the eye of a waiter or waitress to get another one and spot Ezmerelda being lead through the dining room towards me. She looks stunning, wearing a pair of long, bulky black boots, tight fitting trousers and a long jacket. I smile and wave my hand in the air to let her know where I am, and suddenly realise how stupid that is, the waiter is leading her here anyway. The waiter takes her jacket, she orders a large prosecco and sits down opposite me. She smiles, I smile back, and realise I have no idea what to say. My mind has completely wiped itself of all information.
After a long and slightly awkward silence, Ezmerelda finally speaks. “Are we just going to sit in silence or are you actually going to say something? A pleasantry, or something nice about what I’m wearing? Maybe even something about the weather. But something, anything would be good.”
My brain slowly starts to reboot itself.
“Fair enough. If you really want me to say something about the weather, I will. It’s a bit crappy if I’m honest. But you do look stunning this evening, really stunning. I can’t help but wonder, why are you here? You could easily have blown me off and claimed it was the drink talking. Um, I don’t mean blown me off in that way though.” Oh fuck, why did I say that?
She shakes her head slightly.
“You’re really quite awkward, aren’t you? You seem to have some self-confidence issues. You have it, but it’s at your own expense. It’s like you know the world revolves around you, but you really wish it wouldn’t,” she says with a half-smile.
“I don’t know what I’m doing most of the time. Trying to have fun and keeping the boredom at bay mainly, I think.” I look down at the table, realising that I’m beginning to sound a little bit depressing. “Enough about me, what about you, Ezmerelda. You’re a … scientist?”
“Call me Ez. Scientist is probably too strong a word for what I do. It’s mainly programming. I never know what I’m working on, just tiny sections of a larger whole. I could have a guess, but it’s better to stay out of the loop with Skylark. I’m sure if I asked Rupert, he’d tell me, but I honestly don’t want to know.”
The waiter comes and asks if we’d like to order. I haven’t looked at the menu yet, but there’s no point. I know what I’m having.
“I’ll have the super-phal please, and a garlic naan.” Ez looks slightly taken aback by my choice.
“Really?” she says. “Good luck with that.”
“It’ll be fine,” I reply, reassuring myself as much as her.
“Just Bombay potatoes and pilau rice please.” The waiter takes our menus and walks away, and Ez looks around the room.
“I love the traditional service you get here, it’s so impersonal most places you go. Just choose what you want from a pad on the table, and a few minutes later it just pops out of the hatch in the middle,” she says.
“It’s fine if you’re a bit awkward around strangers, have self-confidence issues and don’t want to leave a tip. But you’re right, this is better,” I reply, and she pulls a mock-offended face.
“I guess it depends on your mood. Are you making fun of me, John Farrow?”
“I might be. But just a little.”
“Don’t you think it may be a little bit early in our relationship for that? What makes you think I won’t just walk out?” she says, and I’m not sure if she’s now making fun of me.
“Then I think that would be the end of that. I’m not even sure I’d even call you up to apologise. I wouldn’t want to be constantly walking on eggshells around you,” I say, more bluntly than I intend. She stands up, and starts to walk away. I’ve fucked it, why did I say that? I put my face in my hands and then hear her laughing. I lift my head back up and she’s sitting back down.
“I wouldn’t walk out for that, John. Don’t worry, so far I’m enjoying myself. I’m especially enjoying making you feel more awkward than you already do.”
The waiter arrives with the food and places it in front of us. It smells divine. Ez looks at my naan bread.
“Do you want to go halves on the naan bread and the rice?” she asks.
“Of course, no problem,” I lie.
Once we’ve shared the bread and rice, I pick up my spoon and have a mouthful. For about three seconds, it seems quite pleasant, and I can actually taste some of the delicate flavours. For about three seconds. After that, it simply feels like someone is stabbing my tongue with tiny razor blades. I quickly grab my beer and finish it in one; it temporarily takes away the pain, but it quickly comes back. I ask the waiter for two more, and take a bite out of my half-naan which soothes my tongue slightly more. I’m already sweating. Ez looks at me and tries to stifle a laugh.
“Good, is it?” She can barely compose herself. I’ve got two options here: admit defeat, or eat it as fast as possible and hope that two litres of beer will kill it. Like an idiot, I choose the latter.
“Bloody lovely,” I say, and start shovelling it into my mouth. The beers arrive by the time I’ve finished it, and I drink half of one straight down. The heat of the curry has left me really light-headed. In a haze that almost feels drug induced, I hear Ez ask if I’m okay. I nod my head, and stand up quickly. Too quickly as it turns out. It feels like all the blood has drained from my head and I lose balance, falling onto the edge of the table, which flips over and throws everything that was on it across the room.
Everything goes silent. I look up at Ez from the floor, she’s looking around the room with her mouth agape. She finally looks down at me with a blank look on her face. I’m on my back, half covered in table cloth, beer, and some of her food. I give her a childish grin, and accept now would be a perfectly good time for her to walk out and never speak to me again. But instead, Ez starts laughing. Almost hysterically. When she’s almost stopped, she gives me her hand and tries to help me up. I grab it but she can’t keep hold because my palm is slightly sweaty, and I drop back down and she starts again, which sets me off. We’re still giggling as we’re escorted out of the premises and out into the night.
“Well then, Ezmerelda Kowalski, would you like me to walk you home?” I ask, and she smiles at me.
“Only if you don’t mind walking for about ten kilometres. I live with my parents a little way out of the city.”
“I’m not sure I’m quite willing to do that. I’ll call you a cab.”
“And like that, the evening’s over,” she says.
“You still want to spend time with me?” I ask, a little confused.
“I know a little spot down by the river, it’s not too far from here. Come with me.” Ez holds out her hand and I take it. She leads me through parts of the city I have never seen before: loud, vibrant and very rich. The city finally quietens down and we walk down some steep steps just before an old bridge, and down onto a tow path. We find a bench and sit down. The reflections of the city on the water are breath-taking.
“You want to know why I still want to spend time with you? It’s because I’ve never met anyone quite like you, John. I could even tell that last night. You clearly didn’t fit in, but you’re refreshing, a change in my world. Everyone I’ve dated in the past has had too much money. That comes with the territory, I’m afraid. My dad owns the New White Star, one of the larger of the space cruise line companies. These men claim they could give me anything I could possibly want, but they’re ultimately bland and vain and want me as a prize. You have treated me like a person, and I haven’t laughed that much in years. Now, you probably think that I’m a spoiled brat who’s just slumming it, but I assure you that apart from living with my parents, I earn my own money and take nothing from them.”
“I don’t think that.” I’m not sure what to think, but now seems to be a good time to move in for a kiss. I’m pretty bad at reading signs from women, and often in the past when I thought the time was right to move in, they’d just pull back and ask me what the hell I thought I was doing. Ez doesn’t pull back. After about a minute or two of passionate kissing, I pull back with the biggest grin on my face.
“Shall we go back to yours?” she asks. After what she’s just said, the last thing I want to do is take her back to my place.
“That sounds great, but … my flat is in a red slum area, and I’d be slightly embarrassed to take you there on a first date. And besides, it’s a terrible mess,” I say.
“That doesn’t bother me. After what I just said, why would you think it would?”
“I don’t think it would. It does bother me, though. I can’t let you see it just yet. I know that’s odd, and probably a bit suspicious now I think about it, but it’s not in a state to be seen by anyone who doesn’t already know what it’s like.”
“You mean like your friends at the ball?”
“I’ve known them for years. A lot of the mess is probably down to them.”
She stares into my eyes.
“You’re full of surprises, John. You’ve pretty much just turned down a night of wild passion.”
“I have, yes. It’s probably because I’m a fucking idiot, and seem to do everything I can to sabotage myself.”
“Maybe, but like it or not, you’ve just won me over.”
We slowly walk back to the bright, buzzing centre of the city hand in hand, and head towards a taxi rank. We pick the taxi at the front of the queue, and the door raises open.
“Call me tomorrow,” she says and gets in.
“Definitely,” I reply and smile.
The cab raises from the road and attaches itself to the mag-lane high above, and with a loud whoosh it’s gone. I’m now feeling at a bit of a loss. Did that go well? I’m not so sure now. It felt like it did, but I’ve been wrong before. Doubts start shooting through my mind, and I feel like I need to talk to someone about it. We have an open invitation from Jacob’s mother to come and talk anything over and have a drink with her, anytime any of us need to, so I decide to do that.
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To my genuine surprise, Ez was still talking to me and within about two weeks we were an official item. The first few months together we pretty much did what all new couples do constantly. It was fantastic, and I’ve never been so happy. We didn’t rush into anything, we just had fun.
When we'd been together for a year or so, we decided to move in together. I'd insisted that we move into my flat, which I'd had now for around fifteen years at this point and I could never see myself moving out of. I honestly didn’t think she’d go for it because of the area it was in. It's also full of all my old junk, and I had sort of got everything where I wanted it. From my point of view at least, I thought sharing it was a massive step. The view outside of both the dining room and living room windows was of both levels of the M4, and there were talks of building a third level. If that happened, it would pretty much block out all the sunlight coming in. I didn't have a problem with this, as the curtains were mainly always closed anyway.
After a while of living together, we started having discussions/arguments about moving into a bigger place, and me getting a better job. Working forklifts on the loading docks at Sunspots Waste Disposal Inc. was pretty shitty, but it was pretty cool knowing everything I was loading into the square metal containers was headed for the Moon, and then on to be burned up in the Sun’s atmosphere. But apparently that lacked ambition. I was kind of comfortable with it, and enjoyed my life outside of work a lot. I didn't really want a career, and enjoyed spending a lot of my free time with Jacob and Terrell. Ez had worked really hard to get where she was, and had every right to try and push me into bettering myself. I just didn't really want to be pushed.
One day, during my lunch break, I get called into the manager’s office. I have a slight hangover and I'm annoyed that this has happened during my free time. I'm quite happy to tell Simon this, even though I've probably been called in for some sort of reprimand. All Simon seems to care about is letting you know he’s more important than you, and that he has the power to sack you. He’s a slimy fucker and he looks like a stick insect. I knock on the door, hear the latch beep, and walk in. I'm ready to say my piece when I notice a large bald man in a cream-coloured suit sitting to Simon’s left. I vaguely recognise him, but can't quite place him. He stands up and offers his hand. I automatically take it, and shake it with a firm grip, like I'd been taught to do from a young age. “No one likes a limp handshake,” my dad would always tell me. I didn't like handshakes at all, firm or limp. His hand is sweaty and all I want to do is wipe it on my trousers, but I manage to stop myself.
“I'm Martin Hooper; you must be John Farrow?”
The owner of the company. Fuck. I must have screwed up pretty badly this time for him to be here.
“I’m … pleased to meet you,” I say very quietly.
“Good, good,” he booms. “Now let's get straight down to business. Sunspot 2 is down a shift manager since Perry went missing a week ago. She's due to go out in four days, and I want you to take over.”
I stare at him with my mouth slightly agape, I really don't know what to say. I don't know much about the business except for my job. I know that we have two ships and what they're called, and know that they dump rubbish on the Sun, but that is pretty much all.
“It's double the money you're on now, and you'll basically be the Captain of a spaceship.”
“I'll have to speak to my girlfriend,” I manage.
“There's nothing to talk about, man. Just say yes! I'll sort all the paperwork out, and arrange you passage on a shuttle to the Moon depot tomorrow. From there you can start some basic training.”
“Why me? I'm sure there are loads of more qualified …”
He looks at Simon with a big grin on his face and bangs him on the shoulder a few times.
“Simon's told me nothing but good things about you, boy, good things. I'm taking it as a yes, and will send the transport info to your house later today.”
“Okay … thank you?”
With that he stands up again, walks past me, bangs me on the shoulder and leaves the office. Simon smiles at me, in a way that looks more sinister than happy.
“What's going on, how did this happen? I wasn't looking for this, any of this,” I say, protesting, but knowing I'm going to end up doing it.
“Simply put, he can't find anyone else. He's tried, but no one wants the job.”
“I don't want it either. Well, I don't not want it, but it's not something I've ever really thought about doing. Being a spaceship Captain does have a certain appeal though.”
“You won't be the Captain. You'll be a shift manager. Simple as that. No one will ever call you Captain. Look at it this way, the boss thinks you've said yes. If you let him down, you won't have a job.” He pauses. “Look, from your position, you're getting a promotion because of a problem. From my position, I'm getting rid of a problem by a promotion.” He leans back on his chair, puts his hands behind his head and looks really pleased with himself for what he's just said. I bet the fucker's been working on it all day. I do feel a bit gutted though. But still, it's a promotion. Whether or not I've earned it, or been forced into it, I'd imagine Ez will be pleased. Probably.
“So, you didn't heap praise on me to Mr. Hooper then?”
“Oh I did. Lots and lots.” He smiles an evil little smile. What a cock.
“I think you should go home and tell your girlfriend the good news, and start packing.”
I stand up and head to the door. He stops me.
“Oh and John, here's the best bit: you're going be out there for three months.”
My face drops.
Three fucking months. How am I going to explain that to Ez? And on such short notice?
I clear out my locker of everything that's of value to me and I walk out onto the yard. I watch everyone I work with doing their jobs for a few minutes from a distance, and I decide to disappear without saying anything. Mainly because I don't have any idea what to say to them. I quickly get into Bruce, my electro scoot, and head back home. Even in the awkward situation I've been put in, and the potential falling-out I'm going to have with Ez, when I get in and close the door, just for a moment, I can forget everything. I love Bruce. I've never been so happy with a purchase. He's a one-person car, and looks something like a large bobsleigh, but with a roof. The best thing about this particular model is that if you want to go somewhere with someone else (assuming they have one as well) you can sit two of them side by side, hit the connect button on the key fob, and the two electro scoots do their thing and join together, syncing all systems. And you have yourself a two seater. You can do this with up to four of them, but I couldn't convince either Jacob or Terrell to get one. It's embarrassing enough that I own one, apparently. Luckily, Ez does quite like them, and has called hers Brucette.
I head to my local pub, The Fire and Water, to have a sit down and a long think, aided by as much alcohol I think is necessary to sort this situation out. Ez meets me there when she's finished work, which is around three hours after I got there. By this point it's fair to say I've had a few. She sits down next to me and kisses me on the cheek.
“Hello, you here by yourself?” she says and looks around, I guess she’s expecting to see Terrell or Jacob around somewhere.
“Afraid so.” I look at her and smile. “They've given me, no, they've forced a promotion on me at work. I'm not sure I'm happy about it,” I slightly slur.
She looks at me quizzically.
“Not sure you're happy about it? Why not?”
“Look, I know you want me to progress, and get a better job, and earn more money and all that, but it's not what I want to do. I like my job as it is.”
“No you don't.”
“No, I don't. But they've forced me into it,” I say the last bit slightly higher pitched than the rest, and I realise that everything I've just said is complete nonsense.
“I assume by that you've accepted it then, this promotion that was forced on you.”
“Yes, they said if I didn't take it I wouldn't have a job. So I had to. And now I'm on double the money, and…”
“Double the money? That's fantastic,” she says and gives me a hug, and kisses me on the lips.
“Drinks are on you then,” she smiles, then pulls back a bit when she notices I'm not entirely smiling back at her.
“Oh, I thought you were playing with me. You're really not happy about this? What is it they're forcing you into doing then? I assume some sort of management position at the yard?” she asks.
“Yes and no. Management, yes. At the yard, hell no.”
“Tell me then, don't just string me along,” she says, sounding annoyed.
“They've made me shift manager on one of their two waste disposal ships, Sunspot 2. And they want me to go out tomorrow for some basic training.”
“What's wrong with that? It sounds pretty good. My boyfriend the Space Captain. How long will the training last?”
This is the part I was dreading, the part I needed three litres of beer for, and still I feel unprepared.
“The training will only be for a few days, but when it's over I'll already be on the Moon depot and we'll be setting out straight away.”
“So how long will you be out there for?”
I wait.
“How long?” she says impatiently.
“Three months.”
She stares at me, and then looks at the table. She doesn't move for a while, so I put my hand on her shoulder. She shrugs it off, and then just stands up, and walks out.
I don't see or hear from her again until I get back from my first three-month stint. I tried and tried to call her from Sunspot 2 until the signal craps out near Venus, and then again when we get back in range on our way home, but she doesn't answer.
After an uneventful first three months, I finally get back to my flat. I unlock my front door and walk in. I'm surprised to see my flat in such tidy state. I hadn't emptied the bins before I left, so I was at least expecting the rancid smell of that to hit me when I opened the door. But no, it smells fresh, like it's only just been cleaned.
I drop my bags in the hall and walk past the kitchen into the living room. Ez is sitting on the sofa watching the holobox. She looks at me and stands up. She takes me in her arms and squeezes me tight.
“I'm so sorry for walking out like that,” she says, and with that presses her head into my chest and cries. I hold her, and play with her hair.
“It's okay, it's okay, we'll figure this out.”
And to a degree, we did. Everything seemed new again. After a lot of discussion, I reluctantly agreed to sell my flat and we bought a house, a modest three-bedroom in a relatively nice area. Somewhere Ez could at least bring her parents. As a bonus, there was no three-level motorway in sight, from any window.
Then came the first of many talks about children. In our early days, we were both resolute in not wanting them. She was building a career, and I simply didn't want any. Something had changed, and I couldn't put my finger on what. All I knew was now, for some reason, she wanted them, and I still didn't. That was that as far as I was concerned. Apparently, that wasn't that, and the debates got more heated.
Every time I was leaving for Sunspot 2, we seemed to have an argument about it, and I was left to stew for three months. I guess we both stewed. It was always when Sunspot 2 was closing in on the point of communication blackout that we seemed ready to talk about things again like adults, but then Venus happens and that's it for pretty much a month. When I got back, things always cleared up and we seemed happy again, but the arguments always started again around about two weeks leading up to me leaving.
When I got back from my last trip to the Sun, things were different. Ez had convinced me to hand in my notice, due to her bonus and promotion, and I did. The boss was not happy, and offered me loads more money to stay, which was very tempting. But I explained to him that the shifts were destroying my personal life, and money wouldn't change that. He seemed okay about it, but said he'd keep the position open for me as long as he could. I suspected he knew he couldn't get anyone else and hoped I'd have a change of heart. Things were actually looking good for a change. It didn't take long though, for everything to completely fuck itself up.
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There’s a knock at my door.
“Go away,” I shout. I’m not interested in talking to anyone. I’m quite happy being alone and miserable.
The door opens anyway, and it’s Kerry.
“Have you calmed down yet, Mister fucking fisticuffs?” she says with a grin.
“Yeah, pretty much. I’ve just been day-dreaming for the last hour or so. I honestly don't know what came over me, he's been trying to get under my skin ever since I started here. I think he may have just pushed me too far this time. What's happened anyway? Did you have your stupid trial?” I ask.
“No, and it wasn't my stupid trial. Robert is sedated in the sickbay. I think you may have broken a rib or two, you feisty fucker. Getting him up the ladder was a pain in the fucking arse. Have you ever tried to get a twenty stone blabbering fat man with broken ribs up a ladder? Jesus. After we managed that, I politely asked Tim to stay in his quarters until we reach the hangar bay. He seemed fine with it, and he just went. Odd bod, that one. Best leave him be until we've sorted this out I think,” she says.
“Do you still think he's responsible for our dilemma?”
“I don't know. Fuck, neither do you, John. In about three hours we'll find out, and one of us'll look like a prick. There was something else though. When we finally managed to get Robert up the ladder and in the sickbay, and got Tim in his quarters, Mark and I decided to look at your instruction manual, you know, to see if we could get an idea about how to join up with the hangar bay.”
“Fair enough, it's the only way to be sure,” I say.
“Here's the thing though, the entire section has been ripped out. We had a hunt around your office, in your desk draws and in the cabinet. Couldn't find the fucker anywhere.”
“Oh … that's pretty weird. Did it look like it'd been ripped out recently?” I ask, confused.
“How the fuck would I know? There’s no way you can tell how long ago pages were ripped out of a book by just looking at them.”
“Fair point, but that's really not good. How are we going to link up with the hangar bay?” I ask.
“When we get close, we'll slow the hell down and hopefully some system will kick in and do it automatically. But the ship's so old that I doubt it’s got anything like that. We're going to have to spend the time we have left looking for some sort of docking clamp control that no one has ever seen or noticed before, I guess.”
“We're a little bit fucked, aren't we?”
“That's an understatement, John. We are completely fucked.”
“I'll go and look in the cargo bay. As that's got the only airlock to the hangar, it'd probably make sense that the controls to couple the hangar are in there somewhere.”
She looks at me and smiles.
“Look properly this time.”
I smile back.
“Fuck you,” I say.
Kerry turns and leaves my quarters, and I follow her. She heads up to the bridge, and I climb down to the rec deck, walking through it towards the cargo bay.
Tim had spent time in here trying to figure out what had happened but didn't have any luck, and I doubted I would either. Although, if he was responsible for the situation, then he probably had enough time in here alone to cover his tracks. I walk up to the control panel next to the airlock, but slip on something before I get there. I find myself lying on my back on the floor again. The back of my head was still hurting from before, and now it fucking kills. It's pounding in time with my heartbeat. I sit up and look around for what it was I'd slipped on. It's a small patch of translucent slime, now smeared across the deck and on the bottom of my boot. I pull my finger through it, but there’s not enough of it to give me a clear idea what it is. It’s possibly the same as the stuff I slipped on in the inspection tube earlier. Strange, it has a similar texture to KY jelly, but not quite, it's more … slimy, I guess. What is it then? I don’t have time to consider it now, so I wipe it on my trousers again and stand up. Without thinking, I grab the DANGER: WET FLOOR sign that is propped up against the wall next to escape pod 1, and put it over the area where the slime is.
I then walk back to the control panel. I type in my password and it shouts at me again. I look around the door to see if there is anything else control-like, and follow the wall down towards the outer doors for the escape pods. Nothing but pipes, piles of spare parts and bad lighting. This is useless, there isn't anything in here. I start back for the hangar bay airlock, when I look down and notice a small square area that's a slightly darker blue than the rest of the floor. It has four small ragged holes around the edge, and a larger hole in the middle, which has some cut wires protruding from it. Something has been removed. I kneel down to get a closer look, to see if I can work out if it's been removed recently or not. Not that I'd be able to tell, but I notice it has the same slime as the stuff I slipped on next to the airlock and inspection tube all around it.
I’m suddenly worried. Is there something on board with us? I think about telling the rest of the crew, and then decide not to. I'd be laughed off the ship. After what’s already happened so far today, it just isn’t worth it. I think I may be jumping to some massive conclusions here anyway. But what happens if I don't tell them, and we all get killed by some sort of giant slime-dripping alien monster? I guess it wouldn't really matter because we'd all be dead. But at the same time, we'd be hailed as the first humans to discover and come face to face with extra-terrestrial life. That unfortunately went on to eat us. There's nowhere for something like that to hide on this part of the ship anyway, it's been searched level by level (badly) and I'm sure it would have been spotted by now. Unless it's a shape shifter … Time to stop this stupid train of thought and get to the bridge to tell Kerry that I haven't found anything except wires protruding from the deck where something, possibly the hangar release control, used to be. I may omit the slime part.
I head back out to the rec deck and climb up to the bridge. On the way there I decide to get off the ladder onto the habitation deck and look in on Robert. I'm not sure why, I don't really want to say sorry to him, but I do feel crappy about literally kicking him when he was down.
I get to the door, which is slightly ajar, and slowly push it open. It creaks on its hinges and I'm in. He's sitting up and watching something on the small old holobox on the wall. He notices me and flinches. He pulls the sheets up slightly. He actually looks terrified.
Guilt suddenly kicks in, and I automatically apologise.
“I'm really sorry, the um … stress of the situation?”
“Yeah … that's fine … we're all … um …” he manages and trails off. He looks a little afraid, or maybe just a bit dopey from the sedative. He's breathing heavier and faster than usual and I'm pretty sure he just wants me to go, so I do.
“If there's anything I can do …” I say.
“Okay … fine …” He replies and quickly looks back at the box.
I walk out. That made me feel a little bit better.
I close the door behind me and decide to look in on Tim, maybe explain to him why he's been asked to stay in his quarters. He might be able to give me some perspective. I walk down the corridor and knock on his door three times. He opens it slightly and puts his head through the gap.
“Yes?” he says, wide-eyed.
“I thought we could talk, maybe have a hot or cold beverage?”
“Why would you want that? Judas,” he says.
“What? No. What?” I’m confused. “I wanted to talk to you about …”
“About why I've been confined to quarters? I already know that. Kerry said you thought I was probably the saboteur – which I'm not, by the way – and that it was a good idea to stay out of your way until we reach the hangar bay and work out what's happening. I'd imagine that should be in less than an hour now.”
Cheeky bitch.
“I don't think that, I never thought that. I was the only one who's had your back this whole time. But I suppose it probably makes sense for you to stay here, under the circumstances.”
“Yeah, you guess. And I liked you.” With that he moves his head back in and slams the door in my face.
That did not give me any perspective.
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I walk back through the corridor and over to the ladder, grab the rail and head up to the bridge. Once through the hatch, I quietly get up on to the deck. I stand behind Kerry and Mark for about twenty seconds before anyone notices me. Mark looks around.
“Oh, hi John. I didn't see you there.”
“Hello,” I say back. Kerry turns around on her chair.
“Did you find anything in the cargo bay?” she asks.
“No, it looks like there may have been some sort of control once, but it's been ripped out and only some wires are showing. By the way, I just spoke to Tim.”
Kerry visibly tenses up and looks a bit sheepish.
“Didn't I say leave him be?”
Suddenly the proximity alarm starts blaring out, and the bridge’s lights turn red. Kerry looks at me with an apologetic smile, and turns back to her console. I look out of the viewport and the hanger bay is pretty damn close now, and getting closer at quite a speed.
“Mark!” I shout through the blaring alarm, “I thought you said six hours? This hasn't even been five.”
“That's what the computer said. We must actually be going faster than what we're rated at,” he shouts back.
Kerry turns to him.
“Or the hangar is going a lot slower than you estimated. Either way, we have about ten minutes.”
I put my hands on the back of Kerry's chair.
“When are you going to fire the retro thrusters?” I ask.
“When I'm good and fucking ready. Who's flying this thing? It's not you, is it? It's me,” she shouts.
I move my hands.
“Fair point, can you at least turn the alarm off then?”
The alarm turns off abruptly, and I end up shouting the last few words.
Kerry chuckles to herself, and turns back to me.
“Now, Mister Captain sir, I shall fire the retro thrusters, and we shall slow down at your pleasure, if that pleases you. Then we’ll prepare for fuck knows what.”
“Thank you, ma'am,” I say.
She smiles and turns back around. She presses a few buttons on her console, waits a few seconds, then she tries the same sequence again, waits a few more seconds, and then retries it.
“What the fuck?” she mutters to herself.
I lean over her shoulder.
“Anything wrong?” I ask.
She continues trying the same sequence of buttons, and after nothing seems to happen a seventh time she bangs both of her fists on the console in frustration.
“Fuck, John, the retro thrusters ain't firing, and we're too close to avoid a collision. We're going to hit the hangar at full speed in less than ten minutes.”
Mark stands up, looking like he's going to freak out again.
“Sit down Mark, it'll be fine,” I lie to him. He sits slowly, but I know what he's thinking. The escape pods are only two decks below us.
“Kerry, what would happen if we shut the engine off? With that piece of metal Robert found? Would that help?”
“No John, I've shut it down already. Without the retro thrusters the inertia will carry us forward at the same speed indefinitely. And we’re going pretty fucking fast,” she says.
“Shit, we've got to think quickly. Um, where are the thrusters’ main controls, or how do we get to them?” I'm really not good at thinking on my feet.
“The retro thruster junction box is at the far end of the top inspection tube, where you were earlier. The fuel pipes to the thrusters themselves are underneath the box, and made of rubber, and stupidly thin, so it's possible for them to get easily blocked. It's a really, really dumb design, made worse by the amount of times it's bodged back together.”
Oh bollocks. Can this be my fault? I'd forgotten all about dropping the spanner and it wedging itself between the fuel tank and what I thought were random tubes. No one told me to be careful of anything except for being electrocuted. It would have to be a really dumb design if a small spanner wedged against them could stop the retro thrusters firing.
“Um … it's possible that I may have dropped a spanner in the gap underneath the box earlier. Could that have blocked the pipes?” I ask.
“You fucking idiot. That'd definitely do it, what did I just say? It's bad design. Why didn't you say anything about this earlier? And how did you … oh never mind,” she says, waving her hands in the air.
“I was trying to undo a bolt, Robert was being a prick, and the engines suddenly turned back on. In shock I dropped it. I thought I was going to get electrocuted,” I say.
“Well then, in that case, you have about nine minutes to get the spanner out of there, or we're all going to die.” She turns to Mark. “Get to the escape pods, and prep them for launch.”
I turn towards the hatch, ready to get my ass to the engine room as fast as possible, when Tim pops his head up looking panicked.
“I noticed through the viewport in my quarters that we're not slowing down. Why haven't you fired the retro thrusters? Are we going to hit the hangar?” he says.
“Yes, I dropped something onto the thruster fuel pipes and now they're not working, I've got to get down there now!”
“I can do that. I've flicked through the manual and seen inspection tubes, and know where the retro thruster junction box is, and I'm nimbler on my feet than you.”
“Okay, good. Fucking go, then!” I shout.
He slides down the ladder and I follow him. I look back at Kerry.
“You get to the escape pods too, and leave the thrusters’ controls turned on so they fire as soon as the tube is unblocked.”
She nods, grabs Mark, and they follow me down the ladder. I get into the engine room and Tim's already getting into the top tube. I shout after him.
“If you're not at the junction box in three minutes, turn back or you'll be crushed. The top tube will be directly underneath the hangar deck when it hits!”
I climb up to the top tube and look in. He's making really good time; he looks like he's almost halfway down the tube already. He shouts back at me:
“Close the hatches, just in case. You wouldn't want to be sucked into space if this doesn't work.”
I don't argue, and shut all three hatches, but don't lock them. I don't want to trap him in there if I can help it. Selfishly, I decide to leave the engine room and climb back to the bridge and maybe watch the carnage from the highest vantage point. I reason that if he succeeds, all will be well and I won’t be needed, but if he fails I don’t want to be in the line of fire. The bridge is probably the safest place on board. We're heading towards the hangar bay from underneath; it should hit its housing first, which the inspection tubes run along the top of. All of that's on the engine room level, at the bottom of the ship. Best case scenario if Tim fails: it may shear off the housing, taking the fuel tanks and some of the engine room with it, leaving us heading towards the Sun with no fuel or power to stop ourselves. All other scenarios pretty much mean we die instantly. If we're going to die, at least I went down with the ship. As a Captain goes down with his ship. As a shift manager goes down with his ship … Actually, fuck that. If I'm not the Captain, then I mean to live.
I get off the ladder at the rec deck and run towards the escape pods in the cargo bay, hoping they haven't been launched already, and find Kerry and Mark walking back in from the cargo bay.
She looks at me and shrugs her shoulders.
“Guess what?”
I look at her blankly.
“Neither of the fucking escape pods have had their oxygen tanks replenished.”
I wonder briefly if it was my job to check that.
Suddenly, a countdown starts over the intercom.
“Collision in sixty seconds.” It states in a calm female voice.
“I think we should head to the bridge, it’s probably the safest place on the ship if Tim fails,” I say to them both.
“Collision in fifty seconds.”
We all climb the ladder to the bridge: Kerry up front, Mark in the middle and me last. I suddenly realise Robert has no idea what's going on. It's probably for the best, and there isn't really time to warn him now. Ignorance is bliss.
“Collision in forty seconds.”
We climb out of the hatch and stand on the deck of the bridge. We all stare at each other. Kerry then looks at Mark, grabs him and gives him a massive kiss. He kisses her back, not looking surprised by it.
“Have I missed something?” I say.
“Collision in thirty seconds.”
Kerry looks at me in disbelief.
“You really didn't know? Fucking hell. Really? Whenever you fall asleep in your office on shift, we pretty much constantly fuck.”
“Collision in twenty seconds.”
“I absolutely did not know that. I also didn't know you knew that I fell asleep on shift.”
“Oh we did, but we didn't really mind,” Mark says, with a sly smile.
“Collision in ten seconds.”
“Brace yourselves, this is it,” Kerry says.
We all grab hold of the handrails that are intermittently spaced on every wall, and hold on for dear life.
“Collision.”
We look at each other, and for a moment nothing happens. I start thinking maybe it won't happen, maybe what we can see happening through the viewports isn't real, maybe the retro thrusters have fired. Even then it would be too late. At the speed we were headed towards the hangar deck this late in the game, it would have made no difference. Kerry grabs hold of my hand. I look into her eyes: they are wide, but she is smiling. She looks like she has accepted the inevitable. Then it hits.
There is a massive low rumbling bang from beneath us, the whole ship heaves and the three of us go flying forward. There is a horrible sound of grinding metal and smashing glass; sparks and fire start spurting out of the consoles. I get thrown into the pilot station, pain shoots through my back, and I can see flames and thick black smoke everywhere. I don't see where Kerry and Mark have ended up, but someone is screaming. I struggle to move, but I'm fading in and out of consciousness. I try to stand but I fall to my knees, then everything fades to black.
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“John, wake up! It's nearly eleven. You could win medals for the amount that you sleep.”
I rub my eyes and see that Ez has a coffee in one hand, and some sort of healthy breakfast bar in the other. What I wouldn't give for a fry-up right about now.
“I'll leave these here, but I want you up in ten minutes.”
She puts the coffee and breakfast bar on the bedside table, smiles and leaves. I sit up, grab the coffee, and take a sip. Yuk. It either hasn't been stirred or there's no sugar. Oh well, even like this it's still better than anything on Sunspot 2.
Even though this would technically be my three month break now, knowing that I don't have to go back to that ship feels pretty good. So far though, I haven't spent the time wisely. I've spent the last month and a half since handing in my notice pretty much drinking with Terrell and Jacob every night until stupid o'clock in the morning. I think Ez is beginning to get annoyed by this, but so far she hasn't said anything. It's probably time I tried to get out of this cycle of drinking, and attempt to get a new job. One with fewer hours, and hopefully less pricks to deal with. I will miss Kerry though, but probably not enough to contact her again. Does that make me a bad person?
I down the coffee in one glug, then get out of bed. I put my dressing gown on and head downstairs.
Ez is sitting reading her tablet at the kitchen table, and it occurs to me that it must be the weekend.
“Good morning, my little booze monster,” she says, but I think I sense a hint of annoyance. “There's fresh …” she looks at the coffee pot and pulls a slight face. “Fresh-ish coffee in the pot, if you want it.”
I look at the pot. My mouth still tastes like crap from the drink last night and the coffee I've just had.
“I think I'll pass. Do you fancy going out and getting some breakfast?”
She looks at me, then at the clock on the kitchen wall, then back to me. “Breakfast?”
“Okay, lunch-fast? Or break-unch?”
“Yeah, sounds good. Do you want me to pair up Bruce and Brucette while you get ready?”
“I thought I'd left Bruce at the pub.”
“No, he's where he normally is.”
I'm a bit concerned, I'm sure I drove him to the pub. I don't remember how I got back last night, I really hope I didn't drive home in him. I'd be incarcerated for a full year if I'd have been caught, even if Bruce was on autopilot. Hopefully the days are just blurring in to one, and I'm getting mixed up.
“I don't think you took him last night anyway, didn't Jacob pick you up?”
That was it. Thank fuck. I really need to stop drinking my head out every night, I'm really beginning to lose track.
“Can we walk? I don't think my stomach could cope with the journey.”
“That's fine, we'll go to the café with the nice milkshakes. What's it called? You know … it doesn't matter; whatever it's called, it's the closest one.”
The Sun is way too bright for my hangover, but we're half a kilometre down the road before I even think about sunglasses. It's too late to go back, and my gurgling stomach is telling me that bacon is more important than vision at this moment in time. Strange how the Sun seems less bright when you're right up close to it, dumping waste materials.
Ez decides to take us down the path by the river. It'll add on a few minutes to our journey, but it is a lot nicer than walking next to the road, with the constant whooshing of silent cars speeding by, blowing you sideways. Ez sits down on a bench that faces the water, and beckons me to join her.
The glare on the water feels like it's burning out my retinas, and is making my headache worse. As we sit in silence for a minute or so, I start to get the feeling we're about to have a serious conversation. I'm not sure my brain is going cope.
“I love this spot. Everything always seems so tranquil. So quiet.”
It is a beautiful spot, but I'm hungry and my head hurts. All I want to do at this moment is to keep moving until we get to the café.
“John, I know since I asked you to finish your job you've been a little … I don't know, what's the word … lost? I know you don't want to rely on me financially, and I truly get that. But for us to move forward, I needed you out of that awful job. The time we spent apart was just too destructive to our relationship. But now, since you've quit, you seem to be on a destructive path of your own. You're drinking every night. You really need to grow up; you're all nearly forty and you act like teenagers. I like Jacob and Terrell, I really do, but you're all bad influences on each other. I'm working my ass off to put us in a good position for the future, and you're just pissing it up against a wall.”
It's all true, and I can't argue with any of it. I look out over the river, and then down to the gravel path, trying desperately to come up with a reason why I'm doing this, why I seem to be rebelling against what should be a perfect life. But I have nothing. So I stay silent. She waits a moment for a reply, but when none is forthcoming she carries on.
“You know my boss? Well, I think you know him, Rupert Rawling?” The name rings a bell in my head.
“He's the one who was caught masturbating over the equipment, right?” I say and smile to myself.
“Is that really the only thing you remember me saying about him?” she says. It was.
“He's a good man with a nice family, and someone decided to start some malicious rumours about him. I told you because it was funny and something he just wouldn't do.”
“You've mentioned him loads of times, but I've never actually met him face to face.”
“No, of course you haven't. You're always away on that ship of yours whenever we've had any work-related social gatherings. Anyway, he's been acting really odd recently, and seems to be getting cold feet about the project we're working on. I don't know the full picture as I only work on small elements of it here and there. But he seems to think that the plug will be pulled anytime soon, and that we'll all be reassigned. If that happens, I'm going to take some time off, and we can spend some proper time together. And maybe even think about the possibility of having children.”
Alarm bells ring in my head. I sit up straight.
“We've talked about this a hundred times,” I say. “We're not having kids. I don't want them, and you don't want them. You said they'd fuck up your career.”
“I'm at a really good point in my career at the moment, pretty much where I wanted to be at this age. Having a baby wouldn't ruin anything now, it would just put things on hold for a while. I could go back in where I left off, when I'm ready.”
Here we go again. When did having children become such a priority for her? She used to be more adamant about it than me. I've stayed in the same position this whole time. I don't really want them. She seems to have gone from No way, absolutely not, my career is far more important. To Let's have babies, and fuck my career.
“Ez. We have this argument almost every time I'm about to head back to the Sun. It ends up with me being miserable and alone for three months, and I'd imagine it's similar for you. Except that you have friends to talk to, and I'm trapped on a tin can with a bunch of people I don't really like, and certainly don't want to open up to.”
She looks at me for a few seconds, and then looks back out over the water.
“I guess that's true, I'd never really thought about it like that. But you're not going back this time, you're staying here. And to put it bluntly, you could easily be a stay at home dad.”
I look at her sharply.
“Fuck that.”
I realise that she has it all planned out, and probably has done for a long time. And now, finally, all the pieces are in place.
“I'll let the idea sink in, and we'll talk about it again in a few days.”
With that she stands up, grabs my hand and pulls me up. I'm feeling shell-shocked and not sure I know what's going on.
“I think it's now definitely time for break-unch, or would you prefer lunch-fast?” she says, and I suddenly realise how ridiculous I sound.
“Um … just brunch I think.”
We head to the café in relative silence, not an entirely uncomfortable one, but my head is reeling. I'm going to need another evening with Jacob and Terrell to talk through the events of this morning, and to get their unique wisdom on the situation.
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“Tonight, my good friends, will be a night like no other. We won't simply be staying at The Fire and Water to whittle the night away, no, no, no. Tonight will be something very special indeed. For I have procured us three tickets to the finest drinking establishment in the city. The one and only Jupiter Rising. Ten floors of truly awful music, ten floors of watered-down piss, ten floors of over-priced drugs, ten floors of terrible lecherous men, ten floors of buff, sexy men, and ten floors of sexy scantily-clad ladies. Tonight, my friends, we go into the realms of the unknown.”
Terrell looks over to me and puts his hands over his face. I feel the same: Jupiter Rising is a shit-hole of epic proportions.
“Really, Jacob? Why would you do that to us? This is probably my last night out with you guys for a while, and we're going there. Really?” I say.
The waitress turns up and puts three litre glasses of lager on the table, looks at Jacob with a sneer, and walks away. He just smiles. The company logo on the side of the glasses is glowing red and slowly changes to blue when the tiny mechanism inside has chilled the drink sufficiently.
Jacob picks up his glass when it's ready and drinks deeply from it, then puts it down on the table loudly.
“That is precisely why, John. If it’s our last night together, then let's do it with as little style as possible,” he says.
“I get that, but I really have something serious I need to talk to you guys about tonight, so I thought maybe a quiet one.”
“John, three words are going to sum up tonight: stupidness before seriousness,” he says, and then holds his glass in the air.
Terrell picks up his drink, bangs it against Jacob’s already half-finished one, and takes a massive swig.
“Ah, fuck it. I'm in. Come on John, this could be the final chapter of the three musketeers,” he says.
“The three musketeers? We've never called ourselves that. The three drunken bastards, more like it.” I sigh. “Okay, I guess I'm in. Not that I have much choice. We are going to regret this though.” I bang my glass against theirs and attempt to down my drink. I don't even get to the quarter-way mark before I start gagging and spit a mouthful on to the table. Luckily, only Jacob and Terrell see me do this, otherwise we'd have probably been kicked out. The waitress was already annoyed with us, but she seems mainly annoyed with Jacob. He won't tell us why, but Terrell seems to think it has something to do with Jacob sleeping with her one night, and then sleeping with her boyfriend the night after. They still point at me and laugh.
After our drinks are finished, we leave a tip and Jacob books us a taxi to the club. We walk outside and the three of us wait in the rain shelter until the taxi decides to turn up. There are four large circled Ts in what used to be the car park, and our taxi lands on the one closest to us. The side door hisses open and the driver shouts out Jacob’s name. We get in and sit down.
“Here we go, boys, the point of no return,” Jacob declares, and pulls out three mini bottles of something luminous and blue. He passes one each to Terrell and me, and downs his in one. We look at each other and down ours too, as the glowing blue mouth effect it gives us only lasts about an hour, but is brightest ten minutes after you drink it. We're going to look ridiculous when we get there. But then, that's the point. Three old men entering a club, that is predominately filled with eighteen to twenty-five year olds, with bright blue glowing smiles. We're so cool.
The cab then slowly moves itself into the mag-lane ten metres above the road, and with a loud buzz that signals its roof is within the magnetic barriers, it heads off at full speed, and the backs of our heads hit the head rests. Only service vehicles are allowed the conversions needed to make them able to hover and use the mag-lanes. It makes taking a bus or a taxi a hell of a lot quicker than driving, especially in the city. It also means that bus and taxi drivers need special licences and a lot of training to pilot these vehicles, and has put most of the road-based taxi drivers out of business.
Out of the window I spot the club between buildings that are blurring past at high speed. It's a huge tower covered in lights and screens, in the middle of an industrial estate. It looks out of place, and in the daylight just looks tired and old. It's a beacon for anyone who wants to dance, take its many varieties of mind-altering drugs, have a one night stand, a quickie by the dustbins, or a fight. A classy place.
The taxi comes to a stop, slowly moves itself out of the mag-lane, and sets down about thirty metres from the club. The driver presses a button and our retinas are scanned with a bright red light. There is a fast beeping noise, and he acknowledges that we've paid by unlocking the doors.
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Outside, the place seems to be as crowded as the club itself is probably going to be, but there doesn’t seem to be a queue. Each level has its own entrance, which avoids a lot of the congestion.
“Jacob, which one's the rock level?” I shout over the noise of people and thumping bass coming from above.
“Not sure, probably near the top I'd have thought. Not going there yet though, I've got a plan.” With that he walks over to a water machine, pulls out a litre bottle and proceeds to down it. He then walks to one of the bouncers and asks what level is generally the most popular.
“We're going to level four first.” He smiles a sly little blue smile, and I think I know what he's planning. The three of us walk through the foyer and towards the level four stairwell. All the hip and sexy people seem to be headed this way too, and they all seem to have almost no clothes on. The men: tight shorts, naked torsos, and shimmering tattoos across their bodies and arms. Very in fashion right now. The women: essentially wearing just lingerie that has been repurposed as the standard nightclub uniform. There must have been a point sometime in the past when a mini dress just wasn't mini enough anymore. I'm not complaining though.
Once up the stairs, the muffled beat gets louder and I start to feel it in my chest, as if it's trying to change to beat of my heart. The crowd stops and waits patiently at the giant doors, willing them to open. When they finally do, the strobe lights floating just below the ceiling lead us in. The beat stops being muffled and becomes sharp, and almost intolerably loud. Jacob disappears in ahead of us, and Terrell taps me on the shoulder. He tries to say something to me, but I can only see his lips moving and have no idea what it is over the racket. He then drags me in the direction of the bar, and we get quickly stuck in the tightly-wedged, claustrophobic mass of people waiting to be served. There is nothing to do now but wait and hope the bar staff don’t just serve the people who show them the most cleavage.
Jacob then grabs us both by the shoulders. We turn and look at him, confused. By some miracle, he's already been served and managed to find us a place to sit. He definitely doesn’t have the most cleavage out of the three of us, that’d probably be me, but he probably has the most charm. Either way, that man works fast. Once we sit down, he puts the three Emergency Stops he's bought us on the table, and we all smile in unison. I’d forgotten that they served them here. I pick up the small yellow box, attach it to my arm, and wait for them to do the same. Once they're all in place, we count down from three, and then hit the big red button on the top. The needles inside the yellow box pierce our skin, and the modified opiates hit our blood streams. We all then lay back on the sofa, mouths slightly agape. My body feels really heavy, too heavy to move, but I feel like I'm floating at the same time. It’s a good feeling. The effects will only last about ten minutes, and the addictive element has been removed, but the club will only serve you one per night. There are plenty of other ten-minute hits available, but each person is limited to four different hits in one night. The owners of the club have to be super strict on this policy now, because the previous owners were just too relaxed about it. Jacob told me of one night, probably about a year ago, when a group of friends took it in turns to buy as many as they could from the bar, and took them all at once. It was a terrible idea that ended very badly. Some of them got serious brain damage and had to be euthanised in the days following, and some just died on the spot after their brains literally melted and drained out of their ears and eye sockets. The owners of the club were promptly arrested, and executed soon after.
Once the effects of the Emergency Stop have worn off, Jacob stands up and tries shouting something at me, but I just can't hear him, so I point to my ears and shrug my shoulders. This place is horrible. I like being able to talk, and I've got a lot to discuss this evening. The repetitive pounding bass is getting in the way of everything except drinking, drug-taking and dancing. And there's no way I'm dancing.
He laces his fingers together and bends his knees, and I just look at him. I finally realise he's miming for me to give him a bunk-up, so I copy his stance, and he runs at me. He lifts his leg and puts his foot between my hands. I push up while he jumps, and he grabs one of the floating strobe lights above us, and hovers slowly above everyone dancing and getting their groove on. I realise with horror that I may have just put his plan in motion.
He glides gracefully over the crowd and drops down when he gets near to one of the six or seven dancing poles placed around the room. The one he lands next to has no one dancing or writhing on it, and he walks towards it. He looks left and right, and then proceeds to climb it. It looks like he's planning on climbing up as far as it goes. I turn to Terrell and motion towards the exit. He looks puzzled and raises an eyebrow, until I point at Jacob steadily making his way up the pole. He stands up quickly, nods his head, and we swiftly head for the giant doors. We work our way through the throng of sweaty semi-naked bodies writhing and grinding around us, and when we're within a few metres of the exit, we turn around to watch the carnage begin. If what happened next hadn't been so disgustingly horrible, it may almost have looked beautiful.
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Jacob finally reaches the top of the pole, then crosses his feet and holds his knees together. He holds out both arms and begins to slowly lean back. When he's pretty much upside down he holds his position for a few seconds, and then pulls his arms back in. He then looks around the room, and spots Terrell and me by the doors and smiles. He then puts the fingers of his right hand down his throat. At the same time, he loosens his grip slightly on the pole and starts to very slowly move down it and spin around. He quickly withdraws his fingers and projectile vomits on the unsuspecting people underneath. This is no ordinary vomit, mind you: this is bright blue, and glowing. He loosens his grip some more, and he spins faster around and down. It goes everywhere, a giant circle of luminous sick. The people dancing underneath look up, smiling, assuming it's some sort of special effect the club has put on, until they smell it. Then all hell breaks loose.
Jacob is down and running towards us before anyone's realised what's just happened. But he's making slow progress because of the crowd. I see a few people, with glowing blue on their heads and shoulders, point in Jacob’s direction and start to give chase. From where he is, he raises his hands above his head and flaps them about in the universal Run like fuck! gesture. We don't have to be told twice. I turn to head for the exit as fast as I can, but before I realise it's happened, I smash straight into a massive guy carrying a large tray of drinks. The glasses smash, cutting his bare chest, and the drinks go everywhere. His face goes from shock to fury in a split second. He then suddenly bangs the back of his head, his eyes start to glow bright red, and so do his shimmering tattoos. He grabs me by the throat and slams me against the wall, holding me so my feet are dangling above the floor. I can't breathe, and I actually think he means to kill me. Terrell tries to pull him off me, but one swipe of this guy’s left arm knocks him on his ass. Black spots start appearing in my peripheral vision, and he moves his head closer to mine. I can see in his red eyes that he doesn't plan to stop this anytime soon, and he squeezes tighter. I try to hit and kick him, but he doesn’t move. I just about spot Jacob still running towards us. He grabs a bottle from a table as he runs past it, jumps up in the air and smashes it on the back of the big guy’s head. His eyes open wide, and they change colour from red, to blue, to purple. It repeats the pattern, getting faster and faster. His eyes start strobing and he let's go of me and grabs the sides of his head. Sparks fly out of the back of his skull where the switch must have been and he falls to his knees screaming. The bottle must have damaged the switch, and whatever liquid was in it must have somehow got into the implants. Poor fucker. But that’s what happens if you get ocular implants done on the cheap.
Jacob grabs Terrell and pushes him out of the doors. I don't hang around and leg it after them. I look over my shoulder as we're running down the stairs and can see three vomit-covered people in pursuit. Adrenaline has kicked in and I can only just feel the pain around my neck. We get through the foyer a lot faster than I would have expected, with the amount of people milling around and generally getting in our way, and then we're finally outside and into the cold wet night. We continue running and end up heading back towards the lights of the city.
We stop after about ten minutes when we realise that anyone who was chasing us has long since given up. I'm so unfit that when the adrenaline starts to wear off, the effects of being strangled and trying to catch my breath work against each other, and the effort to breathe hurts so much I almost collapse.
After a few minutes of sitting down, I'm still wheezing slightly, but breathing fine.
“Jacob, you absolute bastard,” I say. “You had that planned all night, didn't you?”
“Everything except you getting strangled. The circle of blue? You know I've always wanted to try that, well … ever since we came up with the idea and decided it wasn't possible. And I wanted your last night out to go with a bang. Did it look good from where you were standing?”
“It was the best, and worst, thing I've ever seen,” Terrell says, and then looks at me.
“What's the reason then? Why's this your last night?” he asks.
I look at the pavement, and am about to answer when we hear a familiar whirring noise.
“Stand up, and start walking,” Jacob says, suddenly really serious.
We start walking and the police cruiser slowly moves past above us on the mag-lane. It slows down even more and shines its spotlight on us. We're so fucked. After what happened at the club, I'd be surprised if we didn't get electro-shock treatment to correct our behaviour, and then have to spend the next six months inside. I hold my hand to protect my eyes against the brightness, although that's the least of my worries now, when suddenly it switches off. With a quiet hum, the police cruiser speeds away. The three of us stand dead still. We start to slowly look around, then look at each other, and finally we burst out laughing.
We continue walking, and the laughter subsides.
“John, I know this isn't actually your last night out with us, but you're not going to be around so much anymore, are you? It feels like maybe the end of an era, and I get the feeling you have something big to talk to about.” Jacob puts his hand on my shoulder.
“But you know we can't do that without seeing my mother, and we're not far away – it's only a little way down the road from here.”
When we were kids, Jacob’s mother would always let us drink or do anything stupid at her house. She said that it was better to be supervised, that way we'd stay out of trouble and not get ourselves arrested. As we got older, she would often join us on our misadventures and I never really thought of her as Jacob’s mother at all, just another friend. She always had the best advice on most subjects, and was a great listener. She did have some odd quirks, though. She was heavily into the idea of an afterlife, and spirituality (whatever that was), even after the main religions had been abolished and such beliefs could get you arrested or put in an asylum.
We get to the gate. It's locked. We start to walk around the outside perimeter, and notice that there are some bent bars on the iron fence. We climb through and walk past the countless shabby-looking graves, to the one that is still constantly tended. Jacob comes here once a week, to think and to maintain it, even though the rest of the place seems to be going to ruin. He made her a promise on her deathbed that if he had any big decisions to make, or any problems in life, he'd come and visit, and have a drink with her. And that offer had been extended to all of us. When Terrell split from his wife, we came here and had a drink with her. After my almost disastrous first date with Ez, I came here afterwards and had a drink with her. Maybe it's just the quietness of this place, or because of her strange beliefs, but somehow it feels like maybe she is still here and listening. But more than that, it always seems to help. She died far too young, and I still miss her.
Jacob and Terrell made a small, slightly shoddy bench to put beside the grave about six months ago, so we all sit down, and it creaks under our weight. Jacob pulls out four bottles of beer from his man bag. He passes one to me and Terrell, and puts the fourth one in front of the headstone.
“What’s going on then, Johnny boy?” Terrell asks me.
“Everything. Nothing.” I try and think of the best way to say it, but decide that straight out with it is probably best.
“Ez wants kids. After years of not wanting them, she now does. She's made me quit my job, and has said she wants me to be a stay at home dad. I really don't feel grown up enough, and I feel a bit trapped, if I'm honest.”
They look at each other, and what comes next surprises the shit out of me.
“You're nearly forty, John,” Jacob says. “There's no way you're not grown up enough. And she didn't make you quit your job, she asked you. If you’d really liked it, you'd still be doing it.”
I press the button on the lid of my beer, and the heat of my finger tip pops it off. I don't wait for it to cool down, and take a swig straight away. It's Terrell's turn now.
“Ez is a beautiful, beautiful woman, John. Why wouldn't you want kids with her? I know what you're like, you're very stubborn. Once you've made up your mind, you stick to it. But this is something you can change your mind about. There are no absolutes here. I think you've said you don't want kids for so long now that you don't feel you can change your mind without looking like you're going back on yourself, like somehow your pride is at stake. It isn't. You can change your mind. What would you prefer, being back up there with the twats on that spaceship, or being at home with a son or a daughter of you own? Being a father,” he says putting a hand on my shoulder.
I take another swig of my beer.
“I thought you guys would have been dead against it. What about the three musketeers? I think you may be right though. I have been on the fence for a while. I've been arguing with Ez mainly because I didn't want to let go. What do I have to let go of though, really? I'm not young anymore. If I wait too long, and stay on the same page, I'll lose her. And I'll die miserable and alone with nothing and no one,” I say.
“And who would we have to pass on our infinite wisdom to? It's not like me or Terrell here are going to have any kids anytime soon. You are the only likely candidate. We'd be like the best uncles ever!” Jacob says with a big grin.
I smile at that.
“The best, or creepiest?” I ask.
“Probably a bit of both. But John, seriously, go for it. What do you have to lose?” Jacob’s grin fades a little as he says it.
I didn't have anything to lose. I didn't even know why I was fighting it. So finally, my mind is made up. Jacob and Terrell have completely surprised me. I'm going to get home, and when Ez gets back from work, I'm going tell her we should go for it. And apologise for being such a prick.
We down our drinks, and Jacob opens the bottle by the headstone. He pours the beer on the grave, kisses the top of the stone and we silently walk out the way we came in.
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The next morning I wake up and my head and neck are hurting like bastards. The space beside me on the bed is empty. I guess Ez is at work and has left me to sleep in. After last night’s mini epiphany, I literally feel like a new man. Except for the headache and the sore neck that make me feel like an old man, but hopefully they'll be gone soon. I can't wait for Ez to get home so I can tell her. I decide to make it a special occasion, and plan to get her some flowers and chocolates. I'm really beaming. I feel like a missing part of my life has just been put in place. Why have I been denying it for so long? Oh yeah, I'm a fucking idiot, that's why.
I get into the shower and wash off last night’s exploits. It's warm straight away, there's no boiling, freezing, boiling, freezing followed by swearing that Sunspot 2's showers always give me. And for the first time since quitting, I'm really happy that I'm never going back.
I towel off and get dressed, and decide to take the scenic route into town, by the river, when I hear the front door open and slam closed. I walk downstairs to find Ez curled up in a ball on the sofa, crying and visibly shaking. I sit down next to her and put my arm around her.
“What's wrong?” I ask.
She looks up at me, her eyes are blood-shot, and it looks like she's been crying for a long time.
“He's gone,” she manages.
“Who's gone?” I ask.
“Rupert … he … he's disappeared.”
“Didn't you mention him yesterday? It's not even been twenty-four hours yet. He probably just decided to not come in and forgot to tell anyone.” I wonder why she's so upset; it seems quite trivial, and I start to get paranoid.
“No, John. You don't understand. He's gone. And he's taken the project we were working on with him.”
“The project …?”
“Yes, I can’t say any more than that. Please don’t ask. He's been acting very strange recently. He didn't seem to want to finish it. And now he's taken it and vanished. I was working on it as well, and Skylark think I had something to do with it. They think I helped him, John. I've been questioned all morning. My God, I'm being questioned by government agents tomorrow, and if they don't believe me I'll be picked up, tortured and then executed as a traitor. I haven't done anything, John, I'm not a traitor, I HAVEN'T DONE ANYTHING!” she screams before curling back into a ball, and continues to cry. I try to reassure her, and tell her that everything is okay, but she's having none of it.
“John, Skylark are merciless. There’re a lot of things I haven't told you, I didn't want to scare you. People I know have been tortured for just having Skylark schematics on their personal computers. They were just behind with their work, John, that's all. They were tortured and then imprisoned for that. If they think I've helped steal something this big, John …”
I hold her tightly, it's the only thing I can think to do. I think back to yesterday, with all its hope for the future. When she kissed me goodbye last night it was one of the last times I saw her happy. I never see that beautiful smile again.




19

“John, wake up …”
SLAP!
“John, WAKE UP!”
SLAP! SLAP!
“Alright! I'm fucking awake!” The side of my face stings. I cough instead as I breathe in the smoky air. Kerry smiles at me and I sit up. The bridge is bathed in red light, and a layer of smoke is floating halfway up the room. Luckily, I can hear the loud whine of the air scrubbers doing their job. Kerry holds out a hand, I grab it and she pulls me to my feet. I look around and see Mark sitting at his station, holding his head. His white hair looks as pink as Kerry’s in this light. There doesn't seem to be too much damage in here as far as I can tell, just a lot of unsecured objects strewn across the deck. I don't know about the rest of the ship. I look out of the viewports. The stars are moving upwards at speed, followed by the Sun, followed by more stars, back to the Sun again. That's not a view I've ever seen before. I stand back and rub my eyes. I realise that the impact has sent the ship spinning out of control. After standing up for less than a minute, I can feel how badly my back hurts, and how badly my throat hurts from all the smoke. I hurt all over. I look at Kerry and Mark. They look like they've been through the wars too. Mark's bleeding from his forehead, and Kerry has blood underneath her nose, mixed with soot. I smile at them.
“We're not dead. I'm a little bit surprised by that,” I say.
Mark takes his hand off his head, looks at the blood on it, and puts it back.
“I feel dead. And I get the feeling the ship may be dead too.”
Kerry rolls her eyes.
“I love your fuckin' optimism, Mark, we haven't even checked any of the systems yet,” she says, picking up her chair from the deck and sitting down at her console. She flicks a few switches and presses a few buttons, but there's nothing. The monitors are just showing static.
“The pessimistic fucker’s right, John. We're dead in space.”
“What about the hangar?” I ask, realising there's no way to tell if it's attached or not without physically looking, so I walk back to the viewports. I have to tiptoe to look down to where the hangar should be, and it's there. It's in its housing. That's one thing that has gone right. In a fucked-up sort of way, at least.
“We have it … it's attached,” I say.
Kerry and Mark look out at the vast solar-panelled top of the hangar deck, and let out almost simultaneous sighs of relief. Mark then starts to look puzzled.
“It looks like it's maybe bowing slightly, as if the impact has bent the housing so it's at a different angle to the rest of the ship. If that's the case, we won't be able to get on board through the adjoining airlocks, they'll be at least three or four metres apart,” he says.
I look out again, and I realise he may be right: it's definitely bowing downward.
“It looks like you're right again. Bugger. I'll go down to the cargo bay and check it at the airlock. While I'm gone, see if there's anything you guys can think to do up here,” I say, heading towards the hatch, then I pause and turn around to look at them both and point my finger.
“Except fucking, definitely no fucking.”
As I get through the hatch and into the habitation level, I can hear a groaning noise coming from the far end. I get off the ladder and walk through the smoke, which is still thick here, and glowing red due to the emergency lighting. I can't see more than about three metres ahead of me. I notice the air scrubbers don't seem to be on. In my quarters, I grab a towel from the deck where I left it earlier and hold it over my face. I hear the groaning again. I realise it's Robert. The panel with the controls for the scrubbers is next to the sick bay door, so I put one hand on the wall and walk to the end as fast as I can. My eyes are streaming by the time I get there, and I can barely see a thing. I can't imagine how Robert's feeling. I'm surprised he's not dead from the smoke inhalation.
I get to the panel and hit the red button. The scrubbers whine into life. I get down to my knees and crawl in through the door, trying to breathe as little as possible. The sick bay is a mess: all the equipment is on the deck, and a lot of it looks smashed. All the beds are on their sides. I can just see Robert underneath one of them. The beds are massive, heavy-duty things. If one were to fall on you, it would very likely break bones. Robert has had a very bad time of it so far today, far worse than me, Kerry or Mark, and a lot of that is down to my actions. His day has probably not been as bad as Tim’s though, as it's very likely that he's pretty fucking dead.
I crawl over to him. He's making some horrible noises. There’s soot under his nose, staining his blond moustache. I shake him slightly, but he doesn't respond. The first thing to do is to get the bed off him. It's laying on its side pinning down both of his legs. I can see that the air is starting to clear a bit, and I try and take a breath. I cough and splutter. Robert wakes up. He starts screaming, doesn't seem to know where he is. I quickly grab the frame of the bed and just about manage to move it. I'm straining with the effort. Just before I get it past his feet, it slips from my grip, and I drop it on his ankles. He screams again but this time he seems to know what's going on.
“You fucking cunt!” he shouts.
I pick it up again and get it off him completely. He's wheezing badly, so I grab a mask off the wall rack and connect it to one of the oxygen mix tanks, and then attach the mask to his bald tattooed head. His beard makes for a bad seal, but I guess it's better than nothing.
I wait with him for about five minutes and his breathing starts to level off. I stand up and go to the intercom to get Kerry or Mark down here, but there's nothing but static.
“Robert, stay here and breathe slowly. I'll get Kerry to come down and help you.” He nods, and I leave the room. As I walk back to the hatches, I can see smoke rising from down below, which makes me think the engine room must have been on fire. Or still is. And then it occurs to me that we really should have closed all the hatches when we knew we were heading for a collision. Each level has its own life support, and we wouldn't have been completely smoked out like we are now. If there had been any sort of massive decompression after the collision, we'd all be dead now. We learned all of this and more in our emergency situation training. The guy taking the course said if you didn't remember everything, it was fine, because if you do get into an emergency situation out in space, the adrenaline will kick in, and it will all come flooding back. Absolute bollocks. I haven't remembered a fucking thing, and it seems like no one else has either.
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Once I get back up to the bridge, I see that Kerry and Mark are both busy underneath their consoles checking the scorched wiring.
“Kerry …?” I say. She looks around, and sits up.
“We're pretty knackered up here, John, almost all the fuses are blown and most of the wiring is burned to a fucking crisp.”
Mark gets out from underneath his console.
“Navigation is the same. Burned to a fucking crisp. There is good news though.” Kerry and I look at him, hopeful.
“We're spinning out of control and heading straight towards the Sun.” He forces a smile and then drops his head and closes his eyes. I get the feeling he's beginning to crack.
“Robert's in a bad way in the sick bay, and it looks like the engine room is on fire. Kerry, can you keep an eye on Robert and make sure he's okay, while Mark and I tackle the fire and hopefully find Tim alive?”
“Mark's got more first-aid training than me, and he's better at it, so I'm coming with you,” she says bluntly.
Mark looks up slowly and nods his head in agreement.
Before we get to the engine room, Kerry goes in to her quarters. She comes out with a wet towel, and ties it around her head. I do the same with the towel I already have and we head back to the hatch.
“Kerry, do you know where the extinguishers are in the engine room?” My voice is now muffled by the towel.
“I think there are three of the fuckers along the same wall as the hatch, so we climb down, grab them and hope it's not a raging inferno. If that's the case, we close the hatch and open the airlock and let the vacuum of space deal with it.”
“Could we not do that now?” I ask.
“Really, John? This was your idea, you remember?! Tim! Tim may still be alive; he's got no chance if we blow him into space.”
“Oh shit, yeah, sorry. I'm scared and think my brain has stopped functioning.”
She nods her head.
“Me too. Fucking scared. This time though, there's no pussying out of it, you're going down first.”
I make sure the wet towel is tight around my head and then slowly start the smoky descent. I look over my shoulder as we climb down past the rec deck. I can't see all the way to the far end because of the smoke, but I can just about see that all the tables are on their sides, and pool balls are scattered across the deck. We pass through the deck and into the thick smoke of the engine room.
I jump down the last three rungs and quickly grab an extinguisher. Kerry grabs one too and we both turn around to see the damage. Flames are violently spurting out of the open vents on the engine shaft like flame throwers. The fire is burning its way to the fuel tanks, and once it gets there that'll be the end of that.
“John, when I shut off the engines before the crash, the fuel tanks were automatically cut off. I'm guessing that due to the shit upkeep of the engine shaft, the fuel didn't drain out as it's supposed to. This ship was always a fucking disaster waiting to happen,” she shouts through the damp towel. I nod and pull the pin out of the extinguisher and aim at it the closest eruption of flame to me. The foam shoots out. Kerry moves forward and does the same.
Every time it looks like I'm getting the best of the patch of fire I'm working on, it comes back seemingly even worse. We’re running out of time. The fire is making its way closer and closer to the fuel tanks. It's simply too powerful for the extinguishers to deal with, and we're both nearly out of foam. The only option left is to space it. I look at Kerry and point to the hatch; she nods, drops her extinguisher, heads to the ladder and starts up it. I run over and grab one of the rungs, start to climb up behind her, and then stop. Kerry is now in the rec deck, I can see her head through the hatch and she's beckoning me up. I shake my head and drop back to the deck and run for the inspection tubes, realising once again that I've forgotten about Tim. I hear her shout “No, John!” as I run across the engine room. I get to the ladder for the gangway and start to climb it. Fucking hell, it's hot; I can barely hold on. Once up, I climb the steps to the top inspection tube, turn around quickly and look across the engine room. Flames are everywhere now, closing in rapidly on me and the fuel tanks. I really haven't got any time left. I turn around and open the hatch to the top inspection tube. It opens with a hiss. I look inside. There's about two metres of tube, and then it's crushed flat. As I stare into it a horrible guilt fills me. This is my fault. If I hadn't been so stupid as to drop a spanner into an especially sensitive area, none of this would have happened. How can something so small and insignificant have caused this awful situation? Tim has been crushed doing his best to save us, and he's dead because of my mistake.
He's the first person I've lost under my charge. The thought never even occurred to me that it was a possibility. Everything is so routine, so dull, that nothing bad could ever happen. I know now how out of my depth I am, I know that if I stay in charge, everyone will end up dead because of my idiotic decisions.
I sit down on the gangway facing the tube’s hatch and realise I don't want any more of this. I can feel the intense heat of the fire on my back and want nothing more than for it to take me. I close my eyes momentarily. A hard slap to the side of my face snaps me out of it. Kerry pulls me to my feet and pushes me down the gangway stairs. She has a surprising amount of strength in that tiny frame of hers. I stumble but keep my balance. She then jumps over the safety rail and lands on her feet on the deck. I do the same, but land somewhat less gracefully and she pulls me towards the ladder to the rec deck. At the ladder, she turns and shouts.
“What the fuck are you doing? We've got almost no time until the fuel tanks blow, and you start feeling sorry for yourself?” She slaps me again, really hard this time, so hard that the towel doesn't take away the sting.
“Now get the fuck up to the rec deck and open the engine room airlock!”
We climb, while behind and underneath us the inferno is raging. Something explodes, and a wave of searing heat hits us. It forces us to move up the ladder faster.
Once in the rec deck, flames start licking through the hatch as we slam it down behind us. I stand up and run to the panel and enter my codes, and then press the button to open the engine room airlock. We hear a loud whooshing noise below us as the air gets sucked out along with the fire. I take a look out of the rectangular viewport. I can just about see the fire shooting out of the airlock in a short spiral motion because the ship is still spinning. When there's no more oxygen left to fuel it, it fades out around twenty metres from the hull. A strangely beautiful sight.
Kerry rips the towel off her face and stares at me with tangible hostility.
“I am not dying out here because some jumped-up little shit gets a case of the guilts. How dare you force me to make a fucking choice like that?! You could have blown the fucking ship up if I hadn't got you.” She’s shaking with rage.
“You could have just shut the hatch and opened the airlock,” I say quietly.
“Fuck you. You know what? I probably would have if it were possible. But you're the only one with the fucking access codes.”
“My God … I'm so sorry … I … I'm not cut out for this. Every decision I have made has been wrong. Everything I've done so far has fucked us up even more. I don't know what to do anymore … I … I …” I lean against the wall and slide down, and put my hands over my face. Everything from the last twelve hours to the situation with Ez decides to try and escape from me, but I just about manage to hold it together. Kerry sits down next to me, and puts her arm around my shoulders. She waits until I've calmed down, then she whispers into my ear.
“We're still not out of the woods yet, John. You still need to take charge.”
I wipe my face with the now black towel.
“You'd do a better job. At least everyone respects you.”
“That may be true, but I fly the ship. You, and only you, are going to lead us out of this, whether you like it or not.”
I liked it not.
“Did you know I'm not supposed to be here? That I quit at the beginning of our last three-month break?” I say.
“No, I didn't,” she replies.
“I did. And that makes being here now a massive kick in the balls. I wasn't coming back, that was it. But here I am.”
She looks at me quizzically.
“Then why the fuck are you here?” she asks.
I wait for a few seconds before I reply, not really knowing how to explain it. Finally, I cop out.
“I'm not really ready to talk about that yet. Maybe when we're out of this mess. Maybe.”
I stand up awkwardly and walk towards the cargo bay. The air scrubbers are finally doing their job now that the engine room is sealed off, and I can see clearly. It's a mess. The emergency lighting is still on, so everything has a red hue. I look out of the small round window of the hangar deck airlock, and can see that the hangar is back in place. Unfortunately, Mark was very right, and while it's technically in its housing, the impact has bent the housing downward, there's a gap of about five or six metres between doors, and no seal. Fuck. I'm going to have to get everyone together to come up with some ideas to get around this. With the ship spinning out of control and heading directly for the Sun, the desperate need to get on board the hanger deck to find out what has happened to the other half of the crew, and the question of who sabotaged us, we really need to try and work together and put our differences behind us.
I head back into the rec deck and Kerry is still sitting next to the hatch, just rubbing her face and looking a little beaten. I check the engine room control panel, and see that all the air and fire have now been completely sucked into space. I close the airlock and start the re-pressurisation procedure. I walk over to Kerry.
“What's the plan then, John?” she asks.
“To bash our collective broken heads together and get out of this alive. Even though a few minutes ago, that's not exactly what I wanted.”
She looks at me and rolls her eyes.
“Let's head to the sick bay then,” she says, grabbing my hand and pulling herself up.
Mark has Robert sitting on a chair. He's awake and seems in good spirits until he sees me. I hold my hands up in front of me and apologise again. Kerry nods at him and he seems to relax. Fuck knows what that’s all about. Whether he’s in a piss with her or not, she still has some power over him. And that’s to my advantage at the moment.
“You two are a mess,” he says. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Heroically putting out raging fuckin' infernos in the engine room. Nothing too exciting,” Kerry replies. Mark stares at us for a few seconds.
“Tim?” he asks.
I look down and shake my head.
“No.”
I can feel the guilt flowing from everyone. They all suspected him of sabotage, and he then died saving our lives. I feel the guilt too, but not quite for the same reason.
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I walk in circles around the small sick bay. I'm thinking that somehow, it's up to me to bring everyone together with a rousing and uplifting speech, something that makes us want to get off our arses and sort out this horrible situation we've found ourselves in. But I can't think of anything rousing or uplifting. I decide to just open my mouth and see what comes out.
“Today has started pretty fucking badly, and has got progressively worse as it has worn on, to the point that we are now spinning towards the Sun without any way of stopping ourselves. After the collision and the fire, I seriously doubt the engines will be an easy fix, and the navigation systems on the bridge are all fried.”
I’ve failed to be rousing or uplifting on every level.
“And the communications,” Mark adds, lowering his head.
“And the communications … fuck. Has anyone got any ideas?” I ask.
Dead silence.
“We need to get into the hangar deck, and the only way to do that at the moment is a spacewalk to its forward airlock. And I'll be fucked if I'm going out there while we're spinning the way we are, and so close to the Sun,” I say.
Robert looks up, and I can almost see a light bulb go ping above his head.
“The hangar … it's got thrusters that are on a separate system to the main engines. That's how to stop us spinning,” he says.
“It's a good idea, but that means someone still has to do a spacewalk. It would be suicide. The way the ship is moving, it'd be too easy to be knocked off into space. And on top of that, anyone going outside would be burned to a crisp in seconds,” I say.
“Actually, John, that's not entirely true.” Kerry says.
I look at her, confused. She smiles at me, then continues.
“It's freezing out there. There's nothing to conduct the heat. Just vacuum. All you have to worry about is the radiation, and the suits are built to deal with that. To a degree, anyway.”
“Then why the fuck is this ship completely covered in heat shields then?” I ask, looking around, hoping someone is with me.
Robert smiles.
“It's in case we get hit by a solar flare, or caught in the Sun’s corona. To be honest though, if that happened, all the heat shields in the universe couldn't save us. You really didn't know that? Really?” he says.
Once again, with my complete lack of knowledge, I've successfully made myself look like an idiot.
“I really didn't. Fuck.”
I'm now expecting Robert to tear me to pieces, but to my complete surprise, he doesn't. Instead he stands up and limps out of the room holding his left side. When he gets to the door he turns.
“I'm gonna see what you've done to my engine room, before you make up your mind if this suicide mission's an option or not.”
With that he's gone. Mark then smiles a scary wide-eyed smile.
“Are we going to draw straws for the privilege of killing ourselves then? I'll tell you this now, I'm not doing it. There's no way. I'm not convinced that any one of you isn't the saboteur, and I won't risk my life to find that out. We've eliminated one person; his death trying to save us all makes him a hero in my book. Only three more to go …”
Kerry gives Mark an angry look, which usually would stop him in his tracks. But this time he doesn't seem to want to stop.
“Not this time Kerry, I don't even trust that you're not the one who's done this to us. Everyone likes you, and you know how everything works. You are in a perfect position to sabotage the ship. Hell, you even knew what was wrong with the engines.” He stops, eyes wide, and points at her.
“You’re the fucking saboteur! I can't believe I didn't see it before, and you've been using sex to keep me on your side all this time … I can't believe that I slept with you and didn't realise! My God, the thought makes me feel sick, as soon as this is over I'm going to …” She punches him full force in the face and he goes down hard on the deck. She looks at me, her face is a shade of red that clashes with her pink hair.
“It looks like it's just us going outside for a little suicidal spacewalk then, doesn't it?” she says, with her face a little too close to mine. I'm not in a position to argue, she's been close to the brink because of me already. One word and I'd imagine she'd kill everyone in sight.
We head back down to the engine room and leave Mark on the sick bay deck plates, unconscious. The place is a blackened mess. Smoke is lazily rising from the uneven-looking engine shaft. Robert is standing there, staring at the sheer amount of damage and laughing to himself. He holds his ribs, then laughs some more. He sees us and gains a little composure.
“There is nothing I can do. Everything is seized up and warped from the heat of the fire; all the dials, wiring, computers and monitors have melted. Sorry guys. It's properly wankered. It would take months in space dock to fix and they'd probably have to replace the whole engine room. I'm really sorry, but there's only one option left.”
“Figured as much,” Kerry says. “John, I think we better suit up then.”
Fucking hell fucking hell fucking hell.
“I've never done a spacewalk in my life,” I say.
“But you must have done the zero-gravity simulator in your basic training, right?”
“No. My training was rushed. I only got a few days. I get the feeling they missed out a lot of the important stuff.”
“You're telling me. Fucking hell John, is there anything you can actually do on this ship?”
“… No, not really, no,” I say, lowering my head. Kerry just stares at me for a few seconds, and then looks me up and down.
“Well, at least you're honest.”




22

We head back up to the rec deck, and open one of the storage lockers in the cargo bay. Kerry passes me an old white spacesuit, which looks pink in the emergency lighting.
“Looks about your size, John, get in and I'll zip you up.”
I put the suit on apprehensively and she tightens, straps and zips everything up for me. Robert limps into the cargo bay and does the same for Kerry. He then moves to the next locker along and gets out a helmet and starts to attach it to my suit. I hold my breath and the helmet locks into place. The suit is now completely airtight. He turns a valve and the air starts pumping through. I let myself breathe slowly, and notice the air has a horrible metallic taste to it. I feel very claustrophobic with the helmet on, but try and keep myself level-headed. When Robert is finished with Kerry, he limps back into the locker and grabs a four-metre-long tether and clips it to us, and points to the forward-most escape pod airlock.
“John, if we're using the airlock without the escape pod, I’m gonna need you to type in the override code.” He sounds distant and weirdly compressed through the helmet. I turn and walk past the escape pods, and over to the panel and try to type in my code, but the gloves are too thick and I keep hitting two or three keys at once.
“Can't do it, I've got fat fingers with the gloves on. You'll have to.”
“What's the code then? Or is it a shift manager secret?” he asks.
I really thought everyone had their own codes. Letting only the shift manager have the codes seems awfully dangerous and stupid to me. What if they went missing?
“It's November, Charlie, Charlie, one, eight, six, four,” I say.
He rolls his eyes, types it in and the round airlock door hisses open.
“Once you two are out there, you're on your own. With communications down, there's no way to contact you until you're back. You will be able to talk to each other through the suit’s intercom, the on/off switch is on your chest. Honestly though, good luck you guys, hopefully you'll find some good news over there,” he says and pats our shoulders.
Kerry looks over to me. I'm feeling tense, and she can see it. She holds out her hand. I grab it without a thought, and we walk to the airlock hand in hand.
“John, you see the glowing little green square on your wrist?” she says through the suit’s intercom. I nod.
“Well that lets you know how much solar radiation the suit, therefore you, have absorbed. Starts green, and then goes a nice amber.”
“So … amber means dead, right?” I ask.
“Nope. Red means fuckin' dead. Amber only means nearly fuckin' dead.”
“Right. Thanks for clearing that up. How long before we're dead then?”
“No idea this close to the Sun. For all I know it'll go red straight away. It should be fine though, there are jet-injectors in the hangar’s control room with some sort of fancy anti-radiation medicine that should stabilise us if we absorb an amber amount,” she says and smiles.
“Very reassuring. Have you ever done this? I mean walked on the hull of the ship before?”
“Once, about five years ago; it's a fuckin' doddle. There's a handrail along the side that goes all the way up to the front of the ship, well, hangar, and then you climb a ladder onto the top, and then you're at the other airlock. No big deal.”
I let out a small sigh of relief. That didn't sound all that bad. At least there'll be something to hold on to the whole way.
I hear the door shut behind us and tense up again. Suddenly a loud hissing noise fills the little room and I find myself leaving the deck as the artificial gravity dissipates. My feet start moving upwards, and my head starts moving backwards. I squeeze Kerry's hand tightly in panic, and she manages to stop me from turning upside down. The outer doors then slowly open and, for the first time ever, I get to see the stars and cosmos with my own eyes. Or at least as close as it's possible to without exploding. For a split second, I'm in complete awe at the majesty of it. But the stars are spinning in a circular motion anti-clockwise, round and round, and the motion starts to turn my stomach. The awe quickly turns to nausea, and the feeling is ruined. The last thing I want is little chunks of sick floating around in my helmet, so I look down at the deck and hope the feeling goes away.
“Okay, John. Follow me.” Kerry’s voice inside my helmet makes me jump; I hadn’t noticed that it had become so silent.
She lets go of my hand, grabs the right-side handrail and moves herself towards the outer door. She puts her left arm outside the ship, moves it upward, then swings herself out. I float there, helpless and unable to move. I try to reach the rail, but have no way of propelling myself forward. The tether between us gets tighter and I get pulled out towards the spinning stars. Once out of the door I try and grab the handrail above it but miss and start floating away from the ship.
“I've missed the handrail, Kerry! Shit, hold on tight or I'll pull you off too,” I say.
“No worries, John, I won't let go.”
The tether gets to its full length and, with a hard jolt that feels like it may rip through my spacesuit, I stop dead. I just float there for a few seconds. I then slowly start to pull myself in. I unwisely venture a look at the hull. Oh, fucking hell. Kerry is next to a four or five metre gap between the main hull and the hangar, caused by the crash and the bent housing. I hope Kerry has a plan to cross it. I then look down the rest of the hangar and visually try to follow the line of the handrail to the front of the ship. It goes on for about around ten to fifteen metres before it gets cut off by the first of hundreds of different shaped solar panels that cover the entire ship.
“Kerry … when you did this before, was it before or after the solar panels started getting installed?”
“Why's that?” she asks and looks down the hull. “Oh my fucking God … I'd say before, then.”
This wasn't going to be a doddle. It was now a seventy-metre weightless assault course full of jagged pieces of metal, with no handholds on a ship that is trying its best to spin us off it.
“Any bright ideas?” I ask.
“Only this one: hold on tightly.”
She pushes herself off  the handrail and heads across the gap towards the rail on the hangar, but she judges it wrong and starts moving upwards and above me as the ship spins. The tether jolts her as it reaches its limit.
“Oh, fuck it,” she mutters. She ends up behind me and grabs the rail.
“Your turn,” she grins. “When you push off, aim below the rail.”
I look at her, then look across the gap, and just push myself off and do what she says, aiming low. If I'd stopped to think about what I was doing I would have frozen up. I float past the gap and the rail is ahead but above me. The angle feels right and I'm pretty sure I'll be able to grab it with no trouble. The tether starts to feel like it's tightening, and for a second I think that maybe it's not long enough, but it loosens and I grab the rail with ease.
“John, hold on tight,” Kerry shouts, and I look back towards her. She's off the hull and floating out into space. I hold on tightly as the tether once again reaches its limit and she pulls herself in.
“That was a bit scary,” she says.
“Did you let go before I'd grabbed the rail?” I ask.
“Had to, I realised the tether wasn't long enough. You looked like you were going to make it, but not if the tether pulled you back, so I pushed out too.”
“Fucking hell, that was risky. I'm glad you didn't say anything.” I look down the hull, and then back at Kerry. “I guess we should proceed?” I say.
We move forward down the port side of the ship until we get to the first solar panel. It's about half a metre off the hull, on metal legs that fortunately for us are on its edges, so they're easy to use as handholds, and we make quick work of it. The next one isn't going to be so easy. It's flat against the hull, and whatever company decided to put it there also decided to cut the handrail to put it in place. There's no obvious way to cross it. It's about ten metre square, and a lot longer than the tether. I look up, and see that the panel above us is raised, but I can't see above that as the port side of the hull then banks off at a forty-five-degree angle for about fifteen metres before it flattens out for the top.
“I think the only way is up, there's no way we're crossing that panel.” I say.
Kerry looks along the hull, then up.
“There's not really any other option then, is there?” she replies.
I'm holding onto the edge of the panel we've just crossed. Kerry pushes herself up and grabs hold of the panel above. When it looks like she's got a firm grip, I do the same, leap-frogging over her and grabbing hold of the far edge of the panel. She pulls herself to my position and we can see over the edge.
All the panels on the forty-five seem to be raised, and it looks like there are plenty of handholds. But that's only for the fifteen metres before it banks again.
We continue to leap-frog each other, grabbing anything to hold us steady, and slowly make our way to the next edge. Once we get there, we look onto the vastness that is the top of the hangar. I see it from the bridge pretty much every day, but had never considered that one day I’d be spacewalking on it. It looks like more of the same: solar panels of all different shapes, sizes and heights, seemingly put there at random. We should be able to cross it without too much difficulty, I reckon, if we continue doing what we've been doing.
“John, can you have a look at your radiation monitor for me?” Kerry asks, so I look at my left wrist.
“Yeah, it's a sort of a green-brown at the moment; I guess that means it's moving into amber. We're about quarter of the way there, so I think that seems about right, probably.”
“Mine’s bright orange,” she says. A cold chill goes through my body. “There's no way I'm going to make it.”
“Maybe the light's not working properly?”
“No John. It's working fine,” she says, far too calmly.
“But we're wearing the same sort of suit, how can the exposure be different?” I ask.
“I put yours on, and Robert put mine on. I should have double-checked everything. I'm not going to make it John, the light is almost red. I'll be dead in minutes. You'll have to go on without me.”
I stare at her, eyes wide. I'm trying my best to stop myself breaking down. I'm beginning to well up when a terribly stupid idea pops into my head.
“Follow me.” I shout. “I'm not letting you die out here. I'm getting you inside the hangar before that thing turns red. It's time to do something a little bit reckless.”
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I climb on to the first solar panel I come to on top of the hangar, and work my way around the edge until I'm holding on just in front of it, facing the bow of the ship. Kerry moves beside me.
“Now hold my hand,” I tell her. She puts her right hand in my left. “When I say go, use your legs and push off the edge of the panel as hard as you can.”
“Are you fucking mental? The bow of the ship will disappear underneath us as it spins round, and we'll be left floating …”
She stops and then looks at me with a shocked expression, and I can see she understands what I'm planning. I finish her sentence.
“… Left floating until the ship spins a full one eighty back to us. By that point we should be far enough ahead to grab on underneath the bow. In theory, anyway.”
“You're a fucking idiot, this won't work,” she says, “but thank you.”
I wait until the Sun comes up directly ahead of us, and use it as a giant target so we don’t shoot off in the wrong direction.
“Go!”
We both push off with as much force as we can, and move forward steadily above the hangar, narrowly missing a solar panel. The hull below us quickly starts moving downward and then out of our view. For about ten seconds it feels like we're the only ones out here, alone in space and hurtling towards the Sun at around one hundred and forty thousand kilometres per hour. With nothing small enough ahead to use as a reference point, it feels like we're not moving at all.
Suddenly the bridge and crew area at the stern start to overtake, barely ten metres below us. It spins forward and around and we can see the three huge boosters, now cold and dark, and then the whole underside of the ship.
“When the bow comes back around, try and grab a hold of whatever you can. There are four refuelling tubes on the front of the housing, so there should be stuff everywhere to grab on to. Hopefully we'll be okay. If I remember correctly, and I know that doesn't bode well, there should be a load of handholds either side of the giant space door at the bow that should lead up somewhere close to the airlock. We're also gonna have to turn around, or we won't be able to see anything to grab onto,” I say.
She squeezes my hand lightly in acknowledgement, and I can see that she's looking very pale. With my left arm, I pull her towards me until we're facing each other.
“Kerry, with your left hand, grab hold of my right hand, and then let go with your right.” Sluggishly, she moves her left hand. When I feel it touch mine, I grab hold of it tightly and let go with my left hand. We move apart and are now facing the opposite way, and the underside of the rapidly approaching bow.
“Are you ready?” I ask, but I don't get a reply. I notice that her hand has gone limp, and I'm now the only one holding on. I look down at her radiation monitor and my heart sinks. It's bright red.
There's no time to think about it as the bow gets closer and closer, so I let go of her as it bears down on us. I hold my arms out and try to grab on to something, anything. But I miss everything as it passes by. The handholds next to the space door are less than a metre away from my grasping hands as they speed past. I can then see the top of the hangar deck again as the last rung passes by out of my reach. I know that was the only chance I had. The next time the ship spins back to this position we'll probably be ten to fifteen metres ahead of it with no hope of getting back on board. Fuck.
Suddenly my tether starts to get tight and the ship doesn't seem to be moving downwards anymore. I look down, and see that by a miracle Kerry has managed to grab hold of one of the last handholds. Thank fuck. I realise that she probably had to use her last bit of strength to do it, so I pull myself towards her as quickly as I can before she lets go. I grab hold, and look at her pale face.
“I knew you'd fuck that up,” she whispers, forcing a half-smile. She closes her eyes and I know I have no time to lose. I climb up to the edge and onto the top of the hangar. The handholds carry on flat across it up to the airlock's hatch. I look back and see that Kerry has let go and is floating unconscious behind me.
Rung by rung I pull myself towards the hatch, knowing that it's too late for her, knowing that there's no way to save her now, but I'm still clinging on to a small sliver of hope that the jet-injectors will save her.
I get to the hatch and pump the handle a few times and then turn the wheel on top of it one-handed. It opens without a sound, and I climb down into the airlock. Once I'm in, I carefully pull Kerry down through the hatch and then close it behind her. I move down to the control panel by the door and type in the code to turn air and  gravity back on. Luckily with this control panel, someone has had the foresight to make the buttons big enough to use with chunky gloves on. I move Kerry down onto the deck plate so when the gravity generator starts up she doesn't drop and smash the glass on her helmet, not that that really matters now, I guess. There's a quiet humming noise and I start to feel myself slowly move downwards until my feet are back on the deck. We've only been outside for about twenty minutes, but everything feels so much heavier than it did when we set out. I can barely stand up and hold the weight of my spacesuit. I'm expecting the green light to come on, so we can get on board the hangar, but it stays red. I look at the display on the panel, and it says no oxygen is being pumped through. Can anything else go wrong, for fuck’s sake? Without the pressure being equalised, the door will never open and we'll be stuck in this tiny shitty airlock. But then, as I'm beginning to think the worst, the light turns green and the door does open. I look at the display again, and it still reads no oxygen. Oh, fuck it. The reason the door has opened is because the pressure was already equalised. There is no air on board the hangar. The crash must have knackered the tanks somehow. This is going to make things much more difficult.
With a lot of effort, I manage to drag Kerry out of the airlock and on to the upper gangway. I untether myself from her, and awkwardly try and run to the thruster control room, which is quite difficult in a spacesuit.
Once in, I look around for a first-aid box or something that would hold the injectors, but with the flickering emergency lighting it's hard to see anything. There's nothing in here and I turn to leave and look somewhere else when I spot a lit-up red box on the same wall as the door. I open it up and tip the contents onto the console and spot what I'm looking for. A smaller rectangular box that has a radiation symbol with a cross running through it printed on the side. I grab it, and run back to where I left Kerry. My hands are shaking as I open the box and remove one of the jet-injectors. I quickly glance at the instructions printed on the inside and click the safety catch off. I press it to her arm, and notice that she doesn't seem to be breathing anymore. I pull the trigger, and with a quiet hiss it administers the dose. I pray it's powerful enough to get through all the layers of a spacesuit. I wait a minute or so, and nothing.
Kerry said earlier that you give one dose for an amber amount of radiation, but she said nothing about how much for red (dead). Maybe there’s no point, but I'm not ready to give up yet. I put the injector to her arm and give her another dose, maybe two shots will undo the red exposure, but still nothing. I do it again, and then again and then scream as loud as I can. Out of desperation I start chest compressions, and keep going for what seems like ages until my arms and back ache from the effort. I then look at her pale face through the helmet, and know she's gone. There is nothing left to do. I've failed her. I slump down and lay my head down on her chest. I don't know why I try to hold it back, I guess it's from years of trying to be an emotionally repressed grown up. But with no appearances to keep, with no one left around to be strong for, I let it all out, and I cry harder than I ever have.
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I lie on the metal gangway next to Kerry, staring at the ceiling through the steamed-up glass of my helmet. I know I'm here on a mission, I know I've got to stop the ship spinning out of control, I know I've got to search for Tom and his crew. But I don't have the motivation anymore. The one person on board I would have tried to save is lying next to me, dead. The other two pricks in the crew compartment can go fuck themselves as far as I'm concerned. At this moment, I really don't care if they live or die.
My thoughts start turning to my life before this fucked-up situation, and back to Ez, and that fucked-up situation. If I get back I'm going to have to try and fix everything with her, and there is a lot to fix. The last three weeks of our time together were awful, she needed help and I was a selfish shit. If it's even possible to save what we had, I have to try my hardest. And that can't happen if I'm stuck on board a spaceship hurtling towards the Sun. I know now that I want to survive; I have to. I'm not going to do this to save Robert or Mark, I'm going to do it to save myself. If they get saved in the process, well, I guess that’s a bonus for them.
I stand up, pick up the second jet-injector and give myself a shot. I needn't have worried about it not getting through the spacesuit, because it stings like a bastard. I walk back to the thruster control room and try and work out how to get the thrusters working and aim them. This is what Kerry was supposed to do, she knew how everything worked on this ship. She would have just hit a few buttons, flicked a few switches and it would have been sorted. I'm just going to have to guess.
The big red button next to the thrust velocity lever seems like a good place to start, so I press it. The console lights up and a target-looking graphic appears on the monitor. An alarm starts blaring, and a female computer voice tells me we're in imminent danger due to being off-course and spinning wildly out of control. Like I didn't know that already. It then asks if I want it to correct our course and trajectory. It can't be that simple, can it? I click yes cautiously. The whole hangar bay starts to vibrate as the thrusters fire. I look out of the view port above the monitor, and the stars slowly stop moving upwards until only the Sun is shining through. Turns out it can be that simple. If Tim were still alive, I think he'd have some explaining to do. The payload specialists are paid to take over from the pilot at the final stages of the drop, to aim the ship precisely so the waste materials get incinerated as efficiently as possible, otherwise they may slingshot around the Sun and head back out into the solar system. The waste can then become a massive danger to shipping, and even possibly get back to Earth. A few cruise liners were damaged this way, and the United Governments intervened and made it law to have someone on board for that specific task. And it turns out a fucking computer does it. The dump techs must have an excellent union, or someone high up has had a nice kick-back.
The vibrations stop as the thrusters switch off.
“Final drop co-ordinates confirmed. Five hours and seven minutes to optimum drop point,” the computer tells me. I didn't realise we were so close. So far so good, now I guess I have to search this place for any signs of Tom and his crew. This is the part that has me the most anxious. A big part of me doesn't want to find them. If they are responsible for any of this situation, I don't know what they'd do if I suddenly turn up and say “Hi.” And now I don't even have back-up. And for that at the very least, Tom has to pay.
I walk out of the thruster control room on to the metal gangway that circles the top level of the hangar deck, move to the safety rail and look down at the hundreds and hundreds of metal containers stacked down there in rows. In the flickering light, I can just about make out that the crash has knocked quite a few of the containers down. In some places, it's caused a domino effect. I'm hoping it looks worse up here than it actually is. But I'm definitely going to need a torch. I turn around and go back into the thruster control room, making a point to not look in the direction of the airlock, to where Kerry is lying. I can't think about that. I need to try and keep focused. Quickly scanning the room, I spot a large flashlight attached to the wall next to where the medi-kit was. I grab it and slowly walk aft down the starboard gangway, towards the stairwell that'll take me down to the bottom deck.
Once I get to the rear of the hangar, I peer through the small round window of the airlock that would normally take you into the cargo bay and crew section. We normally leave this door open, and just walk onto the hangar deck if we need to do any final checks, or get to the thruster control room. Now there's a four or five metre gap between the doors, with nothing but vacuum between. For a few seconds, I stare into the red light of the crew section, and jump when I see something move. It's Mark. I can only see his head through the window, but he waves at me with his fingers in front of his face. I wave back, and he mouths “I'm sorry.” He looks down, and I can tell from his expression that he regrets his recent actions, and most definitely the last thing he said to Kerry. Fortunately for him though, at this moment he doesn't know that it's the last thing he will ever have said to her. I move away, the thought of his reaction when he finds out makes my heart sink and I'm in danger of my emotions getting the better of me again. The only thing to do is to walk to the edge of the stairwell, and only think about what's happening right now, not dwell on the past or the future. I look down into the murky blackness. It really is dark down there, so I turn on the torch. It flickers a couple of times, so I hit it and comes to life. That doesn't bode well, and I start thinking about monsters again. I start the descent into darkness, one slow step at a time.
The metal containers are about three metres square, usually piled four high, and five or six across depending on load, with enough room to walk between each row. As I reach the bottom deck I shine the torch through the first gap I come to. There is a way through, but the second and third piles are leaning precariously against each other, and I'm not sure I want to risk it collapsing on me. I walk towards the port side of the hangar and shine the torch through the second walkway, but there is no way through. It's like there's been an avalanche of giant cubes. I shine the torch through the third walkway and the light almost reaches all the way to the giant space door at the front of the hangar, and all the containers look close to how they should. That's the way to go then.
I cautiously make my way down the aisle, shining the torch through each gap I come to, making the shadows dance around me. I keep thinking I see something in the corner of my eye, but it must be the light of the torch combined with my imagination. It's horribly eerie down here, the lights on the top deck are flickering but barely penetrating, and a there's a slow moaning creaking coming from the uneven towers. I move deeper into the maze of containers and begin to realise that I'm not even sure what I'm looking for. Where could five people be hiding down here? There's no oxygen at the moment, so they'd have to be in spacesuits, or in a container with an air supply. Which is something I've never heard of before.
It's all beginning to seem unlikely that there could be anyone down here at all, or that I'll find anything to figure out what the fuck has been going on, when suddenly there is a loud groaning noise. I look around, and see that one of the huge towers is slowly collapsing in my direction. With a loud bang, it’s halted by the tower in front of it. I sigh with relief, and I’m about to continue my search when the loud metallic groaning starts again. I turn around and both towers are now moving. Together they hit the next one along and that barely halts the momentum. I turn and run as the towers of giant cubes start a domino effect all around me. I can’t run at any speed in this spacesuit, and the collapsing cubes start to overtake me, so I stop and hold my arms in front of my helmet and close my eyes.
Almost as suddenly as it started, the groaning and clanking stops. I open my eyes, and have a look around. I shine the torch at the collapsed cubes, and at the path in front of me. The towers had just kept collapsing forward until there were no more towers to collapse against, and just stopped. Not a single cube had fallen in my path. I let out a massive sigh of relief. I almost start to think that I was lucky, and then I remember why I’m down here. Luck can do one.
I stay where I am for a minute or so, shining the torch around, and making sure that everything that’s going to fall down has done so, at least for the moment, when the light of my torch catches a container with its door slightly ajar. No container should have an open door. The risk of contamination is too great. Every one of them is welded shut before it is loaded on board because of the awful things that are inside, and the design of the things makes them almost indestructible so they don't leak or crack until they hit the Sun’s corona and burn up. But here I am, shining a light on one that doesn't even seem to have been welded shut in the first place. I clearly know nothing.
I'm going to have to look inside. I don't want to; nothing good can come of this, but what other choice do I have? I hold the torch with my left hand and slowly pull the door open wide enough for me to fit through. It squeals loudly, as if it doesn't want me to open it, as if it's protesting at my intrusion. I shine the torch in, and it seems that the only thing in here is a two-metre-long rectangular wooden crate. Very strange. I walk through the door keeping the torch fixed on the crate as I close in on it. My hand is shaking slightly causing the shadow the torch is creating behind the crate to jitter around. There doesn't seem to be anything out of the ordinary about it, it just seems to be a standard shipping crate. What is out of the ordinary is that it's here, in a container that should be sealed shut. I notice that there was something written along one of the wooden slats that has been badly scraped off. I can make out a few of the letters but nothing more. S, L, and think an R. It means nothing to me so I shine the torch around it a bit more. The lid is nailed shut, but it's not on straight so I'm guessing it's been taken off and banged back on recently.
I start to look on the floor for a hammer or something when I notice a small pool of something dark just at the bottom of the crate. My heart starts beating faster; it can't be what I think it is. I lean down for a closer look, and it's dark red. Oh fuck, I think it's blood. I stand up straight, and begin to slowly move around the outside of the crate. I shine the torch on the deck behind it and jump as I see a body lying there in a pool of blood. I'm not sure what else I really expected to see, but I was really hoping it would be something else, or nothing at all. I close in on it, and realise with horror that it's Tom, and I think his throat has been slit. I don't know how I manage to do it, but I get closer and have a look at the neck wound. His throat has been ripped wide open, and the cut is so deep, I can actually see part of his spine. Nausea hits me. I instantly vomit in my helmet, and have to look away. Luckily, only the bottom part of the helmet's glass gets splattered so I don't have an issue seeing, unless I look straight down. I stand still for a while in shock. It’s only when I start to feel the sick begin to trickle down my neck and chest that I decide it's time to move away.
I'm not sure why I do it, probably morbid curiosity, but I venture one more look at the corpse, and something just underneath the throat gash glistens in the torch light. Oh my fucking God, it looks like the same translucent slime I saw in the inspection tubes, and in the cargo bay. I slowly walk backwards out of there, keeping the torch on the body until I'm around the corner of the crate. My heart is beating fast, and I can't collect my thoughts. My mind is racing. Then, I feel something touch my shoulder.
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Screaming, I drop the torch. It bangs against the deck and instantly goes out. I’m a dead man. I drop to my hands and knees and crawl into the darkness of the container. I sit still against the wall, trying to keep my breathing slow and steady, hoping that whatever that was won't be able to find me. I can hear a shuffling as whatever it is moves around, and then there are a couple of banging noises and the torch flickers back into life and shines directly at me. All I can see is the light, and I put my hand in front of my eyes. With uneven footsteps, it gets closer and closer, and when the torch is only a few centimetres from my face it stops. What can I do? I'm completely fucked. I've tried my best. And my best was fucking useless. I hold both my arms out and give up, there doesn't seem to be any point carrying on now. The light then moves away from my face and onto the face of whatever this thing is. All I can see is a big purple blob, where the torchlight has blinded me. It slowly fades and I can begin to make out what's looking at me. It takes a few seconds to click, with the light shining underneath the pale face it looks like a creature from an old horror film, but I start recognising the features and I finally see that it's Kerry. It's fucking Kerry! I have never been so relieved. Or so completely confused. She tries to say something, but I can't hear anything. I look down at her chest, and point to her radio. She looks down and presses the button.
“Who turned my fucking radio off?” she says, in a quiet hoarse voice.
“I guess I did by mistake, when I did chest compressions on you.”
“You did chest compressions? Oh … well I think you've broken a few of my ribs then, you prick,” she says, then smiles. “Thank you for saving me.”
“I thought you were dead. After four hits with the jet-injector and a whole fuck-load of chest compressions, you still weren't moving. I really thought you were gone.”
“Four hits? Fucking hell! I must have looked pretty fuckin' dead. Did you check if I was breathing or had a pulse?”
“No, there was no way to tell, I couldn't take your suit off because there’s no oxygen in here anymore. You just weren't moving. You really did look dead. I am very, very glad you're not though,” I say and give her a big awkward spacesuit hug.
“You’ve got sick in your helmet,” she says.
“I know, it stinks. Have a look over there,” I nod towards the crate.
She pulls away and shines the torch at it, and down to the small pool of blood coming from underneath it. She pulls a face then walks round to the back of the crate. I hear her gasp.
“John, oh my sweet Jesus. What the fuck has happened? Tom's almost had his head ripped off.”
Reluctantly I walk back around to the body.
“Look,” I say and grab her hand and point the torch at the translucent slime underneath the wound.
“What is it?”
“I'm not sure, but I've found the same substance in the inspection tubes and in the cargo bay where I thought the hangar release control panel used to be.” She looks horrified.
“But you never mentioned it,” she says.
“I know. I thought I'd be laughed off the ship if I tried to suggest there was some sort of creature on board causing this, so I kept quiet.”
“I guess that's fair enough. That would have definitely happened. We'd have made you look like a proper dick. But, fucking hell. Something on board is killing us off? That sounds a little bit too fucking sci-fi for me. But at the same time, it's the only thing I can wrap my head around, or that makes any fucking sense,” she says.
“We've got to get back to the crew section, let Robert and Mark know, and beat our collective heads together and find a way to catch and kill this slime-dribbling bastard before it takes anyone else down,” I say.
“But John, where's the rest of Tom’s crew? Are we going to find them all down here with their throats ripped open? And what do you think is in that wooden crate?” Kerry points at it.
“No idea. I'm not sure I want to know. If it's got anything to do with this monster, it can't be good.”
“We're going to have to try and open the fucker up. Hold this for me.” She passes me the torch and goes up to the crate. I shine it at her as she tries to prize off the lid with her gloved hands, to no avail.
“Your turn,” she says, walking back to where I'm standing and grabbing the torch off me.
“I'll give it a go, but I can't see me shifting it, I'm really very weak,” I say and put my fingers under the edge of the lid. Where it hadn't been put back on straight there is a good amount to grip on to. I hold my arms straight and lift with my knees, putting in as much effort in as I can. Whatever is in the crate must be ridiculously heavy as it doesn't move at all, but I feel a slight cracking in the lid.
“Kerry, can you grab the other side, I think I'm getting somewhere here.”
She puts the torch on the floor of the container with the light facing us and grabs the other side of the lid.
“When I count to three, we lift, okay?” She nods. “One … Two … Three.”
We lift simultaneously; the crate doesn't move, but with a loud cracking sound the lid snaps off. Without thinking, I throw it over the back and it lands with a squelch. Kerry looks at me and shakes her head. For a few seconds, I feel absolutely awful.
“I won't tell anyone if you don't,” she whispers, and turns around and picks up the torch. She shines it into the box, and I can't make head or tail of what's in there. Tubes, wires, and pipes surrounding something cylindrical. Everything looks like it's all been put together at random then housed in a rectangular metal framework.
“What is it?” Kerry asks.
“I really don’t know. It looks like it’s some sort of pump, maybe?”
Kerry shines the torch around it some more.
“Maybe. But it’s not like anything I’ve ever seen before.” Suddenly there’s a loud creaking noise just outside of the container, and we both look at each other.
“I don’t like the sound of that,” I say.
Kerry heads for the door and looks outside.
“John, what if the thing you’re talking about is in the hangar with us?” she says. I look inside the crate one more time, then back to Kerry.
“Then we have to leave, and right now,” I say.
“No argument from me, let’s get the fuck out of here.”
With that we exit the horror cube and run through the maze of waste containers, until we get back to the stairwell that heads up to the gangway at the very top. We're both out of breath when we get there, but I notice that Kerry is a lot more than me.
“I'm not running anymore John, I was dead a few minutes ago, I don't want your efforts to be in vain. To die of a heart attack by running up those fucking stairs, well, it would be a massive kick in the cunt.”
So we walk up them, but I keep looking behind us. I offer my hand and she just looks at me and keeps going. At the top, she looks through the knackered airlock window and into the cargo bay.
“The light in there was red earlier, I guess Robert has sorted out the emergency lighting,” she says absently, and continues to walk. We make our way quickly down the starboard gangway, towards the thruster control room and the forward airlock.
“How are we going to get back?” I ask her. “I think I’ve sorted it so the ship is now on its usual course and not spinning out of control. That should make getting across the hangar easier, but what about the radiation?”
“As long as we're quick we should be okay. My radiation monitor is back on green. We'll be fine. But I'm not coming back here again once we’ve left. I want whatever that thing is, and whatever is in that crate, off the ship.” She then walks into the thruster control room and starts pressing buttons.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“I'm setting it to dump the containers when we get to the co-ordinates, and then to automatically head back for home once it’s done it. We won't have to come back to the hangar again, it's all programmed in. It'll take a lot longer getting home with just these thrusters, but we should get picked up before that.”
“And you managed to say all of that without swearing,” I say, and grin. She looks a little confused.
“What …? Oh, fuck you.”
“Better,” I say. She sighs and heads for the airlock, picks up the tether that's lying on the deck and attaches it to herself. She moves over and clips the other end to me.
“After hitting me with four doses of that anti-radiation shit, I don't think my body will be able to cope with any more. So when I say we have to be quick this time, I mean it.”
“The roof of the hangar looked easier going than the side did. I think we should go that way until we get to the crew section and then work our way down,” I say.
“Okay then. Let’s be on our merry fuckin’ way.”
I hit a few keys on the airlock control panel, and we start to rise as the gravity begins to dissipate. Kerry moves upwards, opens the hatch and moves outside. She missed all this last time, but as usual she knows exactly what she's doing and I follow her quickly, as she’s not hanging around. The roof of the hangar is a much easier option than the side, the solar panels are still all over the place but a lot more uniform. It also helps that the ship is no longer spinning. We get across to the crew section in no time by using the same leap-frog technique as before, and to the gap where the hangar is bowing downwards away from it. Without a word, Kerry climbs over the edge and down into the gap, and I have no choice but to follow. She spots something to grab onto on the crew section and pushes herself towards it. I push off too, and we're both now holding on to the other side. She edges herself along the small shelf towards the port side edge and then moves around the corner. To my amazement, we're on the right level for the escape pod airlocks. She grabs the handrail and then let's herself in.
Once I get in she closes the door and starts the re-pressurisation and artificial gravity. I look at her radiation monitor and it's still just green. I think we did okay. We touch down on the deck plates and my suit once again starts feeling a lot heavier than it did before.
“How are you feeling?” I ask her.
“A little bit woosy, but I think I'll survive.”
The little light above the control panel turns green and the door into the cargo bay automatically opens. Kerry unclips her oxygen, and with a hiss lifts her helmet off.
“Holy fuck, it feels like heaven to finally get that thing off.”
She does the same for me, and I hope that I don't get splattered by the vomit that came out of me earlier, but it's pretty much congealed now. When my helmet comes off, it's hard to describe how good the air smells after breathing in the contents of my stomach for the last half hour. She gets out of her suit with no effort then helps me out of mine, as I'm struggling somewhat.
“Your work shirt has sick all down it,” she says and I look down.
“I'll go change it soon, but where is everyone?” She looks around, and starts towards the door onto the rec deck when suddenly the lights go out. In the pitch-black I hear some footsteps, followed by a thud, and then the sound of a body falling to the floor. The footsteps head towards me and before I can do anything there is a flash, followed by a sharp pain on my right temple and my knees buckle and I'm out. Again.
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“Why are you here drinking with us? Aren't you supposed to be at home making babies?” Jacob says and downs what's left of his litre of lager. He's absolutely right, I should be, but ever since Ez's boss disappeared with what she only calls the project, she has completely lost the plot and lives in a paranoid haze. All she does is spend her days in the house with the doors locked and the curtains closed, drinking bottle after bottle of vodka and getting through opiates like there's a world shortage.
“I know. But I can't talk to her. At the moment, she won't even talk to me. She just stares at me and then breaks down in tears, and then calls me every insult under the Sun. I’ve never seen her like this. The situation has hit her badly.”
Jacob clicks his fingers and the waitress comes over.
“That was rude,” she says to him. He smiles. She smiles back. “You want three more then?”
“I do indeed my love. Just keep them coming.” She does a mocking bow and walks back to the bar. Terrell looks at Jacob.
“What have you been up to? Last time we were in here she couldn't stand the sight of you,” he asks.
“I have my ways.” He looks over to the bar and winks. Terrell shakes his head.
“You're disgusting, and I'm completely jealous. John here, however, I'm not jealous of.”
“And I don't blame you,” I say. “I think she's had a full mental breakdown. I'm thinking it may be in her best interest to be temporarily sectioned.”
They both just look at me, and I can tell by the look on their faces that they didn’t fully realise it had got this bad. Or maybe they think I'm way overreacting.
“John, are you sure? That does seem a little bit extreme. Just because she's being all paranoid, doesn't mean Skylark aren't out to get her. Especially if they think she's helped to steal a weapon or whatever this project is supposed to be. Hopefully that’s not the case. Haven’t you ever read about what bastards they are?” Jacob asks.
“Um, no. I sort of live in a bubble. I didn't mean to live in one, but with all the shit that seems to constantly be going on in the world and the solar system, I just stopped watching the holobox. Only use it now for films and downloaded TV shows.”
“That's why you always seem so clueless about current events,” Terrell says.
“Look, I know that I may be going over the top. I know nothing about what Skylark do. But I am scared that Ez will hurt herself. She is acting mental. Can you guys come back to my place after this? I don't want to go back by myself, and maybe you'll see what I mean. Or not. I think I need some guidance.”
“From us? Really?” Jacob says. “You are lost then.” Terrell nods his head.
“Okay. We'll go home with you. But you'll have to treat us like proper ladies.”
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We have three more drinks, partly because going home is not a nice idea and I know that Ez doesn't really like Jacob or Terrell, no matter how much she says she does. Once I've finished my last drink, Jacob calls a taxi and we head back to my place. The mag-lane takes the taxi to the city limits, but once out of them it has to use the road like any normal car. It takes a while, but finally we're outside my house. All the lights are on, but the curtains are closed. We walk up the drive and I can hear a dull thudding coming from the house. Worried and confused, I run through the front door and find that the front room is full of people dancing and milling about. I have no idea what's going on. Suddenly the music stops and Ez runs up to me and gives me a huge hug.
“Happy birthday, John,” she says in my ear. Everyone in the room cheers.
“But it's not my …” I suddenly realise it definitely is my birthday and the situation with Ez has made me completely forget about it. Ez lets go of me and looks at Jacob. He holds his hands up in the air.
“Look John, we were supposed to guide you back home earlier than usual, but when you suggested it yourself we didn't have to.” Oh fuck. I brought them here to validate what I'd been saying about Ez all night, and it turns out that Ez has been in contact with them anyway. If anything, it now looks like I should be the one who's sectioned. I feel sort of betrayed, and start to wonder if this has all been in my head.
Once the music starts up again Jacob grabs me and pulls me to one side.
“John, I know what you're thinking, but this was arranged weeks ago. We've had no contact with Ez since Jupiter Rising. We just followed the plan set out for us, and hoped that after what you said this evening, it was still going ahead. We expected Ez to contact us again, but she didn't. It was probably as much a surprise for her as for you that guests started turning up. I believe you. You have your quirks and issues, but this is the first time I've ever seen you this scared and worried,” he says.
“Yeah, I am. Even more so now,” I reply.
The party seems to go on without incident, and I just stand in the kitchen with Jacob and Terrell. I notice that most of the people here are either Ez’s friends or older friends that for one reason or another have drifted away to have families or found newer and more exciting friends. One by one as the night rolls on they come up to me and try and start conversation, but I'm just not interested, my head is elsewhere. So I give one word answers and try to make the conversations as awkward as possible until they go away.
By about midnight most people have gone, none bothering to say goodnight to me. When Terrell and Jacob finally leave at about one, it's only Ez and me left.
“Are you okay …?” I ask her, sheepishly.
“I can't believe you were so rude to all your friends, John. I put so much time and effort into this. What's gotten into you?”
I stare at her, completely at a loss for what to say. This is the first time she’s spoken to me properly in weeks. She then looks down, and sits on the arm of the sofa.
“Look, I’m sorry John. I think the worst is over. I go back to work next week. It seems like Skylark finally believe that I had nothing to do with the missing project.”
“So you're no longer under investigation?” I ask.
“I don't think so, no.”
“Thank fuck, that's excellent news. I'll get us a drink. Hopefully we can put this behind us and move forward.”
“Move forward to where?” She raises an eyebrow and I move in to kiss her. Just as our lips touch there is a grating sound from the front window. Thinking it's either Jacob or Terrell I flip the bird in that direction. But then the front window smashes inward, shards of glass fly everywhere and I instinctively throw Ez to the floor and use myself as cover. Everything then goes quiet and I wonder what the fuck has just happened. There is a quiet buzzing noise, and then a small chrome sphere floats into the room. I hold very still as it slowly moves towards us, it then stops dead in mid-air and shines a green light at Ez.
“Oh no, that's a tracker drone,” she whispers.
“A what?”
“It's locked on to me, you have to get out of here. It'll follow me until someone comes to turn it off or eliminate whatever it's locked on to,” she says.
“How the fuck do you know this?” I ask loudly, and the drone moves closer. I shut up.
“I helped design it,” she says matter-of-factly. “I thought one would turn up earlier, that's why I was so scared. It's like a countdown, but you don't know what the countdown is for. It could just be watching me, it could be a precursor to something a lot more awful. You simply don't know. And because it follows you everywhere, everyone can see that you're being watched. People assume you've done something anti-government and report on you. When they said I could go back to work, I thought it was over.”
“They're using something you designed against you? That just plain sucks,” I say.
“It's probably just watching me. Making extra sure I'm telling the truth. But now it's actually here, I don't think I feel all that bad about it. I've done nothing wrong, so this will prove it for sure.”
I see a reflection on the shiny metal of the drone, and from the corner of my eye I see Jacob sneak into the room. The drone appears not to have noticed him, and he grabs a tea towel from the kitchen side. With one quick movement, he throws it over the drone and twists it underneath so it can't escape. He then proceeds to use the tea towel like you would a sock full of coins, and starts to bash it against the kitchen side again and again. When he's had enough of that, he then bashes it against the floor again and again just to be sure. Ez stares at him with her mouth agape. Jacob opens the towel, and tiny broken bits of technology fall to the floor. Terrell then pokes his head into the room.
“All sorted then?” he asks.
“Yep, I've fucked it,” Jacob says with a wide grin. I stand up, walk over and give him a big hug.
“What have you done?” Ez says shakily, with her eyes wide. Jacob’s grin turns to confusion.
“Saving the day, I thought,” he replies.
“You've just ruined everything! Oh my God, you've made me look completely guilty! You've just killed me!” she shouts.
“Fuck off have I! What would you have done if you were walking away from one of your best mate’s houses and then hear the window get smashed in? And when you leg it back there, you find out that there's some sort of floating metal bastard in with them looking all fucking sinister, and that said friend and girlfriend are laying on the floor possibly dead? You'd do something. And I fucking did.” He looks furious. And he's right. What else could it have looked like?
Ez doesn't say anything, she just picks up the wreckage of the drone and puts it on the kitchen side. She then sits on one of the barstools around the island that joins the kitchen and the lounge. She whispers something that I can't quite hear, but think I know what it was.
“What was that?” I ask.
“Get out.” That's what I thought. I walk over to Jacob and Terrell.
“Probably best if you guys go. Thanks for your help, I'll see you tomorrow.”
Jacob nods, and Terrell just looks confused, but they head for the door. I turn around to go and comfort Ez, but she's standing right behind me, and I almost bump into her.
“And you,” she says.
“What have I done?” I ask.
“What have you done?!” she repeats my question with complete exasperation.
“You brought those cunts into my life. Everything I've done since we've been together has been completely for us. Everything you've done, it's just been for you and those two. You will never see the bigger picture. And after everything, one of your precious drinking friends may have just ruined or ended my fucking life. My parents hate you. And finally, after all this time, I'm beginning to see why. Get out get out get out GET OUT!”
She pushes me out of the front door and slams it behind me. I walk slowly down the driveway. My head is a mess. I'm not even sure what's just happened. After the last few weeks, I thought our relationship was close to being over. I was going to leave. It was selfish of me but I just couldn't take it anymore. I only stayed because a small part of me knew she needed my help, and I couldn’t keep that part of me quiet. For a few fleeting seconds this evening I could almost see a light at the end of the tunnel. But it went out, and the tunnel seems darker now than ever. Is she being paranoid? I really thought she was. Now after the drone incident, it seems I was way off the mark. Have Jacob’s actions put her in danger? I hope not. But it's hard to know, when Ez won't tell me anything except for tiny fragments of information that I simply don't know what to do with. I need to help her, but I just don't know how to. Maybe my original plan would still work? Maybe getting her sectioned would keep her out of harm’s way. On every level, it's a terrible idea. I knew it before, and I still know it. How could I do that to her? She's the woman I'm supposed to be in love with and I'm planning on sending her to a mental hospital. I'm a fucking dick. And everything she said is probably right.
Jacob and Terrell are waiting at the bottom of the driveway under a street lamp. They are both smoking badly-rolled cigarettes.
“You know those things are illegal?” I say half-heartedly, knowing that they know, and knowing that they know that I know that they know.
“Yeah, but sometimes there's nothing better for a stressful situation,” Jacob says.
“Probably best that I have one then, I've just been kicked out, and Ez thinks that you've killed her.”
“They're annoyingly addictive, so I'm probably just gonna give you a joint instead. Unless you want an Emergency Stop? Got a couple in my man bag,” Jacob says.
“No, actually I don't think I will. But I could do with a place to stay for a few days while I work out what to do.”
“Shall we go and see my mother? That's always a good head-clearer.”
We once again head to the cemetery in the dead of night, and all sit down on the rickety bench that Jacob and Terrell made, in complete silence. The Sun is beginning to rise before anyone says anything.
“Is there actually anything you can do to help, John?” Terrell asks. “I mean, anything to keep her out of harm’s way?”
“I can't think of anything at all. Absolutely nothing,” I say.
“Okay, this may seem far-fetched, but hear me out. When would you be due to go out on that ship of yours again?”
“Not sure, I'd guess a little under a week. Why?”
“How about getting your old job back, and smuggling her on board? You'd then at least have three months to figure out a plan or something.”
I'm stunned. Terrell is always the quiet one, he never says much, he's just always there and always on your side. But every now and then, something pops out of his mouth that seems to be the solution to all the problems in the world. And he may well have just solved mine. Possibly, anyway.
“I could fucking kiss you,” I say.
“Not in front of Jacob’s mum you won't.”
“My job may be gone though. Less than a week to go before Sunspot 2 goes out again? They've got to have replaced me by now.”
Jacob looks up and smiles his sly little smile.
“You said that you didn't do anything in your job, and that it was pointless you being there as the crew pretty much manages itself, right?” he says.
“Yeah, what are you getting at?”
“You also said your boss begged you to stay, and he also said he'd hold it open for as long as possible, right?”
“Yes,” I say slowly.
“It's still waiting for you. I guarantee it. He's not even tried to replace you. The ship would function fine without you or a replacement. Did you even tell anyone on your shift that you were leaving?”
“Come to think of it, no.”
“That's harsh, man. But then, if you get your job back tomorrow, they'll never know what a heartless dick you are.”
I smile at that. One small problem does start spinning around in my mind though. If I do get my job back, and make arrangements to somehow smuggle her aboard, what if she doesn't want to go? What if she'd rather stay and face the consequences than escape with me?
“What if she doesn't want to?” I ask. There is a long pause. Finally, Jacob puts his hand on my shoulder.
“Cross that bridge when you come to it, John. Just sort the other shit out first.”
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I can't sleep. Jacob’s sofa just isn't big enough to sleep on. I'm either dangling my legs off the end, or bending my knees until they ache. Either way I see every hour pass by on the glowing clock on the wall. At about six am Terrell walks in and turns all the lights on. I wasn't expecting it and I cover my eyes. I hear him moving around in the kitchenette for a few minutes and then he moves into the lounge and turns on the holobox. He sits in the armchair and watches the news while he eats his breakfast and drinks his coffee.
“Morning John,” he says, as if this is normal.
“What the fuck are you doing?” I ask, annoyed. “It's six in the morning.”
“Getting ready for work. This is my morning routine.”
I'd been so absorbed in my situation that it hadn't even occurred to me that Jacob and Terrell still have jobs to go to in the daylight hours. But they still come out every night if I ask, and even if I don't.
“Oh shit, sorry,” I say, sitting up but keeping the duvet on me. I stare blankly at the screen for a few minutes, not taking anything in before I decide to get up and make a coffee. I hear Jacob get up. He walks into the lounge in just his boxers.
“Morning fuckers,” he says, stretching. With the amount he drinks and smokes and generally abuses his body, I can't work out for the life of me how he manages to maintain a six-pack.
“Do you want a coffee?” I ask him, already getting a second cup out.
“Why not?” he says, now sitting on the sofa and staring at the box.
“Big day for you today, John. Lots to sort out, lots to do. You'll be living in grovel city,” he says to me, still staring at the box.
“I know. I think Mr. Hooper will be fine, but it's that slimy bastard Simon I have to deal with first. God that guy's a prick. He'll do everything he can to make me squirm.”
Terrell gets up, puts his cup and plate in the reclaimer and looks at me.
“You want a lift to your place to pick up your stupid scoot, or do you want to go straight to the Sunspots loading yard?” I have a quick think.
“Probably mine. I'll just quickly get washed and dressed.”
“Coffee coffee coffee!” Jacob shouts over the back of the sofa at me. I quickly finish making it, pass him the cup and he downs it in one. His throat must be made of the same material as the heat shields on Sunspot 2.
“Cold and fucking awful,” he shouts. Maybe not then. I take a sip of mine, and it's very cold.
“Sorry, I don't know how your machine works. I’ve gotta run,” I say, walking quickly to the bathroom.
Terrell drops me off outside my house and I wonder if I should go in and see if Ez is inside. I look down at what I'm wearing and I know I can't go grovelling to my boss for my job back looking like this. There’s no real choice. I have to go in. I walk up the drive and put my hand on the pad. The door opens and I make my way inside.
“Ez?” I say as I walk through the kitchen into the lounge. Nothing. I go upstairs, looking through the doors of each room. She's not here. Maybe she's gone to stay with friends, or worse, maybe with her parents. That'll complicate things.
I get changed into my best interview suit and head out to Bruce.
“Hello Bruce,” I say to the slightly ridiculous vehicle; its door then opens up and I get in.
“Hello John, where are you headed today?” it asks me in a monotone.
“Sunspots loading yard, please.”
“Would you like me to drive, or would you like to do it manually?”
“I'll drive today, thanks, Bruce.”
Pulling out of the drive, I set off down the road in the direction of the motorway and the yard. I decide to take the upper level as it's got twelve lanes and always seems a little quieter than the five-lane lower level. Bruce maxes out at two hundred kph, but cars are still speeding past me at almost double that. Bruce is perfect for town driving, but it's almost embarrassing how slow he goes on the motorways. There are one or two other vehicles available to buy that are slower, but not by much.
I get to the junction I need and cross the deceleration barriers onto the slipway and down onto the main road that heads to the yard. After a few minutes of country lanes, I see the entrance. I pull up at the gates and Sally comes to the window of the booth.
“Hey John. Bit early, aren't we? Your shuttle don't go up 'til Friday,” he says, and presses something I can't see. The red force field drops and he waves me through. So far, so good. I guess Sally didn't get the memo. I drive to the staff car park and then head to the main office through the loading docks where I used to work. I get the odd wave from one or two of the forklift drivers but that's it. It’s a place I haven't been for a long time, as the shuttle bay is in the opposite direction. I obviously wasn't a very memorable employee.
The office block is ahead of me, a huge four-story glass building beyond the docks. It still looks brand new and completely out of place. Everything around it is old and worn out and in desperate need of replacement. It's easy to see where the money is spent here. I get retina-scanned and the main door opens. I would have thought my records would have been erased by now and that I'd have to be buzzed in, but no. Straight in. I walk through the short corridor to the reception and lean against the desk.
“Is it possible to see Mr. Hooper?” I ask the overly made-up but still stunningly attractive receptionist. She looks up and her purple irises turn pale blue and spin one eighty degrees. There's a small beep.
“No, he's in a meeting until twelve. Mr. Prelude is in, would you like to see him instead?” she asks and smiles vacantly. Simon. Fuck. I'd hoped to see Mr. Hooper first, but now I'm going to have to crawl through glass to get what I want, and still probably not get it. I sigh.
“Yeah, that's fine I guess. When is he available?” I ask.
Her irises change colour again, this time to yellow with another quiet beep.
“Hello … yes, I've got someone here to see you, yes … yes …” She looks straight at me. Her yellow eyes are unsettling. “Who can I say you are?”
“John Farrow.”
“John Farrow … yes … yes … fine, I’ll let him know.” Beep. She looks at me again and her eyes turn back to purple.
“He says ten minutes. Please take a seat over there.” She gestures towards the bench opposite her desk and I sit down.
I'm sitting there waiting for over an hour. I don't question it; if he wants to play his little power games I'll just let him do it. If he needs to use his authority to try and make me feel small and insignificant, I'll just play along. After about an hour and a half the receptionist looks up.
“He'll see you now,” she says, pointing up the stairs. Standing up from the wooden bench, I stretch out, realise that my arse has got pins and needles, and then awkwardly ascend.
His office door is open when I get to it, but I knock on it anyway as he's looking down at some paperwork. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him, but he still looks like a stick insect.
“Come in come in, take a seat,” he says. I do. He looks at me with a half-smile. “What can I do for you, Mister …?” I just stay silent and let it hang in the air. He knows my name. He's just trying to make himself feel important. He doesn't get involved with the little people. I really need to play along, stroke his ego, make him feel like he is all-powerful. But sometimes, someone is just such an enormous prick that you almost can't. Even when there's so much at stake. I take a breath and let my pride go.
“Farrow, John Farrow,” I say finally.
“Ah yes, John. One of Sunspot 2's shift managers. What can I do for you?”
I'm a little bit confused. I'm here to ask for my job back, but so far it seems that no one knows that I've left. When Martin Hooper said that he'd leave my position open, did he just mean that he wouldn't tell anyone and hope I'd return? Maybe Jacob was right. I'm going to have to tread a little bit carefully now and come up with some other reason why I'm here.
“I'm … um … here about the … holiday entitlement …?” I say. It's the first thing that comes to my head.
“What holiday entitlement? You don't get holiday. You get three months out of every six off. Why on earth would you need any more? And besides, that’s for the HR department,” he says, sounding annoyed. I don't have anything else. My mind has gone completely blank. But then I realise I don't have to play his game anymore, and relax.
“Oh Simon, I don't want to talk to you anymore. It's Mr. Hooper I came to see. You're just an awkward little man who gets perverse pleasure out of being a dick. And you really are a dick.” I can't believe that just came out of my mouth. He looks at me wide-eyed and his face starts to turn red. He bangs a button on his personal computer and a disembodied hologram of the receptionist’s head appears above his desk.
“Chantelle, get me Martin now,” he barks at her. He's physically shaking.
“He's in meetings until twelve. I can't do …”
“Get him now! I don't care about his meetings. He'll want to hear what John has just said to me.” He hangs up and looks back at me. “I've been trying to make it happen for the last three years, but finally you've done something that I can actually get you sacked for.”
I smile at him and put my hands behind my head.
“Oh, so you've tried to get me sacked before? I thought you didn't know who I was a few minutes ago,” I say smugly. Too smugly.
“You've done it now. You've bloody done it now, I can't wait to see the look on his face.”
I just continue to smile at him and he seems to be getting redder and redder. Simon then looks up and I hear the door bang open and the boss explodes into the room.
“How many times have I told you to never disturb me in meetings, Simon?!” he booms.
“Sorry sir, but I thought you should hear this straight away,” he says and looks at me. “What did you say to me, John? Or have you gone all shy now Mr. Hooper is here?” He smiles his evil little smile. Martin looks down at me. I stand up and shake his hand.
“Hello John,” he says. “It's really good to see you.”
“And you sir,” I reply. Simon starts to look a little bit flustered.
“No … John tell him what you said to me, or I will.”
Martin looks at him.
“Oh be quiet, Simon. Stop flapping around like a pompous arse.” He looks back at me. “What can I do for you, John?”
“I'm really sorry for messing you around and everything sir, but my circumstances have radically changed, and I was wondering if I could have my old job back?” He looks at me and smiles. Simon looks from me to Martin and back with a look of shock and incomprehension on his face.
“Of course, John, of course. I was hoping this would happen. Talk about cutting it fine though, the shuttle leaves tomorrow night,” he booms with laughter at that for some reason, and bangs me hard on the shoulder. With that, he walks out. I look back at Simon, and can tell he's trying to say something, but he can't find the words. His mouth keeps opening and closing and his left eye is twitching. I just smile, flip him the bird and walk out. My heart is pumping fast when I get back to Bruce. That situation could have gone either way. I was very lucky Mr. Hooper hadn't told anyone and had held out for me or I would have been screwed. And fucking over Simon felt good, even if was stupid and reckless.
I get Bruce to drive and I give Jacob a call.
“All sorted, my job is mine again. Now for phase two of the plan. I've got to find Ez and get her to come with me somehow,” I say.
“She wasn't at your place then?” he asks.
“No, but I'm going back there now. She may have just not been there this morning …” I pause. Suddenly a cold chill comes over me.
“What if Skylark have gotten to her already?”
“No John, it's fine. Just get there as quickly as you can.”
I try her phone but don't get an answer. I'm not sure she'd answer me anyway so that doesn't prove anything. I get back home and have another look around. This time I check the drawers and the wardrobe in our bedroom. Most of her stuff is gone. At least that's good news. Hopefully. I go through the contacts on my phone and call anyone it’s likely she might stay with but no one’s seen her. Or so they claim. This now means I'm going to have to go to her parents and see if she's there. If she is, this isn't going to go well. They hate me, and if she's told them what's going on, they will have paid for a private security company to guard her at all times and they most definitely won't let me see her. I’ve got to try though. And when better than now? So I get back in Bruce and set a course.
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Ez's parents live in a massive manor house on the outskirts of the city. When you're there it feels like you're in the middle of nowhere, but it's only a ten-minute drive from civilisation. They're pretty fucking rich. Her dad is the president of The
New White Star, an intergalactic cruise ship company. Did I mention they hate me? I think I did but it's worth reiterating that fact. I pull up to their gatehouse at around four pm. The Sun is beginning to set and the gate is shut with a guard posted. I get out of Bruce and start to walk over to the guard. His raises his rifle and aims it squarely at my head. I put up my hands.
“Wait wait wait, I'm just here to see Ez,” I say, hoping to get him to give me some indication as to whether she's here or not. The guard doesn't say a word, but primes his rifle and it starts humming.
“Okay, okay. I'm John Farrow, I'm Ez's partner, I only want to help, but I'll go,” I say and start to head back to Bruce.
“Wait,” the guard says, walking over to an intercom. Another guard takes his place and points his rifle at me. After a minute or so the first guard comes back.
“I'm very sorry, Mister Farrow, but you are not welcome here. Leave, and never come back or you will be shot on sight. This is your only warning,” he says loudly.
I think leaving is definitely the best option for now; I don't really want to piss off anyone who's been ordered to shoot me dead. I get back into Bruce and drive away. I'm sure Ez must be inside, and I've got to see her. Sure, she's protected for now, but if Skylark decided to make a move, the private security firm would be no match for them. Sunspot 2 is the safest option. There's only one other entrance into Ez's parents’ property, and that's through a little-travelled country road. I'd imagine that's guarded as well, so it's probably not worth trying to get in that way either. I'm not sure what the best plan of action is; I know the property fairly well so a night-time raid would probably make the most sense. Get in over the perimeter wall, quietly sneak through the garden and up to the house, hope that Ez sees me before anyone else does. It's highly likely that she'll set off the alarm if she does see me, but I'm counting on the fact that she doesn't want to get me killed. Hopefully she'll listen. So many things can go wrong, but I'm all out of options. I'm going to have to get Jacob and Terrell involved, I can't do this by myself.
I head back home and grab a few things: clothes, a wash kit and a sleeping bag. I don't feel safe here after recent events and drive back to Jacob and Terrell's place. Terrell is sitting where he was this morning, as if he hasn't moved. This time he's eating pizza and drinking a beer instead of cereal and coffee. Jacob is still on the sofa staring at the holobox.
“We're going to have to get her tonight,” I say to them. They both look at me, then at each other.
“Okay, as long as we're back by ten. I've got a hot date with Jayna and her boyfriend,” Jacob replies. Terrell looks at him, feigns disgust by pretending to put his fingers down his throat, and then looks at me.
“What's the plan then?” he asks.
“I think simplicity is probably the key thing here. Her parents’ house is being guarded by a private security company, and they've been told to shoot me on sight. Which, in my opinion, is a bit rude. There are two gatehouses, both guarded, and a ten-foot wall around the whole property. So we find a quiet bit of wall, you guys bunk me over and I run like fuck.” Terrell puts his hands over his face.
“That is a terrible plan,” Jacob says. “You'll be shot as soon as you're on the other side of the wall. They're bound to have the whole place wired up with motion and heat detectors, and probably have a few S and D drones just to be on the safe side.”
“You got any better suggestions?” I ask, and there is a long silence. Clearly there aren't any. Finally, Terrell takes his hands off his face and talks.
“It just needs some finessing. Jacob and I are going to have to be decoys if you want this to work. You'll need one of us at both entrances, causing enough mischief that the guards stop paying attention to their monitors and want to kick the shit out of us instead. If they are using an S and D drone, I may know someone who can get me a device to temporarily confuse its sensors. That should give you a chance to get in and explain yourself. I'll give him a call now.”
Terrell only knows one man, that I know of, who can get equipment like that. Tommy fucking Pritchard. And he's a nut job. A charming nut job. In spite of myself, I do actually quite like him, but I don’t trust him. He left the military after his basic training because he got home-sick, but he’s spent all his time since being out telling anyone who will listen that he was booted out because he didn’t like to play by the rules. Unfortunately for me, he is a great source for getting used military hardware. When I say used, it usually hasn't been. He'll insist on coming along. I really don't want someone I can't trust involved in this, but annoyingly he's also the only person I know who could pull it off. Terrell then looks over to me.
“Tommy says he can get anything we need for tonight, but he's coming too,” he says. I nod my head, knowing that I've just made a bad idea much worse. After a few minutes, he hangs up.
“He wants us to meet him at the Black Dog Café in two hours. Tommy says he'll scope out the place and come up with a plan.” Terrell then looks at Jacob. “Looks like you're gonna have to cancel your date night.” Jacob looks genuinely upset.
“But it was going to be my first threesome,” he says in a high-pitched whine. He then smiles. “No sorry, make that my third threesome. But it would have been my first with a man and a woman. The two guys were good, and two girls were great, but I wanted the full holy trinity of threesomes. I'm pretty greedy like that.”
Two hours later the three of us are sitting in a small booth at the Black Dog Café. We're all wearing black, slowly drinking our coffees, and standing out somewhat. Black dog, black clothes, black coffee. Jacob opens his man bag, ruffles around a little and produces three small clear plastic tubes. Inside are what look like tiny mechanical spiders.
“When we start this crazy plan of yours, open the tubes and drop the spiders into your hands. Not for too long, or they'll melt. Quickly put them under or above your eye and they'll crawl in and attach themselves to your eyeball. They'll quickly absorb and you'll feel more focused than you ever have. I think it's the only way to do this right,” he says.
“Are you sure? This doesn't sound like the best idea,” I say, hoping that Terrell will join me in my half protest. But no.
“Shit, Jacob, I didn't know you had any of these,” he says and looks at me. “Seriously John, these things are awesome. They don't change you or screw with your mind, they just make a better version of you. Quicker, stronger, more agile, they make you think faster.”
I nod my head and agree, but have a horrible feeling that everything is going to turn to shit. I hear the door of the café slide open and Tommy walks in wearing full camouflage and a blue cap. The waitress looks up at him, smiles to herself and walks back to the till. He then walks over and starts talking to her. I don’t hear what’s said, but the conversation abruptly ends with her telling him to fuck off. He then sits on our table with a wide toothy grin. I think this is maybe the reason I don't trust him. Not his misogyny, but his teeth. They are black, brown, and rotting away with loads missing. How, in this day and age, is it possible to have teeth that bad? It makes my skin crawl just looking at them, so I look away.
“I'm all set up. The area is all scoped out. They only have one search and destroy drone roaming the grounds, it's an older model with tripod legs instead of the force field to keep it up. And when I say keep it up, I don't mean my cock, if you know what I'm saying.”
I'd forgotten about his awful but constant references to his manhood. Or probably lack of.
“I'll disable the drone from a distance, you three then do whatever it is you plan to do,” he says, dropping three silver earpieces on the table. “Put those in your ears so we can communicate with each other and keep everything running smoothly. Any questions?” He looks around the table, grins again showing his horrible chimp teeth and claps his hands together. “No? Then let's head out.”
We all pick up the earpieces and put them in place. Jacob then passes Tommy a spider. He looks at it, scrunches his face up for a few seconds, and then realises what it is.
“Fuckin' eh. There's no way we can fail now.” He opens the lid of the tube and tips it directly into his eye. He closes it, shakes his head and bangs on the table with his fists.
“God fucking damn, I can feel that right down to my ball sack.”
Jacob and Terrell do the same. I pretend to, but don't undo the lid and put the tube in my top pocket. I need to be sober for this. Not on some crazy drug I've never tried before. On a night out, most definitely. I'd take three or four. I just can't risk it now.
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We leave the Black Dog Café together, but once we’re out of the door we split up and head to our own cars and drive away to our separate destinations. Jacob to the main gate, Terrell to the back gate, Tommy up some hill he's found that has a decent view of the property, and I'm heading for the little woods that’s on the perimeter of the property's south side. There is constant three-way chatter between Jacob, Terrell and Tommy through the earpiece. Terrell said that the spiders make a better version of you, but on the evidence of what they're saying to each other, they make complete dick versions of you.
“John, John, John, when I'm at the front gate I'm, I'm gonna pretend I'm lost, I'll tell the guard that the car’s A.I. is broken and I have no idea where I am,” Jacob says at double the speed he normally talks at.
“Good idea,” I reply. “But what if he just tells you to get lost like he did to me earlier?”
“Don't worry, John,” Tommy says. “I saw their shift change earlier, the night shift won't give a shit. They'll just be watching porn.”
“Surely that'll make them more annoyed about being disturbed,” I say.
“I wouldn’t have thought so, John. Try not to worry so much. The lads know what they're doing. If there is a problem, there won't be for long. Not as long as my shlong anyway.”
Jacob and Terrell burst out laughing at that comment, way more than it deserved. I seriously start to think about pulling the plug. This isn't how I wanted to do this. Three drugged-up idiots, one who may or may not be mentally unbalanced. But I have no time left. It's tonight or never.
I drive down the dusty country road towards the south side of the house and finally, after lots of bends that seem way worse at night, I get to the little lay-by next to the small woods. I pull in, turn Bruce's lights off and get out. Through the trees, I can just about make out the wall and the lights from the house above it, around a hundred metres away through the foliage. I un-bungee the small stepladder that I'd hastily put on Bruce's roof before we set out, and head off into the darkness towards the wall. As I slowly work my way through the trees and bushes with the stepladder on my shoulder, I'm really hoping I didn't scratch Bruce's roof. Not at all what I should be thinking or caring about right now, but it just pops in there. I reach the wall and lean the ladder against it and wait.
“I've got your heat signature in my sights, John,” Tommy says at double-speed in my earpiece. “We'll wait until the lads are in position and we'll get this party started.”
“Yeah, that sounds like a plan,” Jacob replies. “We'll head out after this, back to Jupiter Rising. I've got a good buzz going on right about now.” I really can't take much more of this.
“I'm pulling the plug. This is fucked. Jacob, you said the spiders would help us, but all that's happening is you being a dick and wanting to party. This is important. One wrong move from you and you could be shot dead,” I shout and whisper at the same time.
“Too late to pull the plug, my good man, I've just pulled up at the front gate. Listen and learn.” My heart beat speeds up to almost a drum roll. It's happening, it's actually happening. I hear Jacob’s car door open, and hear his footsteps on the gravel. I can then hear a muffled voice shout at him.
“You're not permitted here, be on your way or I'm authorised to use deadly force,” it says. There is a long pause, and I start to think that maybe Jacob's lost his nerve, but then he speaks.
“I'm lost mate, my car's A.I. has gone ape-shit. I have no idea where I am. Can you show me on this map?” I hear the crinkling of paper. Has Jacob really brought a map with him? The muffled voice doesn't sound all that interested in helping.
“I'll give you ten seconds to get off this property or I'll shoot you down,” it says.
“That's not very nice,” Jacob says.
“Ten …”
“I think you're being pretty unreasonable here.”
“Nine …”
“I mean, it's not like you couldn't take a quick look.”
“Eight …”
“I'm not moving until you at least point out roughly where we are.”
“Seven …”
“Seven?! Are you really going to count all the way down?”
“Six … I'm not kidding here, I will shoot you if you don't leave.”
“But we were getting on so well, it'd be a shame to spoil it.”
“Four …”
“You missed out five. Oh dear, I knew they got idiots in for security work, but you really do add an extra dimension to the word dumb.” There are then two quick hissing noises.
“Front gate clear,” Jacob says. I'm completely at a loss for what's just happened.
“Back gate clear too,” Terrell replies. “I was silent but deadly.”
“How have you done that so easily?” I ask, but I'm almost scared to know the answer.
“Wrist-mounted tranquilliser darts. I didn't tell you because you would have said no. Don't worry, they won't know what's hit them. But they'll feel it when they wake up in an hour or so,” Tommy says. I probably would have said no to them, but at the same time I wouldn't mind having one myself now. I am a little worried that we've now left Ez without anyone to protect her. I'm just going to have to make doubly sure she says yes to my plan.
“Your turn, John. The tripod drone is on the other side of the grounds, so get over that wall now.”
Without thinking about it too much I climb the ladder to the top of the wall, hang off the other side and drop down into a bush. Once clear from that I run to the closest tree for cover, have a quick look left to right then run across the lawn to the side door of the house. Ez had given me a key to this door before we moved in together, so I could get into the house and avoid her parents. I hope the locks haven't been changed, it's been a while. I pull out my key fob, choose the one with blue tape around the top and slowly ease it into the lock and twist. With a click, it opens and I'm inside.
I creep through the dark corridor; the staircase to the annexe is on my right, and the door to the first drawing room is on my left. It's slightly ajar and there is a dull light coming from inside. I gently push the door open, and look through. Embers glow in the fireplace, and a lot of things are piled up on the coffee table next to the smaller of the two sofas. The room is empty, so I walk through the door and take a closer look at the mess. Fuck. There are two empty bottles of vodka on the table, a half-finished bottle of whiskey, and four used Emergency Stops. Not the club ones. Not the ten-minute-high ones. These are the slightly more illegal ones you get from the underworld. Unmodified, so they keep you in a fog for hours, then make you think you need to stay in that fog forever. I doubt these belong to Ez's parents. I'm about to leave and check elsewhere, when the door to the kitchen swings open and I can see Ez's silhouette. She's looking down at the floor and holding a bottle in each hand. She hasn't spotted me yet, and walks in towards the coffee table. She then stops dead, and drops both bottles on the floor, one smashes and the other one bounces. In one quick movement, she pulls a pistol out of a holster that I hadn't spotted attached to her jeans and points it at me. I put my hands up.
“It's me it's me, it's John,” I say quickly, before she decides to pull the trigger. She lowers the pistol a little bit.
“John … why are you here? How … how did you get in?” Considering what's on the coffee table, she sounds almost sober. Almost.
“There's no time to worry about that now. I've got to get you out of here. I've got a plan.” I say, feeling a little bit like the hero rescuing a damsel in distress in an old film. She looks at me, stony-faced.
“I'm not going anywhere with you, I'm here because I want to be away from you,” she says.
“I know that. And I'm really sorry. Everything was a mess, and I didn't know what to do.”
“I was in a terrible situation, and you didn't believe me. Instead of staying with me to help me through it, you just continued to go out every night with your friends.”
“I couldn't get through to you.”
“You didn't even try!” she snaps at me. “Once I started becoming a hindrance to you, you just carried on as if I wasn't even here. All I wanted was to be loved, to be comforted. Through thick and thin. Something that I thought you were capable of. But I'm not sure you are. I can see now that you're completely self-absorbed, not in a vain way because you're always a mess. You think the world revolves around you and you alone, and you've been doing your best to push me out of that world since Rupert disappeared. I loved you John, with all my heart I did. But you didn't believe me. You didn't believe me. And that's what hurts the most.”
I look down at the floor. That hurt. None of it is necessarily untrue.
“I do now,” I manage.
“It's too little too late. There is nothing left for you here now,” she says and lifts the pistol back up.
“I've got a way to keep you safe,” I say, knowing it's probably in vain, but knowing I've still got to try.
“I don't care. I am safe.” She looks around.
“No, you're not. If I can get in here with almost no effort, how easy do you think it'll be for Skylark to?” She doesn't answer.
“Sunspot 2 sets out tomorrow night. I can get you on board, you'll be safe there with me for three months while we work out what to do.”
“But you quit that job,” she says.
“I got it back to save you.”
There are a few seconds of silence.
“You want to save my life by doing the exact opposite to what I would have wanted?” she says, and then half smiles. “That pretty much sums up our relationship.” She lowers the pistol.
“Will you come with me?” I ask, feeling hopeful.
“I'll let you know in the morning, and when my parents get back I'll let them know. I've got too much shit in my system to make a real decision now. The Emergency Stops made me feel way too spaced out, so I topped them up with a couple of spiders. I'm not sure that was such a good idea. I now feel spaced and anxious at the same time.”
“That's a lot of shit in your system,” I say.
“I was hiding. From everything. Like you’ve been doing the last three months. Let me walk you out.”
Ez walks me back through the corridor, and when we reach the side door she kisses me on the cheek.
“I'm glad you're finally on my side,” she whispers.
“I'm an idiot, but I catch up eventually.” I smile a childish smile and walk out of the door backwards, staring at Ez's gorgeous, pale face. Her expression suddenly changes from a half-smile, to horror. I turn around and the tripod sentry drone appears from behind the annexe, it raises its weapons and shines a red light in my face.
“Run back inside, John! You're not cleared! It's programmed to kill trespassers on sight.” I stand there, stock-still: I'm too scared to move.
“Don't worry John, I've got this,” Tommy says through my earpiece, and within a split second the head of the four and a half metre tall behemoth explodes. I cover my eyes but a wall of heat hits me and I'm thrown to the ground. I open my eyes, and see what's left of the three-legged metal monster collapse to the ground, trailing thick black smoke from where its head should have been. My ears are ringing and I feel slightly dazed. I stand up and start to head back towards the house, but Ez is no longer in the doorway. I look around, and see her running down the driveway towards her scoot, Brucette. I realise that she must think Skylark have destroyed the drone to get to her, and she's decided to leg it. This is not good. I try and run after her, but she's got in and started driving before I get anywhere near. I'm going to have to get to Bruce and go after her, try and get her to stop and let her know everything's alright. But before that, I'm going to have to catch up with her, and she's an aggressive driver. That will probably mean the most embarrassing car chase in history. Before I can even turn and head back to the wall, it looks like she starts to lose control. Brucette then veers off the driveway and hits one of the carved marble markers that run down the sides of it up to the main gates. Brucette rolls about four times, and the carbon fibre skin is torn away, just leaving the framework and inner workings visible.
I run as fast as I can, shouting Ez's name, but the air ambulances that are always within a minute or two of any accident get there just before I do. I'm guessing Tommy must have put a call in. A medic comes running up to me.
“What happened, sir?” he asks me as I get to the scene.
“She was scared … she was running …” I'm still too shell-shocked to put together a sentence. The other two medics already have Ez out of the wreckage and on to a stretcher. I stare at her, she's not moving but she doesn't look damaged. Just a little blood coming out of her nose and left ear.
“Is she …”
“No, she'll be okay. We just need to get her to the hospital, and fast. Sir, is there anything more you can tell me about her condition?” I stare at the medic blankly and he starts to walk back to the ambulance.
“Tell him about the drugs she's taken, John,” Terrell shouts through my earpiece.
“Drugs,” I blurt out. The medic turns.
“What sort?”
“Um … Emergency Stops, spiders and vodka. A lot.” He nods and runs into the back of the ambulance. The rear doors raise and it takes off, quickly leaving me alone and in silence.
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The four of us are sitting in the hospital waiting room. Jacob, Terrell and Tommy must be on a come down by now, they’re all looking pale and clammy in the harsh fluorescent lights, but they don't complain about it. It's been three hours since the accident, and a massive part of me wants to lay the blame right at Tommy's feet. But I can't. He saved my life. It was my own fault for not looking where I was going. It just kick-started a chain of events that spiralled out of control. I look around the room. These are my best friends. I’m lucky to have them. Who else would have gone through that to help a friend in need? I'm not even sure I would. I am a lucky man.
“Thank you,” I say. “You guys don't have to stay though. You can go home, it's really late.”
“No worries, John, we're with you until the end,” Jacob says and smiles. The waiting room door opens and a doctor comes in.
“John Farrow?” he asks, and I stand up.
“Come with me please.” I follow him out into the corridor.
“How is she?” I ask sheepishly.
“She was very, very lucky. The amount of drugs in her system, together with the stress, caused her to have a cardiac incident, and we believe that's the reason she crashed. We have fixed that. Unfortunately, the sudden impact of the crash, and the insignificant safety features in that little vehicle of hers has fractured her skull. She's also got a swelling on her brain, so we're going to have to keep her in a coma until it goes down.”
That all sounds pretty awful.
“But the good news is that the baby is fine.”
At least there is some good news …
“Wait, what are you talking about?” I ask, feeling flustered.
“The baby is going to be fine. According to her charts she's about three months pregnant.”
“Her charts? She’s been in about this? Three months …?”
“Yes she has, and as I said, everything is fine in that respect.” The doctor continues talking, but I can no longer hear him. I don't know what to do. My brain feels like it's going to explode with this information. She's known all this time. The conversation we had by the river before Jupiter Rising was just testing the water. She already knew that I was going to be a stay at home dad, that's why she wasn't pushing for me to get another job. She was letting me get it all out of my system before she finally told me the truth. Would I have known about it by now if her boss hadn't gone missing? Should I have guessed? I don't know. But since then she's been treating her body like a chemical waste facility. She knew all of this and still kept filling herself with drugs and alcohol. I feel betrayed. She’s betrayed our unborn child. I fucking hate her for this. Everything that I thought I knew is wrong. I can't stay here any longer. I have to get away. I turn from the doctor and walk out of the hospital. Before I know it, I'm driving Bruce towards the Sunspots loading yard and the shuttle bay that will take me back to Sunspot 2. Part of me knows it’s a terrible decision that I’ll probably regret, but in the red mist of anger I can’t stop myself.
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My eyes begin to slowly open, and the lights above me are blurry and blinding. My head is throbbing and I try to move my hand in front of my face to block out the light, but I can't move my arm. I can't move either of them, they seem to be tied up behind me. My feet are tied too. I open and close my eyes quickly to try and get my vision back and realise I'm sitting tied to a chair next to one of the thin ends of the pool table in the rec deck. Robert is sitting to my left on one of the long sides; he's slumped and still unconscious. Kerry is opposite him on the other side, also unconscious. Mark is sat opposite me on the far end, wide-eyed and silent.
“What's going on?” I ask.
“I don't know. The lights were red. They then went back to normal. I went to find Robert, but something got me. I woke up here about ten minutes ago and you were all here too. We’re all going to die, John.”
I try and pull my hands out of the rope, but they're not moving. I'm stuck.
“Can you get free?” I ask.
“No, been trying since I woke up. They won't budge.”
Kerry starts to stir, and I call her name quietly a few times. Her eyes open wide and her head moves up sharply. She tries to move her arms without success.
“What the fuck is happening?!” she shouts, looking at me.
“I don't know,” I say. “But we're completely screwed.”
Kerry looks at Mark.
“I'm so sorry about earlier,” he says to her. “I was completely out of order.” He looks like he really means it.
“Don't worry about it, you daft bastard. They say make-up sex is better than standard sex anyway.” He smiles, but his face then drops as I guess he remembers where we are.
Kerry looks at Robert who's still slumped over.
“Oi, wake up, you fat fuck,” she shouts, and he wakes up with a jolt. He then proceeds to do the same thing the rest of us have done and tries to pull his hands free of the rope.
“What the …?” he says.
“No good Robert. We're stuck here.” she says to him. I look from Kerry to Mark, to Robert and back to Kerry. I think it's safe to say we're all terrified.
“Who's done this to us?” Robert asks.
“Or what has,” I reply.
He looks at me with what looks like confusion, anxiety and terror all at the same time. He then turns to Kerry, I guess for verification of the what.
“What we found on the hangar. It was fucked up,” she says.
“What did you find?” Mark asks. I let Kerry say it, it's more likely that they'll listen to her.
“We found Tom. His neck was ripped right fucking open. In fact, his head was almost off,” she says.
Robert looks at Mark, both have the same expression of horror on their faces.
“That's not all. Underneath his neck was a load of translucent slime. John found the same stuff earlier when he was in the inspection tubes, and the cargo bay.”
“Holy shit,” Robert says under his breath.
“We’re all going to die,” Mark says again.
“There was a wooden transport crate as well. We opened it, but John and I didn’t have any idea what it was.”
Robert and Mark are just staring at us.
“What killed Tom then? Did you find the rest of his shift?” Mark asks, and looks at me.
“No, we didn't. I don't know what's happened to them. I get the feeling we won't have to wait very long to find out,” I reply.
“Are we all on the same page here?” Robert asks.
“Are we all thinking that something extra-terrestrial may have done this?”
“Yes, we're all thinking fucking aliens. As ridiculous as that sounds,” Kerry says.
No one says anything for a while, and we all continue to try and free ourselves. I’ve been constantly struggling since I woke up, and my wrists are starting to burn with the effort. I start to feel a trickle of something down my hand, blood I'd imagine, so I decide to stop struggling and slump. Kerry looks at me.
“Are you giving up?” she asks.
“I might be. I'm not sure I see the point anymore. Mark’s right, we’re all going to die.”
“Fucking stop it. Your head has been up your arse this whole trip, John, you've not been yourself. You may as well tell us what happened to you before this trip. What you hinted at after the fire in the engine room, but then pussied out of. Tell us why you're here when you're not supposed to be.”
So I do. I lay myself bare. I tell them everything. There is a long silence after I've finished. It finally gets broken by Robert.
“That's harsh, man.”
“I know it was, but I couldn't make sense of it. My head just fogged up and I didn't think any of it through. She couldn’t deal with the stress, so she hid away from everything with drugs and drink. I just ran away. I left her alone and unprotected in a hospital bed, in a coma. I didn't even see her. Skylark could easily take her out. Her, and my unborn child. It doesn't seem real. I wouldn't have thought it was possible for me to do that. They could be dead. It's all I can think about. It just goes around and around in my head. And the more I think about it the worse I feel.”
“And you should feel bad. I didn't think you could be that person, John. I thought you were one of the good ones. But you can't give up. There's still a good chance she's alive. You have to keep hold of that, you can't give up. Not after what we've been through today. You have to get back for her,” Kerry says, her eyes pleading with me.
“That was my plan, in the hangar anyway. But look at us now. Look around the table at our sorry faces. We're done. We all know it. I've given up because I've got nothing left.”
“Then you deserve your misery,” she says.
There is a sound from the next level up. The door to someone's quarters gets slammed closed, and I hear footsteps.
“Shhhhhh, listen,” Robert says quietly. The familiar sound of feet hitting the rungs of the ladder comes from behind him. I look to my left and see two legs emerging from the hatch above, taking one slow step at a time. We're all transfixed, but Robert is facing the cargo bay, and can't see anything.
“What is it? What is it?” he asks quietly. But no one answers him. We just watch the figure slowly climb down. When it finally hits the deck, it turns around to face us. Kerry then looks at Robert.
“It's wearing a suit. It's wearing a fucking suit,” she says to him.
It is indeed wearing a suit, but also some sort of paper bag on its head with uneven eyeholes cut out. It's a man. A man wearing a homemade paper bag on his head. He walks towards us, his shiny black shoes clicking against the metal deck plates as he moves. Click … Click … Click … Click … As he gets closer I can see that the bag on his head has lines of printed text with diagrams on it. The bag itself has been badly stuck together with tape. He stops about two metres behind Robert.
“Hello, I trust everyone's comfortable,” he says, in a smooth unfamiliar voice.
“Who the fuck are you supposed to be, you paper-headed prick?” Kerry asks him. He points at his head.
“This? Do you not like it? I made it myself out of an instruction manual,” Paper-headed prick says in his slightly creepy monotone. He then starts to walk around the pool table anti-clockwise. Click … Click … Click … Click … I feel the air move as he walks behind me, he then passes Kerry and runs his fingers through her pink hair. As he walks behind Mark, Mark flinches. Paper-headed prick stops behind Robert and puts his hands on his shoulders. Robert’s eyes open wide, and he looks like he may have a heart attack. He moves his head to Robert’s ear.
“Everything was going so very smoothly. It was quickly put together, but there was no reason for it to go wrong. But he was a snooper. He snooped. He found out. I had no choice after that. No choice.” He lets go of Robert’s shoulders and continues to circle the pool table. Click … Click … Click … Click … Robert lets out a sigh of relief.
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Kerry shouts. He runs his fingers through her hair again as he walks behind her.
“There's no reason you'd understand. You were the only one here who had a chance at stopping me. But you didn't. You know too much. But so little.” Click … Click … Click … Click …
“You're a fucking nut job mate,” she sneers.
“Sticks and stones. I don't think you'd be the same person if you came home to find your wife and children burned alive.”
Mark looks up.
“Your wife and children were murdered?” he asks quietly.
“A kidnapping gone wrong. An attempt to control me. Oh but my wife knew how to put up a good fight. They didn't expect that. In the end her ability to fight got her nowhere, of course. Just dead. Unfortunately the stupid bitch got my children killed too. And my beloved dog. I can't really blame her. I brought it all on myself by being difficult.” Click … Click … Click … Click …
“Why did you kill Tom?” I quietly ask as he walks behind me. “And where's the rest of his shift?” He stops and puts his mouth up to my left ear.
“John finally speaks,” he whispers, his warm breath tickles my earlobe and makes me feel queasy. He then moves away and continues his circling. Click … Click … Click … Click …
“Everybody, John has spoken!” he shouts. “It's nice to finally meet you, John. John and I go way back. Best friends, John and I. John. John. John. You gave me the inspiration, John. I love it when we talk like this, John.”
“You know each other?” Robert sheepishly asks. Paper-headed prick looks in his direction, and then picks up a yellow pool ball from the table. He throws it at full force towards Robert’s head. It misses by less than a centimetre. The ball bounces off the wall, and clatters to a halt on the patterned deck plates. Paper-headed prick walks over to it and picks it up.
“I thought I'd be a better shot than that. I guess that sums up the last few weeks. I'm not great at everything.” He walks towards Robert throwing the ball from one hand to another, and I notice that he seems to have an erection.
“What to do, what to do,” he mutters to himself and then holds the ball in the air about a metre above Robert’s head and drops it. Robert screams in agony as it bounces off his shaved tattooed skull and back on to the deck plates.
“I don’t think that was a big enough lesson.” Paper-headed prick walks over to where the cues are racked up and grabs one with his right hand and gently slaps his left with it. He slowly moves behind Robert and stands still about a metre behind him. Robert has his eyes closed, and is slightly rocking back and forth. Paper-headed prick just stands there, not moving or saying anything. I can see that Kerry is about to say something, or probably shout something at him, when Paper-headed prick raises his finger to where his mouth should be.
“Shhh,” he says. “The thing about a lesson, is that people take different things away from it. This is a lesson I want you to all take away the same thing from, the same meaning. No mixed messages.” He swings the pool cue and with a loud slapping noise strikes Robert across the upper back and neck with it, again and again. After about nine or ten horrifying hits, the cue snaps and Paper-headed prick drops it on the deck. Robert slumps forward.
“No more interruptions.”
Kerry stares at Paper-headed prick with pure hate. I've never seen her look like this. Mark has closed his eyes and is muttering something under his breath. My heart is beating fast, and I can feel the edges of fear, but mostly I'm just feeling numb.
“You didn't answer my question,” I finally say. He looks back at me.
“And Robert here didn't let me finish telling everyone how we came up with this together, you and me. Me and you.”
“You’re mad. I've never met you.”
“Of course you have, here I am.” He slowly and carefully pulls off his paper bag mask and throws it on the green felt of the pool table. He smiles.
“Tim …? But you're dead. You were crushed,” I say.
“Obviously I'm not. It was a high-risk strategy, but once you’d shut the tube’s hatch behind me, I simply moved down into one of the lower inspection tubes and waited it out. You didn't check there. I was a bit worried about the fire, and the lack of oxygen when you opened the airlock. If you hadn’t re-pressurised the engine room when you did, we wouldn’t be having this pleasant conversation now. But yes, also I am dead. You see, Tim was never alive, he was a fiction. A character I was playing. I tried to be as accurate as possible to someone on the lower levels of society. I put on the voice of a standard working man, made up a tiny bit of history, enough to be able to answer some rudimentary questions, and I blended right in.” He stops and looks around the table smiling, he then starts to walk around it again anti-clockwise. Click … Click … Click … Click …
“What amuses me the most, is how none of this should have happened. I was quite happy to let the trip go as planned. You would have been none the wiser, and soon you'd all have been at home and cold with your loved ones. But Tom, Tom and his reports and his snooping. He ruined everything, and I had to think on my feet. He must have followed me onto the hangar. I didn't see him. He didn't know what I was up to, so he snooped. He saw me switch it on. Everything changed when that happened.” Click … Click … Click … Click …
He walks behind Kerry and runs his hand through her hair. Every time he does a lap of the table he does it again, and I can see the impotent rage building up in her.
“The people at the loading docks are too easy to buy off. Once I'd met with your fat benefactor Martin Hooper, showed him my CV full of lies, told him I had some money and would do the first trip for free as a trial run, he couldn't give me the job fast enough. Then straight to the docks to see if I could procure a container to go on board. Everyone down there was in on this little side-line. Just throw enough cash in their direction and you can dispose of anything. Little people fighting for scraps. But it served my purpose well enough.” Click … Click … Click … Click … He runs his fingers through Kerry's hair again.
“Fucking stop that,” she hisses at him.
“I probably won't. And it sounds to me like you haven’t learned a thing from my little lesson. I don't like being interrupted. Besides, I haven't got to the best bit yet.” He stares at me while continuing to walk. Click … Click … Click … Click …
“Have you ever killed a man, John?” I look back at him, still not knowing why he’s so interested in me. What have I done to pique his interest?
“No.”
“Neither had I until earlier. It turns out to be an exquisite feeling. At first, I didn't want to go through with it, I wasn't sure that I could. But when I thought about what I would lose if I didn't, I realised that I had to. As Tom was peering into the crate asking questions for his report, I used this knife.” He pulls a sixteen-centimetre hunting knife out of his inside jacket pocket.
“And I sliced it through his throat. With the micro chain blade, it was like cutting through butter. I could feel a slight resistance as it cut through his jugular and windpipe, and I did it slowly to savour the feeling. The amount of blood surprised me, it sprayed in all directions. I've never felt so powerful, John, so sexually aroused. I couldn't help it, I had to release my seed onto his still twitching, gushing corpse.”
I can see that he's got an erection again just thinking about it. I feel shell-shocked and sick as I suddenly realise what the slime around the ship was. I can’t believe I didn’t realise. My numbness has gone, and the edges of fear come crashing down all around me. No one deserves to die like that. He walks past Kerry again, this time instead of running his fingers though, he pulls her hair tight and cuts a chunk out of it with his dry blood-stained blade and throws it in the air. With pure rage, she uses her whole body to try and shake herself loose from the chair but, as before, she still can't get free.
“You stay the fuck away from her!” Mark shouts desperately.
“What exactly are you going to do to stop me?” Mark stares at him with fire in his eyes, but Tim stares back and the fire quickly goes out. Mark drops his head and doesn't reply. Tim continues around the table. Click … Click … Click … Click …
“I then had to go about getting rid of the rest of his shift, there would be too many questions, too much snooping, and I really didn't need any more of that. Sam was alone in the engine room, she was a very pretty thing. It was a shame. I told her Tom wanted to see her on the bridge. When she was with Will and Ian, I shut the hatches and trapped them all up there. From the console in the cargo bay I opened the bridge airlock and they were all blown out into space. Bye bye, no more questions, no more snooping. I then had to go about getting rid of the evidence. I'm quite proud of this, as I was now carving new ground, making it up as I was going along. I re-pressurised the bridge and looked for something I could use, plans or blueprints, but the computers were empty, no schematics, nothing at all. I went into your office and found the maintenance manual, or the bloody instruction manual as you called it, John. It was gathering dust at the bottom of a cabinet. It was so satisfying blowing the dust off it though, it felt like I'd discovered a relic from another era. I ripped out the pages I needed and put it back where I found it. I closed the hatches behind me, because I felt that it would be good to leave you sleeping beauties a mystery to wake up to. With the ripped-out pages I went about stopping the engines, releasing the hangar deck, and removing the release controls.”
“And I guess you just happened to masturbate all over the ship to add weight to this mystery of yours, you sick bastard,” Kerry says, then spits on the pool table.
“Not exactly, it’s more of a problem I’ve always had, but it did seem to work out that way. I think John knows the reason I did that.” He looks at me and smiles. “He must have heard the rumours at least.”
“Why didn't you kill us as well?” I ask, ignoring the connection that is beginning to pop into my head.
“You must know this by now, John. There are two reasons I didn't kill you. One: I didn't think there was a chance that your sub-standard shift would be able get anything working again. Unfortunately, I underestimated your ability to make things much worse. And two: I have too much respect for Ez to kill you outright.” I stare at him. The connections are shouting at me, I just don't want to join the dots.
“… You know Ez?” I ask, pretty sure I know the answer.
“I was in charge of the project we were working on. She was one of the best scientists I had working under me. She was the only person I worked with that I considered a friend.”
“You're …”
“Rupert Rawling. I'll let that just hang there.” He does, and the fear that was crashing around me starts to turn into a red mist.
“If she was such good a friend, why did you destroy her life by leaving?” I shout.
“Someone's found his confidence. Good, John, good. I didn't destroy her; how could I have? I wasn't this person then. If anyone did destroy her, it was Skylark. But I see that you're here, and not back on Earth helping her. I'm sure you must feel good about that.” I just stare at him. I have nothing to say. Nothing to defend myself with.
“The project was my brainchild. It wasn't until it was nearly finished that I started to realise the implications of it and got cold feet. I was so absorbed with it, I couldn't think about anything except getting it done. Ez was involved with the project’s subsystems, and didn't know what the final outcome would be. It was always best that way, everyone had plausible deniability. Except, of course, me and those in charge of Skylark’s weapons division.”
“So that's what's in the hangar. A weapon? You did all of this to dispose of a fucking weapon?” I ask. Loudly.
“A weapon? Unfortunately, no. It's so much more than just a weapon, John, it's the first actual doomsday device. Never to be used, but always there to keep any threats at bay. When Skylark realised that I wasn't going to complete the project, they decided to kidnap my family and force me to finish it. But you now know how that ended. This situation, here and now, really is completely your fault, John. Ez told me what you did for a living, how you dump waste on the Sun, how proud she was of you. She wouldn't shut up about you. It was always John this, John that. Look at you, John, you didn't deserve that level of commitment or love. When Skylark killed my family, they lost all their leverage on me, and I may even have lost my mind for a while. I decided that I had to get myself, and the project, onto your ship any way I could.” Kerry looks up at Rupert.
“So, what John said was right then, you fucking prick,” she says.
“No, quite the opposite. I don’t want to destroy it. The project was code-named the Forever dark. Once it's fired into the Sun it will extinguish it within six months. Or make it go supernova. It was fifty-fifty on the simulations. Skylark wanted something special. It was only a matter of time before they had control of all the United Governments. This would have sealed the deal. No one would dare go against them. When they killed my family, I lost everything. I made the decision that they'd lose everything as well, everyone would lose everything. A race that could build something like this deserves to be wiped out by it. But you four have ruined everything. You've managed to completely cripple the ship, and now there's no way for me to get the Forever dark to the Sun. It was all going so well, and now I really don't know what to do next.” Kerry's face drops, and she turns to look at me wide-eyed. He doesn't know that the hangar is still set to dump the waste, he must assume we're just holding position, and waiting to be rescued.
“What's that, Kerry? You look like you have something to say,” he says, and walks around the table to stand behind her. Click … Click … Click … Click … I look around; Robert and Mark know nothing of this either. If I mention it, will it be enough to give us time? It's the only play I have.
“Rupert, I guess you don't know what happened when Kerry and I went on board the hangar deck, do you?” He looks at me and his eyes thin.
“Go on.”
“We didn't want to go back, not after what we'd seen: this Forever dark, or whatever the fuck it’s called, and what was left of Tom. Kerry has set the hangar to dump everything when it hits its co-ordinates, and then it takes us back home. Your plan is still in play. Unless anyone wants to get suited up and do another spacewalk to the hangar’s forward airlock and stop it,” I say.
He stands up straight and smiles widely, and lets out a huge sigh of relief.
“Thank you, John, that has made my day. Am I correct in assuming that Kerry is the only one who could stop it, if she went across there?” She nods her head.
“I could kiss you,” he says to the back of her head and wraps his arms around her shoulders in a hug. He smiles and starts to pull away. I notice he's still holding the knife in his right hand, and in one quick motion he pulls it through her throat. Her eyes open wide as blood starts to seep from the wound, followed quickly by a constant spurt that covers the green felt of the table and splashes over Robert’s face and beard. She lets out a quiet gurgling sigh, her head slumps, and she's gone.
“No!” Mark shouts, helpless to do anything. Rupert walks around the table and does the same to him. I watch as the life drains out of Mark’s eyes, all the while Rupert is staring at mine. I look down at the bloody felt of the pool table, and then close my eyes. I’ve killed them both.
“What did you expect, John? Were you hoping that would buy you some time? Save your lives maybe? No. I was always going to kill you. Whether it be freezing to death on Earth or here like this. You weren't going to survive this, John, no one was.”
I start to struggle with my bonds as he slowly walks over to Robert. Click … Click … Click … Click … Robert seems to have given up entirely. He hasn't moved since the pool cue was repeatedly hit against his back and neck. Rupert puts his left hand on the top of Robert’s tattooed head and slowly pulls it back, all the while looking at me. Suddenly, from nowhere, Robert’s hand moves up and grabs hold of Rupert's tie, and pulls it down with a jolt. Rupert's nose hits the edge of the pool table hard and explodes. He screams loudly and drops the knife. With a loud groan, Robert stands up out of the chair he was tied up to and pushes it back. Rupert is now staggering backwards and holding his bloody face. Robert moves behind him and picks him up by the back of his trousers and the neck of his jacket and lifts him above his head. Rupert's arms and legs are flailing around in all directions as Robert just holds him there. He turns around and walks to the chair he was tied to, and with a sickening crack, Robert drops him on the back of it. With a terrifying scream, Rupert falls to the floor, with his spine bent in on itself, but he's seemingly still alive. Robert picks up the knife and cuts my binds. Shakily I stand up, and survey the awful scene.
“It's over,” Robert says to me, his face and beard covered in Kerry's blood. I stare at him. There's nothing else to do. I put my arms around him, and bury my face in his chest. He holds me back, and we allow ourselves a moment to break down.
There is a deep rumbling from below us, and the lights start to flicker. We stand apart from each other, both realising what this means.
“Oh no, we’ve got to get to the bridge,” I say. We waste no time climbing up there, to get away from the horror on the rec deck. We both look out of the tinted viewports as hundreds of seemingly tiny cubes are heading towards the Sun’s corona and one by one we watch them burn up. The Sun then slowly starts to move out of view as the thrusters from the hangar set us on a course for home.
I pull out the chair from behind Kerry's console and drop down into it, and hold my head in my hands. Robert puts a hand on my shoulder, and then sits down at Mark’s console. We don't talk. We don't need to. We're alive, and the rest of our crew is dead. I’m pretty much responsible. There is no upside. We are at least on our way home. But if Rupert's claims were true, we'll have nothing to go home to.
“The device wasn't finished,” I say after a while, breaking the silence. “Maybe it didn't work. I didn't see anything out of the ordinary as the containers burned up.”
“We'll hold on to that thought for now. I hope you're right, I really do, but we have other things to worry about now. Kerry and Mark. We have to say our farewells.”
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After the awful, soul crushing job of cleaning up the rec deck, we carefully place Kerry and Mark into the main escape hatch in the cargo bay. I felt obliged to be the one who looked through Kerry's quarters. In there I found a photo dated a month before we set out on this trip. It’s of her and what appears to be a pair of young adults, a boy and a girl. They’re all laughing and look like they’re having fun. I well up when I realise who they are, but am also glad to know that she had managed to patch things up with her children after all. I decide to put the photo in the body bag with her. I don't know if that's what she would have wanted, but it seems like the right thing to do.
Robert did the same for Mark, as they were close in and out of work. He found some medals for various sporting achievements that he’d got in his youth, but not much else. I don't even know if he had a family.
I slowly type in my code, and Robert and I watch as the body bags with our friends inside leave the ship for the very last time. We bow our heads, and think about everyone we've lost today. After a while, I close the outer doors and there is only one thing left for us to do.
I really hoped that he'd died while Robert and I were on the bridge watching the waste container dump. But we weren’t spared this new horror. Now, even after everything he's done, neither of us has the stomach to kill him. His spine has been snapped, and he's paralysed from the waist down. We don't have the equipment or the drugs on board to ease his pain, and he's delirious with it. The only thing we've been able to do for him is leave him in a bath tub in the washroom, and periodically shower him off after he's pissed or shat himself. The high-pitched howling noises coming from that room make my blood run cold. I don't imagine he'll survive the extended journey home. At least, I hope he doesn't.




EPILOGUE

Robert has managed to get the radio working, but only one way. We can now receive signals, but not reply to them. Everything was sounding good during the first couple of weeks of listening in; there was nothing at all about the Earth cooling off.
We kept that hope alive until eventually there were reports of icebergs appearing in the Mediterranean and sinking cruise ships. After that, everything seemed to go crazy. We heard reports of nuclear explosions, countries going to war with each other, oceans completely freezing over and mass evacuations of the rich and powerful. Soon after, we lost the signal and there was nothing left but static.
For days after that, Robert tirelessly tried to fix it, until he realised that it was working fine and there was no signal to receive anymore.
We really don't know what we'll find when we get home, but it's very likely that almost everyone we know and love has perished. I hold out hope that Ez's parents were rich enough to be among the few who managed to get their families evacuated. If Ez is still alive, I will spend the rest of my days trying to find her.
I don’t think I can hold out the same hope for Jacob and Terrell though. Even with Tommy around, who’s a born survivor, I can’t see any way they could have made it. I'd like to imagine they saw the world out in a drink- and drug-fuelled haze. The thought makes me smile, and that's how I want to remember them.
Even though the worst has happened, and I've been forced into spending the rest of my possibly short life with Robert, a spiteful bastard who is now my only friend, and a crippled mad scientist who took it on himself to end everything, I'm actually glad to be alive.
Who'd have thought it?
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Why am I back here?
Again, we’re moving. The third, no fourth time so far this year. The boot of the car and the seat next to me are packed full of our belongings, leaving me wedged uncomfortably against the door.
I’m used to just upping and leaving, but it always hurts not having the chance to say goodbye to my newly made friends. This time it feels different. This time there’s a sense of urgency that I’m not used to. I don’t know where we’re going, or why. The first I knew about it was when I was woken up late last night and we just left. The car was already packed. Usually my parents are open and honest with me, but my father hasn’t said a word the whole journey and my mother keeps looking back at me and asking if I’m okay. I’m not sure why I shouldn’t be.
All I can do is stare out of the window and watch the trees zip past at dizzying speed. We’re off the second level of the motorway now and deep into the countryside. The auto-drive has been off the entire journey; my father seems in an awful hurry to get somewhere.
Finally, after hours of travel we pull off the road and into a large carpark. I open the door and get out, a couple of small bags falling out with me. I stretch myself as wide as possible and then watch as my parents slowly get out of the car, grab two bags from the boot and walk up to me.
“Okay, Johnny, I’m not sure how to say this, but this is where you’re going to live for the next four years,” my mother says. This is news to me. I look at the forbidding gates at the edge of the carpark, the big grey building beyond it, and look back at my mother.
“What is this place?” I ask. She looks at me, smiling, but her eyes seem sad.
“It’s your new boarding school, Johnny,” she says.
“But I like my old school. I’ve never been to a boarding school before. I don’t want to stay here; I don’t know anyone. Where are you going? Why can’t I just go with you?” I plead, still confused by the whole situation.
“Because your education is very important, and you can join us in our quest when you’ve finished. Your father and I are doing important work as you know, but it’s quite risky now that it’s illegal to protest. We wouldn’t want to put you in harm’s way,” she says with an apologetic smile.
I look at my father but he’s still looking away, avoiding all eye contact and saying nothing.
“Then why don’t you just stop it for now and raise me like a normal family would? You can start your hippy bullshit again when I’m grown up and out of your hair,” I say.
“Because our work is too important. We’re finally starting to make a difference, Johnny. The conditions for the labour force at the Wolark mines and shipyards on Mars are getting better, but there is so much more to be done,” she says, sounding proud, idealistic and, to me, idiotic all at the same time.
“So, I’m an inconvenience. Someone to be palmed off on others when I get in the way of your plans,” I say, hoping that being blunt might make them realise how selfish they’re being.
“This is a very expensive school, Johnny, we’ve put most of our money towards getting you in here. I’d hoped you’d be more grateful,” she says sadly.
“Grateful? I just want to live with my parents. Is that too much to ask?”
My father finally speaks and snaps my heart in two in the process. “I’m sorry John, but yes, it is. You were an accident. None of this was planned, you are an inconvenience to us and our cause,” he says, still not making eye contact.
My mother looks mortified by what he’s just said. Then I realise this school was his idea.
“Johnny, I ...”
There is nothing she can say now to come back from that blow. Just one line from my father has crushed me. I look at him but he’s looking toward the main road. I then take my anger out on my mother.
“You should have had a fucking backstreet abortion then and saved yourself the trouble!” I shout, grab the two bags and stomp off through the gates. I hear her calling my name, but I don’t look back. I’m hoping that they’ll come after me, apologise, say it’s fine and take me with them. I crunch along the gravel of the pathway that’s between two huge manicured squares of grass towards the huge gothic black doors of the main building. When I get to the doors, I finally look back. My parents are gone. I’ve been abandoned here. I fucking hate them.
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My wrists are burning.
The receptionist is staring at me through her thick rimmed glasses. On the left lens, a constant stream of tiny backwards text is running down it. I stare back, but don’t say anything, and stay sitting down.
“We have four new starters today, so far you’re the first. If you give me your name we can get started with your induction,” she says.
I stay silent.
“It’ll only be a matter of time before I’m able to work it out. You may as well tell me.”
I have no intention of telling her, or anyone for that matter, who I am. My parents will come back for me. This is a mistake. It may take an hour or so, but they will realise it and come through the door.
There’s a beeping sound and the receptionist touches the side of her glasses.
“Yes … yes … okay, I’ll tell him.” She presses her glasses again and looks back in my direction.
“John Farrow?” she asks.
I look up at her, then down to the floor.
“The headmaster has spoken to your parents; they were just boarding a shuttle. Not far from here, actually. They said they would be back to visit you in about six months, and they are sorry that they didn’t tell you in advance.”
I then realise that they chose this school because it was on the way to where the Martian shuttle launches from. On. The. Fucking. Way.
“Pricks,” I say.
“We won’t have that language here young man. Anyway, a guard, sorry, a campus security official will be here soon to show you around, so don’t get too comfortable.”
Within a few minutes, a burly man in an ill-fitting light blue uniform comes through the door. He looks at the receptionist, who then points at me. I fold my arms and look away from them. When I look back, the man is standing right in front of me.
“Come with me please, young sir,” he says in a way that makes me think he’s had months of training to sound as polite and friendly as possible.
“Fuck off,” I say.
“No swearing on campus. Consider that your first and only warning.”
“I’ve already warned him once,” the receptionist says. “This will be his second.”
I stand up and look over the security official’s shoulder at the receptionist.
“Really?” I ask, dumbfounded. I look back at the guard who smiles at me while pulling what looks like a torch from his belt clasp.
“Really,” he says. He then jabs the torch thing into my stomach and a surge of electricity passes through my body. Not massively painful but all my muscles in my body seem to contract at once and I fall to the floor. Hard.
“If I do that again, you will soil yourself. That’ll make a good impression as you walk through the campus. Teenagers never let that stuff go. You’ll be branded from day one. Do you really want that?”
I shake my head. He gives me his hand and pulls me up.
“Now come with me.”
I pick up my bags and follow him towards the door. He then stops and looks back at the receptionist. “They never learn, do they Beatrice?”
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Can that be right? It feels like someone is drilling into my temple.
After a brief tour of the grounds and buildings, which at the moment remind me of what I’d imagine a concentration camp would look like, but in colour, the campus security official finally takes me to where I’ll be living for the next four years. Across the inner quad and through a long thicket of trees that could almost pass for a small wood, are six shitty looking pre-fabricated dorms, each one rammed with bunk beds. Three are for the girls and three are for the boys. Being an only child, and unaccustomed to boarding schools, the thought of sharing a room with up to forty other kids is pretty terrifying.
The security official shows me to my bed in the mainly empty bunkhouse and then heads toward the door. He opens it and turns around.
“No swearing,” he says and walks out. I guess walking out and having the last word must be his thing. I look at the bed. Thankfully, it’s a bottom bunk at the far end of the room, closest to the wall. At least that means there’ll only be people to one side of me. I dump my bag on the floor and look down at the mattress. The colour of it makes me feel queasy. I think it was once meant to be white, but it’s now a patchwork of yellow and small dark brown stains. I start to think the only reason this bed is now empty is because the previous occupant must have masturbated themselves to death on it.
I grab the sheets that are folded neatly at the bottom of the mattress and start to make up the bed. The bottom sheet is so threadbare that I can still make out the stains through it. I’m just going to have to sleep above the covers, I think.
There’s a hard tap on my shoulder. I turn around.
“Hello,” I say to the three older boys who are standing a little bit too close to me.
“So, you’re taking over from sketchy Eric then?” says the tallest boy, who then scrapes his blonde fringe out of his eyes.
“I don’t know who that is I’m afraid. I’m John,” I say and hold out my hand, as I’d been taught to do so many times by my father. Blonde just looks down at it. He then looks at his two friends, smiles, and looks back at me. I slowly pull my hand back, feeling awkward that I’d offered it in the first place. Another reason to hate my father.
“I don’t think you understand. We’re here because Eric was our plaything. You are now our plaything.”
I’ve had a lot of experience being the new kid.  Never being at any school for more than a few months at a time, I’d learned long ago that always being the new kid meant I was going to constantly have the shit kicked out of me.
I hold my hands up.
“I don’t want any trouble. I just wish the mattress was a little less, you know, covered in jizz,” I say, hoping that maybe a little humour might go a long way.
“You’re funny, John,” Blonde says, who then moves in close and whispers in my ear.
“One night, when you’re all alone, and least expecting it, the three of us are going to find you and enjoy you like we did Eric.” He then spits into his hand and wipes it on my face. Instant red mist hits me, and I push him back with as much force as I can. He almost falls to the floor but his friends stop him.
“Fuck you!” I shout. Blonde just laughs, blows me a kiss and the three of them walk off.
I sit down on my bed, shaking with fear and rage. I breathe slowly to calm myself down. Great. The threat of being beaten up is one thing, I’ve learned to deal with it over the years, but the threat of being raped? This is a new one on me and a lot more terrifying. Fucking boarding schools. Fucking parents.
“You’ll have to stay out of their way, or let it ‘appen. Don’t wanna end up like sketchy Eric,” a distant voice says from behind me. I turn around and can see that the voice belongs to the only other person in the room at the moment, four bunks down from me.
“I fucking well won’t let it happen. They’ll have to knock me unconscious first. What do mean, end up like Eric?” I ask, hoping that he’s just changed schools.
The boy sits up and stares at me with his pale eyes. He looks to be about fourteen or fifteen, and his feminine face is framed by longish brown greasy hair.
“Found ‘im hangin’ in a wardrobe,” he says bluntly. That’s not a good start.
“Really? Holy shit, that’s horrible. It got that bad he killed himself?” I ask, shocked.
“Maybe, but unlikely. He had his cock out. Asphyxi-wank gone wrong we reckon,” he replies, completely matter of factly. I simply don’t know how to respond to that.
“Those three, do they threaten all the new kids?” I ask.
“Nope. Just poor Eric. And now, I guess, you.”
“Any advice?”
“Already given it. Keep out of their way, or jus’ take it, I’m sure they’ll eventually get bored.”
“Not going to happen. I’m at school, not fucking prison.”
“There ain’t much difference, way I see it. I’m Joe by the way. If you need anything, and I mean anything, come see me,” he says, winks, then stands up and exits the dorm, leaving me alone to think about this horrible situation.
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My arms can’t take the weight. But I don’t know what the weight is.
After a shit first day, and then half a day of settling in and getting myself familiar with the layout of the campus, the classes start proper. My first lesson is History with Mister Jelvus. I like him straight away. He’s bald and wears small round glasses, very friendly and has a laid-back way of teaching. He also doesn’t point out that I’m the new guy. Instead, he pulls me aside at the end of the lesson.
“I hear you’ve been dumped here by parents who have more important things to do,” he says in a way that, oddly, doesn’t annoy me.
“Yep. Absolute dicks,” I reply.
“Shh. You know the swearing rule. The gestapo guards take it very seriously. Any reason to make a student soil themselves and they’ll take it. It’s a sad situation you’re in, John. I’ve got some friends who are fighting the same cause. Lovely people, but they don’t have the tiniest bit of common sense between them. The way the world is going, they’ll end up in trouble. You can’t just protest anymore.”
“I know, but they’ll never listen,” I say.
“No, they won’t. Hopefully I’m overreacting. If you ever need to talk, my door’s always open.”
“Thanks,” I say.
“You best go, or you’ll be late for your next class.”
He closes the door and the bell rings. Too late, I am late for my next class. Not that I really mind because it’s mathematics. I can’t do numbers. I get to the answer eventually, but I’m no good in a quick-fire way. Even the simplest of equations.
I get to the classroom and slowly open the door. Luckily, the teacher doesn’t seem to notice me come in. She’s writing on a monitor and has her back to me. I quickly move to the back of the room and take the first free seat I see, while trying my best not to be noticed. It doesn’t work. She finishes what she’s writing, turns around and looks straight at me.
“Nice of you to join us, Mister Farrow. Lost, were we?” she says.
I look around the class and everyone is now staring at me.
“Yes,” I manage.
“You know where the room is now, so it better not happen again.”
Miss Clarke spends the rest of the lesson asking me every question first before asking the room.
“John, what’s the square route of blah blah? John, what’s blah times blah? John, what do you get if you times blah by blah, and then subtract blah?”
I can’t answer and the class laughs every time. By the end I feel sick and completely embarrassed.
Maths is the last class of my first half day and it pretty much sums up my feelings for the place.
I’m feeling very low as I begin to walk back to the dorm. I look up and see Joe walking across the quad. As he’s the only student who’s talked to me in a vaguely friendly manner, I decide to catch up with him.
“Hey Joe, what do we do now classes have finished for the day?” I ask as I get alongside him.
“Many choices. But none with me. I’ve got my mates. Don’t need no more.”
“Oh, okay. Kind of rude, but okay,” I say, dismayed.
“Nothing personal, like,” he replies.
“Look, as we’re both heading back to the dorm, I’m going to keep talking at you until you give in,” I say and smile my stupidest smile.
“Keep talking then. I may listen, but probably not,” he says with no expression.
“What music do you listen to?” I ask, always a good starting place.
“Nothing. Music is stupid.”
Not the answer I expected but each to their own.
“What films do you enjoy then?”
“Only ones sanctioned by the government.”
“Well, that’s kind of obvious. That’s all there is. Anything we see has to be sanctioned first. What I mean is, what genre?”
“Films are stupid and pointless.”
For fuck’s sake.
“Is there anything you do like?”
“I like being left alone,” he says.
“I can see that. Well, you said you can get me stuff. Can you get me some paperbacks to read and maybe a torch?”
“I can get you anything. What books do you want?”
“Anything fiction.”
“Consider it done. I’ll speak to my supplier tonight.”
“Thanks.”
We continue back to the dorm in awkward (for me at least) silence.
After a shower, I sit down on my bunk and stare at the wall; at the pattern of hundreds of drawing pin holes where hundreds of posters over the years have been. I wonder if I’ll be here long enough to put posters up. And what will I put up? The music I like is two hundred years old and has been passed on to me by my parents. At the moment, I want nothing to do with them or the things they like. My life has been a constant upheaval because of their cause or causes. Anytime there was a protest, or anything to be rallied against, we were gone. I’d get pulled out of school and we’d move to a different part of the country. It was a life I’d gotten used to. It could be very lonely but I enjoyed the adventure. Now, I’ve been dumped here because they wanted to go on an adventure to Mars by themselves. I want to go on an adventure to Mars. Why can’t I go? I’m still furious with them. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive them.
The dorm room is pretty much full now and it seems I definitely don’t have anyone on the top bunk. I thought last night may have been just a fluke, but I think I’ve got lucky. The last thing I want is someone above me squeaking and snoring during the night; the noise of a hundred or so unsupervised boys in their early teens is loud and disorientating enough. I’m still not used to it.
Something hits the back of my head. I turn around quickly and see Blonde by the door. He shouts, “we made that for you!” and quickly leaves the dorm, slamming the door behind him.
The dorm is suddenly silent, and around twenty boys are now staring at me from their bunks. For the second time today I’ve had a whole bunch of people stare at me. I look down at the object, it appears to be a wet, balled up pair of socks. They’ve soaked it in piss. Great. I can feel something dripping down the back of my head, and instinctively touch it. It’s not piss. It’s gooey. I dry heave. Disgusting bastards. I’m going to have to have another shower now. One of the kids staring at me asks what it is. I’m not sure what would gain me more ridicule; the truth or making something up. I go for the latter.
“They’ve pissed on some socks,” I say, whilst wiping the very un-piss like gunk out of my hair with some tissue.
“Funny looking piss,” the boy says.
“Don’t you know the difference between piss and jizz?” another boy shouts out behind the first. I lower my head. Here we go.
“Bet he’s not even got hair down there!” yet another one shouts.
“I bet you haven’t got any either.” Someone else shouts.
“I bloody have!” The third one shouts back.
“I don’t have to prove anything. I ...”
He’s interrupted by another boy who’s decided that what this conversation needs is someone running up and down the dorm without trousers, randomly stopping, flapping his junk around, and then running up and down some more.
Everyone laughs at the absurdity of it, including me. And just like that, they’ve completely forgotten I exist.
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Is that cracking coming from my spine?
It turns out that Joe’s a funny bugger. We have a few classes together and I’ve tried my best to talk to him at break times or whenever we’re walking between classes, but he’s holding his ground. He replies with one-word answers and often just walks away. When he does talk it’s always about people he apparently knows or friends I’ve never seen him with.
“See him over there?” he says and points at a ginger kid across the quad. “That’s James, he’s one of my best mates. Says he’ll open a restaurant when he’s out of here and wants me to help him run it.”
“Can you cook?” I ask, knowing that throwing him a question could easily end the conversation.
“No, but I could easily learn.”
“Anything else you want to do?” I’m pushing it now.
“Maybe go into the military. But as an officer. James says he may do that too.” Joe then turns around and walks away without another word.
I’ve been here for three weeks now, I know that’s not really a lot of time, but not once have I ever seen Joe talk to James. It’s the same for almost everyone he claims to know. He’ll point at someone in a crowd, tell me their apparent back story and how in the future, together, they’re somehow going to be in business together or be the next big thing. As far as I can tell, I’m the only one who actually talks to him and that’s only because I’m being really fucking persistent. But trying to wear him down is wearing me down. As much as I want to believe that he has all of these best friends, he spends almost all of his time by himself.
Slowly, as much as I want and need a friend, I realise that Joe will probably never be one. I’m sure he’ll point me out to others and claim I’m one of the people he’s going to make it big with one day, but I need someone who will actually have my back if I get cornered by Blonde and his prick friends.
I don’t think Joe will ever have my back; it doesn’t seem to be in his nature. He’s a loner; I’m pretty sure he just makes stuff up on a whim and I simply don’t trust him. But, so far, in this awful place, he’s all I have.
He also can’t get you anything. Nothing at all. He said he’d placed my order with his contact and then, a few days later when I asked what was happening, he comes up with the excuse that his book contact has to lay low for a while. So, I asked him for copy of an old film and he said that was fine. After a few days, when I asked about that and he said that his film contact had disappeared in unusual circumstances, I gave up.
I spend the next couple of weeks watching my back and staying in crowded groups, knowing the minute I let my guard down I’ll be pounced on. Since the balled-up sock incident, I’ve only seen Blonde and his two minions from afar and they weren’t even looking in my direction. I don’t have any classes with them because they’re all older than me and, thankfully, they’re in a different dorm.
It’s been such a long time without any contact from them, I’m beginning to think that they may have forgotten about me. Maybe I can finally start dropping my guard. That would be a huge relief. At all the other schools I’ve been to I was a completely average student. Across the board C’s; never higher but never lower. But here, everything has been turning to shit. I’m falling well behind with my studies because I can’t concentrate and have been threatened with being dropped into the remedial classes because of my appalling test scores. What makes everything even worse is that my parents have made no attempt to contact me. I’d almost grudgingly apologise to them just to hear their voices, to not feel quite so alone.
My head is elsewhere while walking through one of the many corridors of the main building. Someone grabs my shoulder and I jump. I turn around expecting something horrible to happen but am suddenly very relieved when I see Mister Jelvus standing there.
“Hey John, how’re you settling in?” he asks.
“Yeah, great,” I say, still slightly shocked.
“I know that look. I’m sorry. Not settling in as well as you hoped and still angry that you’ve been left here. It’s a tricky situation alright. Maybe something new and interesting will help? I was wondering if you wanted to take an after-school alternative history class?”
“Extra classes? Thanks, but …”
“It’s alternative in name only. I have a large collection of books from before … its death,” he says and raises his eyebrows twice.
I look at him wide eyed. My parents had once told me about how they believed history had been re-worked after the V-war. A war that according to the United Governments didn’t actually happen. The conspiracy nuts that my parents hung around with kept trying to spread the rumour that the United Government had shut down what it believed to be the source of all evil: the Internet. As far as I was concerned, the Internet was just a myth; a stupid myth with a sillier name. Grudgingly, I had to acknowledge that there may be something to it, as it isn’t a safe topic of conversation.
“What are you doing?” I ask quietly.
“Because of your parents, I thought you’d be interested in the truth. In what really happened back then,” he replies in a similarly hushed tone.
“I am, but if you’re found out …”
“I’m careful who I choose.”
“That’s not possible. How can you tell?”
“It’s my job to get background information on every parent who decides to dump their children here. Some of that information goes back to the United Governments, some of it doesn’t.”
“But there’s no database. You can’t just look people up. More than four computers linked together is against the law,” I say.
“I work for the United Governments, John. I have special privileges.”
“I guess. But just because you have info on the parents, it doesn’t mean the kids will have the same ideas. I certainly don’t.”
“I know. But you are interested?”
“I guess I am. When and where?”
“Tonight, twenty-two hundred hours, in my classroom. Keep it to yourself.”
“I will. See you there.”
He looks up and down the corridor, then passes me a book. I look at the picture on the cover. It’s of an old wooden boat filled with smiling cartoon animals.
“Noah and the flood?” I ask, confused.
“It gets interesting after page thirteen.”
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My last class of the day is biology and it takes forever for it to finish. Finally, around twenty-one hundred, the teacher, Miss Brown, looks at her watch and just stops mid-sentence. She then tells everyone to go. I guess she must like the sound of her own voice because the class went on for half an hour longer than it should have, and my brain feels like it’s gone numb. I head in the direction of the dorm. All I want to do is lie down but the book Mister Jelvus gave me earlier is burning a hole in my bag.
The dorm is full and loud when I get in. There are no more classes today, and I guess no one really wants to do anything extra as it’s late.
Sitting on my bed, I pull out my biology text book, and slide Noah and the flood inside so any casual observer thinks I’m doing homework.
Opening it, I flick to page thirteen. Assuming there’ll be some sort of hidden text, or something that isn’t part of the book past this page. I’m suddenly very confused. Page thirteen is just the ark being filled with animals. The book is short, so I carefully flick through every page looking for something out of place or something cryptic. But the garish cartoon animals are still smiling, and everyone looks happy as the world comes to an end with a flood. What the fuck is this? I’m suddenly worried that the apparent truth may be the ramblings of a madman.
I decide to go to Mister Jelvus’s extra class anyway, as I’ve got nothing better to do, and my numb brain has been re-awakened with questions. I leave the dorm and head out into the fresh evening air. Joe is standing outside and beckons me over.
“You goin’ to Jelvus’s evening class, John?” he asks.
“I guess so.”
“Me too. I’ll walk with you.”
This is a turn up. We walk the path through the long thicket of trees and head toward the main building. Now that Joe’s made a point of actually paying attention to me, I have no idea what to say. Maybe I’ve finally worn him down, just as I was giving up on him.
“So,” he says, “your parents are some sort of freedom fighter hippy types like mine then?”
“How do you know that?” I ask.
“Educated guess. Jelvus only bothers with so-called free thinkers. Or who he thinks could potentially be.”
“To be honest, Joe, since my parents left me here, I couldn’t care less about their free-thinking bollocks. It’s pointless and stupid,” I say, quoting something Joe has said a lot, but he ignores it and carries on.
“But you’ve been exposed to a different way of life, John. We all have. I think he means to exploit that.”
“Really? I’m only going because I’m bored. I have no intention of being exploited. In what way is he trying to exploit us?” I ask.
“I dunno. He hasn’t got to what he claims will be the good bit yet. He started the class about a month ago. So far, he’s been treading very carefully. Only hinting about this alternative history of his.”
“Sounds dull,” I say.
“It is. Nothin’ else to do though. Here we are.”
Joe knocks on the door, it opens up a crack and Mister Jelvus sticks his head through.
“Did anyone see you come here?” he asks.
“Don’t think so. Didn’t know I was supposed to be lookin’,” Joe replies.
“I just don’t want the wrong type of people knowing what goes on in here, come in quickly.”
Joe and I shuffle through the door. Mister Jelvus has a quick look down the corridor then slams it shut.
There are five other pupils in here. Two boys and three girls. All different ages. I haven’t seen any of them before. I sit somewhere in the middle and as usual try to be inconspicuous. Joe then sits beside me, which is a nice feeling.
“Hello everyone, today we learn about how the world almost ended but was reborn in the worst way possible. Today we’re going to talk about President Calluna,” Mister Jelvus says, while slowly walking to his desk. He then looks directly at me. “John. What do you know about president Calluna?”
I look around the class, startled and annoyed that I’ve been singled out again.
“That he died long before I was born,” I say.
“I’d like a little more detail than that, John. What have you heard about him?”
“That he brought the world together in peace and harmony,” I say, remembering the tag line that accompanies every billboard and poster.
“That is correct, John. Now, do you know how he did this?”
“No. It’s all a bit vague to be honest. My father said he was probably a dictator who re-wrote history. But no one will ever really know,” I say.
“Have you ever heard of Africa? Or the Middle East?” he asks.
“No. Should I have?”
“It would be unlikely. They’re what the wastelands used to be called.”
“But they’ve always been the wastelands,” I say.
“Have they? This is why you’re here. To learn the...”
There’s a knock and the door opens.
“Matthew, I need five minutes of you time please,” Miss Clarke says and steps in.
Mister Jelvus’s cheeks suddenly go red and he looks quite flustered, but manages to pull it together quickly.
“Class dismissed,” he says, walks over to where Miss Clarke is standing and holds the door open. We all shuffle out into the corridor and I decide to head out to the quad. It’s a cold night, but there are no clouds so I decide to sit on one of the benches in the middle and stare up at the stars, satellites, planes, spaceships, and possibly Mars. To my complete surprise, Joe sits next to me again.
“What y’up to?” he asks.
“Just looking.”
“At anything in particular?”
“Mars. I should think my parents are there by now.”
“Miss ‘em?”
“No.”
“What’s you reckon to Jelvus’s class then?”
“I don’t know, Joe. It seems like nonsense to me. Anfriker? The middle yeast? My parents questioned everything; they would have had some sort of conspiracy about the wastelands. They never even mentioned them. Look, I just want to keep my head down and do just enough to get by,” I say.
“Got you intrigued though, eh?”
“A little bit I guess.”
Joe moves a little closer to me on the bench.
“I think we’re kindred spirits you know,” he says.
Considering until today it was only short sharp conversations with him, I now don’t really know what to say.
“I suppose,” I manage.
Joe stares unnervingly into my eyes.
“What other alternative things are you interested in, John? We’ve just had alternative history, how about...”
Joe moves in for a kiss. His lips touch mine and, for a second, I don’t stop him, I almost close my eyes and go with it. I then pull away.
“I’m sorry, Joe. I’m not that way inclined.”
“Nor am I,” he says defensively.
I’m suddenly feeling really awkward and want to change the subject. To anything. I look across the quad towards the main building and see two silhouetted figures moving around, the odd flash near the main entrance.
“Who do you think they are?” I ask Joe.
“Probably campus security. Probably telling someone off for swearing. Or maybe caught someone out after curfew.”
“When’s curfew?”
“Twenty-three hundred.”
I look at my watch. It’s now twenty-three fifteen.
A piercing torch light shines in our direction and I cover my eyes.
“Shit. We’re still out too,” I say. I look around to see Joe’s reaction to the situation but he’s slipped away. I see the torch start wobbling and realise the security guards are running towards me. I decide that the best course of action is to run too.
I can hear them shouting in my direction as I run through the thicket of trees. I turn my head to see if they’re gaining on me. One looks quite large and, so far, they haven’t made much ground. The trees begin to thin out and I can see my dorm. Joe’s waiting at the door. He looks at me. I don’t know what he’s going to do. It looks as if he’s going to shut me out. As I get closer, he starts to close the door. The complete bastard. But as I get to within ten feet of the building, he swings it open to let me in then closes and locks it behind me.
The dorm room is dark, with only the light of pads shining on people’s faces here and there. Joe runs in the direction of his bunk and I head to mine. I can hear the guards rattling at the door with their keys. I quickly undress, get under the blankets and pretend to be asleep. The blackness of my closed lids turns red as the guards turn the main lights on.
I open my eyes, then rub them to feign being woken up. Two guards are standing at the door.
“Which one of you was out kissing another lad after curfew? Dirty perverts,” the fat guard says and waits. When no reply comes, he then says, “until someone tells me, no one is getting any sleep.”
The (slightly) thinner guard flicks the lights on and off a couple of times. Fat guard then pulls out his shock stick and walks to the far end of the dorm. Thin guard does the same but at my end. Thin guard looks down at me.
“Did you see anyone, boy?” he asks, while waving his glowing shock stick unnervingly close to my face.
“No, you’ve just woken me up,” I say.
He squints his eyes at me for a few seconds then moves to the next bunk and asks the same thing. No answer, just a head shake. I let out a quiet sigh of relief and watch as the guards slowly make their way to the middle of the room, asking everyone the same thing as they go.
“As no one is talking,” fat guard says, “it means we’re going to have to pick one of you at random. It would have been so much easier if you’d just given them up.”
He waves his shock stick around a few times and then points it at some poor kid on the far side of the room. The guards walk over and stand either side of the kid’s bed.
“Are you sure you won’t give them up? You’re about to get two shock sticks in the chest. You will soil yourself.”
“I didn’t see anyone kissing, honestly. It was dark. I couldn’t tell you who they were even if I wanted to,” Joe says, panic rising in his voice.
“That’s unfortunate,” fat guard says. He then clicks something on his shock stick that makes it buzz loudly and raises it in the air.
“It was me,” I say, catching myself by surprise. I get out of my bed, stand up, and half raise my hands. Everyone in the dorm is now staring at me. Again. A kid two bunks up from me also stands up. Then two or three others do also. Shit, I think I may be having my own little Spartacus moment going on. The closest kid to me turns to the guards. I smile. He then points at me.
“Yeah, that’s him,” he says. My smile leaves as quickly as it arrived.
“You again. Who were you kissing?” fat guard asks and walks over to me. I realise that he’s the one from my first day. I quickly glance in Joe’s direction then back at the approaching guard.
“No one. I was alone,” I say
“That’s not what I saw. But it doesn’t really matter now. I knew you were trouble from the second you arrived. Do you have anything to say for yourself before we shock you?” he says.
Knowing the inevitability of the situation, I smile to myself.
“I do, actually,” I say.
“Spit it out then,” fat guard replies.
“Fuck you, you fat piece of …”
The pain of two shock sticks is almost unbearable. All the muscles in my body feel like they’re contracting to the point they’re pulling themselves apart. I fall helplessly to the floor. The pain running through me seems to go on forever. Finally, though, they stop and my body begins to relax. I’m not sure how or why but I’ve managed not to soil myself. This appears to infuriate fat guard. He twists the dial fully up on his shock stick and clicks it back on. The buzzing is louder than ever and he raises it high. I have no strength to stop him.
“Michael!” a familiar voice angrily shouts from the door. “That’s enough. What on earth do you think you’re doing?” Mister Jelvus then quickly walks toward the guards, who are now looking quite sheepish.
“Turn those sticks off, now,” he says with all the authority in the world. They do it without question. He then kneels down next to me.
“Are you okay, John?” he asks.
“Yeah, I guess. Everything just aches,” I say.
Mister Jelvus stands up and looks at the two guards.
“Help John back onto his bed and then get out of here,” he orders.
Fat guard grabs me under the shoulders and thin guard grabs my feet. Gently, they place me back on my bed and swiftly leave the dorm without another word.
“Sorry about that, John. Sometimes the guards like to go on a little power trip. They need to be swiftly knocked down and remember who’s actually in charge. I regret though, the whole situation was my fault. I forgot about curfew when I arranged that lesson. Next time I’ll make it earlier. So, Thursday at nine?”
I smile at him. “I should be there, if Miss Brown remembers to finish her lesson,” I say.
“I’ll make sure she does. Good. I will now leave you in peace. But study the book I gave you.”
He walks to the door and turns the lights out as he exits. With the aches and pains flowing through my body, I don’t expect to get any sleep. But the darkness quickly takes me, and the next thing I know, the six-a.m. alarm bell is going off.
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The next few days go along without any real incident. Joe is still a little distant, but I’m pretending that the kiss last week didn’t happen, and it feels like I’m winning him over. We now walk to all of our classes together. We don’t say much but I feel safer knowing he’s on my side. Also, in the last couple of days, the teachers have complimented me on my new found focus and enthusiasm in lessons. I hadn’t really noticed myself, but I guess when you feel less stressed things start falling into place.
It’s nearly twenty-one hundred hours on Thursday night. I almost don’t go. The dark blue and black marks on my stomach and back still ache, and I really don’t want to be out past curfew again. But the curiosity is still there, and there’s no reason it should go on for more than an hour.
At five minutes to twenty-one hundred, I get off of my bed and decide to make my way to Mister Jelvus’s classroom, not sure what I’ll be walking into.
Last time, Joe was waiting for me outside the dorm. I look around, but he’s nowhere to be seen. Maybe he’s already there.
I head down the path, through the thicket of trees and towards the main building. I hear something; raised voices in the trees. I can’t make out what they’re shouting but one is definitely Joe’s. Not thinking, I run into the bush. Joe is being held against a tree by his throat by Blonde.
“Let go of him!” I shout.
Blonde drops Joe and turns to me. I have no idea what to do now but my heart is pounding at a stupid speed. Blonde then laughs and just runs off. There’s no sign of his minions.
“Are you alright, Joe?” I ask.
“I’m fine,” he says.
“What did that prick want?”
“Umm … I don’t know. You drove him away before he could ask. I guess, thank you?”
“That’s fine. You’re my friend, Joe. I have your back.”
He smiles weakly.
“Come on, let’s get to Mister Jelvus’s class before he comes back with reinforcements.”
“Welcome, John, welcome, Joe,” Mister Jelvus says as we walk through the door. I nod my head.
“Did you learn anything from the text?” he asks me.
“I honestly don’t know,” I reply and head to a free seat. Joe, oddly, sits away from me and the five other students here.
Mister Jelvus picks up a controller and presses a button. I hear the door lock and see the windows tint. New security. A bit worrying. We can’t see out and, more importantly, I guess, no one can see in.
Mister Jelvus moves to the centre of the room and claps his hands once.
“You all know why you’re here,” he says. “You want to learn about the truth. You want to know what happened before the Virtual war, before they shut down God.”
I suddenly start to feel uncomfortable.
“Everything you know is a lie. The world isn’t living in harmony like you’ve been told. No. It’s pretend. It only seems that way because anyone who wants change vanishes. There was peace, once. For maybe fifty years. The world governments had managed to get together and started working for the benefit of the planet and mankind. But as always, a group, hungry for power and control, slowly swayed sections of the population into believing peace was against their best interests. They appealed to the idiots of society by pedalling hate and the idiots lapped it up. To help stop this, the leaders of the major religions made an unprecedented move and joined forces in the hope to quell this rise. Unfortunately, it all got very messy after that. Lots of in-fighting between the extremists, who violently felt there was no way to mix and match their faiths, and the casual believers, who didn’t like it, but liked peace and were willing to give it a chance. This fighting gave the fascists more support and they somehow got into power. There was huge government re-structuring and, instead of every country working together, a world President was appointed. You’ve all heard of him. The President of Peace, President Calluna. He was, in fact, a dictator.  Because of the in-fighting, the main religions once again split up but, rather than live peacefully, they started wars against each other. These wars started destabilising the new order and Calluna took a very big decision. Information is patchy after this, but it’s believed that every holy city was systematically wiped out by nuclear strikes. With no religion, and faith outlawed, the world would be led how the president wanted it.”
Joe puts his hand up and speaks, “Information is patchy ‘bout everything you’ve just said. There ain’t no proof. Nothing that you’ve said is any more believable than what the government tells us. You could just be making this up,” he says. I look at him, confused.
“The nuclear strikes did happen. It’s documented. Just not in anything you’re allowed to read. There is proof. The books I gave you are proof of another way. Religion was abolished, and anyone found to be practising it was either killed or institutionalised.”
I see Joe shaking his head. Mister Jelvus carries on. “At this time, the Internet was heavily restricted and basically a propaganda machine. A few hackers managed to get through the restrictions, hard copied, and hid as much information as they could. For millions of people faith was ruthlessly taken away from them. They needed something to latch on to. When a rumour started to spread that the Internet had become self-aware, it was what they needed and new cult religions based on this started to pop up. For the people left with no hope, it was massive. They took this as meaning the Internet was God. It didn’t take long for the government to find out and be very unhappy about this. That led to the Virtual war. They sent in military robots and the same thing happened. Leaders executed and they found a way of pulling the plug.”
“But the world isn’t bad. I’m starting a business with mates of mine after I get out of here. I can basically do what I want,” Joe says.
“But what rights do you have? What happens if you commit a crime? It’s either electronic behaviour correction or death,” says Mister Jelvus.
Joe looks down at his desk.
“We are now living on a precipice. Can’t you feel it? Evil people have all the power, all the weapons, just itching to use them. The world will soon come to an end. The books I have given you may seem childish but they point the way forward. We need the ark. Not for a flood, no. But for the best of humanity to have a chance. There’s an abandoned space station orbiting Jupiter. Just left there after they realised there was no money in collecting gas from the planet. That will be our ark. That is where we will make a new life. It’s so far out that we won’t be governed by the Earth. We can live. We’ll be free.” He then smiles and looks at the class.
“I guess you’ll be Noah then,” Joe says.
“I don’t have the beard,” Mister Jelvus replies, to a small amount of laughter.
“Your other classes, they were interesting, if badly informed. This one is just treason,” Joe says slowly.
Mister Jelvus’s face changes and he steps back.
“Powerful people have had their eye on you, Mister Jelvus,” Joe says.
I look around the room and realise I’m not the only one who’s worried. What the fuck is Joe doing? I’m here because I’m curious. I thought Joe was too. I’m not a fucking dissident.
With a crack, the door comes off its hinges and lands loudly on the floor, the glass smashing. Two men, all in black, with guns and helmets burst into the room. From their shapes, I can tell that it’s the fat and thin campus security guards. I dive to the floor. There’s nowhere to run but Mister Jelvus tries anyway. He heads for one of the windows but gets shot in the back with an electrical pulse and falls to the floor writhing in agony, foam coming from his mouth.
“Everyone out!” one of the enforcers shouts. Joe grabs my arm and pulls me up. I quickly follow him out into the corridor.
“What the fuck, Joe?” I shout at him.
“I’m sorry, John, I had no choice. You were in danger of being radicalised.”
“No, I fucking wasn’t. I was just curious. I thought you were too. I don’t get it. Why would you do that?”
“I’ll explain everything later. I promise. I’ve got to go, but there’s a shortcut back to the dorm through the science block, it opens in the small thicket of trees. That way. Go before the guards grab you,” he says and points.
“Okay, Joe. I’ll see you later. But I want an explanation.”
I half run down the metal stairs of the science block and into a corridor.
I should have known better. What was I thinking? All I want to do is keep my head down and not be noticed. Getting in with an anarchist is exactly the opposite of what I should have been doing. I only listened to Mister Jelvus because he’s the only teacher so far to be nice to me. What the hell is Joe doing? I don’t know him that well but that was completely fucked up. Would I have been radicalised if this hadn’t happened and I’d kept going to his alternative history class? Am I that weak minded? There was something to his version of events. It seemed a lot more realistic than the official version where Calluna single-handedly brought the world together with an army of military androids.
I’m feeling lost and confused and just want to go home. But I don’t have one. My bed in my dorm room is the closest thing I have now. And it’s a sad substitute.
I continue down the corridor to the fire exit that Joe said opens into the thicket of trees between the main buildings and the dorms. The door opens with a beep, and I walk out into the cold autumn night. The door then slams closed behind me. There’s no breeze, the door’s not on a spring, so out of instinctive curiosity I turn around to check it out. I realise quickly that I’ve just fucked up.
“John, John, alone in the trees, we’re gonna fuck you ‘til you bleed,” sings Blonde in a whispered creepy monotone, his silhouette in front of the closed door. I freeze up momentarily and then take a small step back. I furtively scan for either of his henchmen, while taking a few more careful steps backwards. I can’t see them and realise I’m far enough away from Blonde to make a bolt for it and not get caught by him before I get to safety. I turn and run as fast as I can toward the dappled light of the dorms. I’m almost out of the tree line to safety but someone kicks out my legs and I fall over on my face. My hands and forearms are grazed badly from the fall, but before I can scream anything a cloth or sock is shoved in my mouth and I’m dragged kicking back into the trees.
“Are the drones all set to film it?” I hear one of them say, not sure which as I now have a bag on my head and can’t see a thing. I’m dropped down on to the ground and I try to crawl away but someone puts a foot on my back and holds me down. I wriggle, writhe and move my arms and legs as much as I can. I’m not going to make it easy for the fuckers. It works for a small time but two of them hold me down while the other cable-ties my hands behind my back and then ties my feet together. I’m turned over onto my back, and the bag is taken off my head. Blonde is standing above me, either side of him are his two lackeys, and above all of them are three small floating silver discs which I guess are the cameras.
“This is going to hurt you far more than it’s going to hurt me,” Blonde says, then grabs me by the hair and pulls me to a large fallen log. I’m in agony and I know this is only the beginning. His minion’s pull me up onto the log then turn me onto my stomach so I’m bent over it. All three of them are laughing. This has to be some sort of horrible nightmare. I haven’t done anything to deserve this. But the small comfort of this being an awful dream comes crashing down all around me as my trousers are roughly pulled down. I still try to struggle; I try and shout out but I gag on the sock that’s in my mouth touching my tonsils and slowly choking me. It’s futile. I’m being held down; I can’t move at all. I’ve got no choice but to accept it. I don’t want to accept it; I shouldn’t have to. I feel tears burning down my cheeks and I try to make myself feel as far away as I can.
Suddenly, the trees light up and I have to squint my eyes. I hear a hollow metallic clank and I’m not being held down anymore. I hear three more clanks and I quickly throw myself over the log into the nettles on the other side. They sting my arms, legs and face, but it’s infinitely preferable to where I was.
After a few minutes, I try and stand up to find out what’s going on but, with my hands and feet bound, I can only writhe uselessly on the ground.
A tubby, dark skinned kid with glasses and an Afro pulls me out of the nettles and awkwardly manoeuvres me into a sitting position on the log. He slowly pulls the tape from my mouth, I spit out the sock and take in a lungful of fresh air. He then cuts the cable-ties around my hands and feet, and I quickly pull my trousers up. He doesn’t say anything but sits next to me and points to his friend. I watch in awe as a tall, athletically built kid is walking in circles around Blonde and his friends, who are now curled up and quietly moaning in foetal positions on the ground. Anytime one of them tries to move, he either kicks them as hard as he can in the stomach or taps them on the head with the end of the aluminium baseball bat he’s holding. After a few minutes, campus security turns up. I don’t hear what’s said but the tall kid passes them the three drones that he’s knocked out of the air, and the security guards cuff and drag away the three would-be rapists.
The tall kid then also comes and sits down next to me.
“I’m Jacob and that tubby wild haired bitch sitting next to you there is Terrell,” he says and offers his hand. I take it without a thought. Jacob then pulls out a bottle from his man-bag and passes it to me. I take it, pop the lid off and take a large swig. It burns my mouth and throat, and I cough and spit most of it out. Jacob and Terrell both laugh.
“What the fuck was that?” I ask and scrunch up my face.
“My own special mix,” Jacob says and smiles. “Vodka, whiskey, tequila, gin, and some other awful things I can’t quite remember.”
“Wanna hang out for a bit?” Terrell asks quietly.
“Yes, please. Thank you,” I reply and take another glug on the terrifying cocktail.
Once the three of us have almost finished the bottle, the memory of what had just occurred beginning to blur and shoved firmly to the back of my mind, I attempt standing up. Only now that I’m on my feet do I realise just how strong Jacob’s concoction is. Everything starts spinning. I start falling forward and can’t focus on anything.  Jacob laughs and tries to steady me, but I fall to my knees and vomit all over his pristine white trainers.
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Pain. My head feels like it’s slowly being squeezed in a large industrial vice. I’m not sure where I am. I lift my head up a bit and have a quick look around. The movement is enough to turn my stomach and I have to roll over and dry heave into a bucket that’s been left at the side of the bed. Not my bed. I’m in a small bedroom. I start to wonder how long I’ve been here. I remember being sick, lots of times, and I vaguely remember Jacob, Terrell and a strange woman bringing me water and changing the bucket. I’m hoping that it’s the next morning but, through this haze, I’m sure I’ve seen day and night through the window a couple of times; I can’t be certain.
Jacob comes through the bedroom door and sits at the end of the bed.
“How are you feeling?” he asks sympathetically.
“I’ve hardly ever had booze before. I honestly didn’t think it would have much of an effect.”
“Well, my trainers beg to differ. On the plus side, you have managed to skip three days of school.”
“Three days? Fuck.”
“Yeah, you were in no state to do anything. I probably should have thought that through. But the school board were okay with it considering what happened. I didn’t mention the hangover to them. I think I made a slight error in judgement with that. I should have started you on the beer and then worked you up to the suicide juice after a few weeks. But the situation warranted the hard stuff. Sometimes, there’s nothing better than jumping in at the deep end,” he says and smiles.
“I feel like death. But I think my brain seems to have finally rebooted itself.”
“You ready for some good news? Well, some horrible news followed by some good news.”
“I think so, yes.”
“Those three scumbags, they were fucking idiots. They filmed every awful thing that they did. And I mean everything. Poor sketchy Eric, he had a hard time, I don’t think anyone realised how bad. They filmed every act of violation against him. Turns out he didn’t choke-wank himself to death. He threatened to tell the authorities what they were doing to him. So, they strangled him and, as a final humiliation, set it up to look the way it did.”
“Poor fucker,” I say. “What’s the good news then?”
“They were sentenced yesterday and executed this morning.”
“Oh,” I say.
“Oh, indeed. Anyway, you up for a visitor? There’s a guy who’s just turned up, the school sent him here. He wants to talk to you. Won’t say what about. I can’t quite remember his name. Says he’s your uncle.”
“Frank?”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
I sit up and move my legs out of the bed. The cold of the concrete floor shoots through my feet as they touch it, but it’s quite a nice feeling.
“Where are my clothes?” I ask.
“My mother has washed them. They’re in the top drawer.”
I shakily get dressed. Every move I make threatens another dry heave. I still feel awful and it occurs to me that I haven’t eaten for three days. Not sure whether I could keep anything down, but I guess I could try some soup. Tomato soup, that’s the one. Anytime I was ill when I was younger, my mother would give me tomato soup. It seemed like the fix to all ailments. This is an ailment, self-inflicted or not, tomato soup will fix it.
Uncle Frank is lead through the door by who I guess is Jacob’s mother. I haven’t seen him for years, I remember him having black hair the last time I saw him, but now it’s wispy and white. He smiles as he sees me, I go over to him and give him a long hug.
“Are they treating you well at the school, John?” he asks.
“I guess. But I’ve been better. I’m still pissed that I’ve been left there. There was no reason that I couldn’t go with my parents to the Martian shipyards. My father said I was a mistake, an inconvenience. He can go fuck himself,” I say, with an anger that takes me by surprise.
“I’m glad that they didn’t take you,” he says, then looks at the floor. I can see sadness in his eyes.
“What’s going on? Why are you here Frank?”
“I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this but there’s no one else. They’re dead, John.”
I stare at him, dumbfounded.
“I don’t understand. What’s happened?” I ask slowly.
“They were outside, on the surface of Mars, in spacesuits. About three hundred of them next to the ship that got them there, using it as a base of operations and their home while the protests continued. They weren’t really doing anything, just letting the powers that be know they were there, letting them know they were unhappy with the conditions the workforce had to endure. Usual shit, long hours for almost no pay. They were mainly ignored. Which was for the best. No laws on Mars you see. But then some of the protesters got the bright idea to blockade the compound, stopping material shipments getting in and out. When the rest saw that this was getting some results, they joined in with the blockade. Your parents among them. A day after that, the home ship was blown up with half the protesters aboard. Anyone left alive on the surface slowly suffocated as their air supplies ran out.” He looks away from me and out the window. His eyes tearing up.
I’m in total shock. I don’t think I have the capacity to take any of it in. I can’t believe it.
“Maybe they got away? Maybe they got picked up by the owners of the shipyards?” I ask, desperately.
“No, John. No one was picked up. The bodies are still on the surface. As I said, there are no laws to speak of on Mars and protesting is illegal on Earth. The company was well within its rights to do what they did. Once the protesters got in the way of production, they were doomed. There may be an inquest but there won’t be any repercussions for the person who gave the order.”
I sit back down on the bed. Too many emotions are flying around my head. I don’t know what to think. The angry part of me is almost glad that it’s happened, that in some sort of perverse way they deserved it for leaving me here, for telling me I was an inconvenience. But that part of me is quickly being overshadowed and a deep sorrow and guilt is taking its place. I look up at my uncle who is now leaning against one of the bed posts. I guess he’s waiting for some sort of reaction, but I don’t want to let it out. These last few days are turning into the worst of my life. But instead of crying, I let out a small laugh.
“Do you know what the last thing I said to my mother was? I said she should have had a backstreet abortion and saved herself the trouble.” I laugh again.
Frank looks confused and slightly afraid at my reaction.
“John, we’ll just get your bags packed and you can come and live with me,” he says.
I look around at my new surroundings and at Jacob standing just outside the door talking quietly to Terrell.
What has happened in the last few days is probably the worst thing that will ever happen to me. But now it’s done. I can move forward with the knowledge that I’ve reached the deepest extent of my pain and survived.
“No. I’m staying here,” I say.
“Are you sure John? You’re perfectly welcome.”
“I’m sure. I was unhappy they’d left me here but things have changed. It’s time for me to grow up and move on.”
“Okay John, if you ever need anything, just call me.”
“I will, thank you.”
I stand up and give him another hug, and he walks out of the room. Jacob and Terrell wait for him to pass them and then come back in.
“What was that all about, John? You okay?” Jacob asks me.
“Yeah. Surprisingly good, considering.”
“Considering what? Your epic hangover?” Terrell asks.
“No, but that seems to have almost gone now. My uncle just gave me some very bad news that may require me starting at the beginning.”
“The beginning of the bad news?” Jacob asks slowly and raises an eyebrow.
“No. Maybe another time, but not now. I need to start at the beginning, you know, with beer. And then work my way up.”
I turn and grab my bag from the floor and the book Mister Jelvus gave me drops out.
“I’d hide that,” Jacob says.
“Why?” I ask.
“My mother read it to me as a child. Let’s just say it’s not exactly legal.”
I look at the cover again.
“Really? But it looks ridiculous.”
“Don’t ask me. It’s something to do with one of the abolished religions. Just keep it hidden.”
“Strange man,” Terrell says. “Lots of rumours about his interest in children. They say that’s why he disappeared.”
“He’s a teacher,” Jacob says. “Of course he’s got an interest in children. It’s his job. He’s not the one you should be worried about, though. There’s that sports teacher, Mr Parsons, who seems to have about ten showers a day in the changing room. Each time oddly coincides with it being full of children. Now that’s creepy.”
“Oh yeah. Paedo Parsons. I’m surprised he hasn’t been reported yet.”
Jacob looks at the wall clock.
“John, we’ll see you later. Got to go to class.”
“See you later,” I say.
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My intention is to stay in bed until the evening, then get up and thank everyone for their hospitality. It doesn’t quite work out that way. I end up slipping in and out of a restless sleep that seems to go on and on. Each time I wake up it’s from a new horror. Then relaxing, thinking it was just a dream. Then breaking down when the awful realisation hits me: the horrors were real.
Every now and then, Jacob’s mother comes in to ask if I’m okay, or if I want anything. I say I’m fine and wave her off every time, then fall back into my haunted, restless sleep.
“John, time to wake up.”
I open my eyes, and the sun is beaming through a crack in the curtains onto Jacobs’s face.
“Hello. What time is it?” I ask.
“It’s tomorrow. And you’re due back at school.”
“That’s not really something I feel up to at the moment,” I say.
“No choice. You’ve got an hour to get ready. Bathroom’s across the hall as you know, the shower is in the room next to that. Breakfast will be on the table at seven.”
I sit up.
“Thank you,” I say.
“Your uncle hung around a little yesterday and told us what happened. I’m really sorry, John.”
“I wish he hadn’t.”
“He was worried. Very worried. Anyway, I’ll see you downstairs.”
Jacob leaves the room. I get out of the bed and stretch out until I hear cracks. I then head to the door, but my legs seem to have stopped working and, if it wasn’t for the chest of drawers to grab hold of, I would have fallen to the floor.
I badly want a shower. A small part of me thinks that if I get myself clean, maybe I’ll feel better about everything that has happened. It’s a stupid thought, but I need to latch onto something. One step at a time.
The shower feels great. I guess I haven’t had one for days. It doesn’t wash away my misery, but I didn’t really think it would. After I’ve dried myself off, I get dressed and go downstairs and attempt breakfast.
Due to moving around constantly with my parents, I’ve lived in some horrible places. Some were squats, some were rented, some were even owned, but all of them were awful. It seemed to me that anyone who fell in line with my parent’s way of thinking lived in complete squalor. Wallpaper peeling off the walls and brown from years of smoking drugs. Threadbare, stained carpets that had never seen a vacuum. You didn’t want to go in kitchens or bathrooms if you had a choice.
Jacob’s mother’s house was very similar. But, with one key difference: I already feel at home here.
“Good morning, John. You look a lot better this morning,” Jacob’s mother says and pulls out a chair for me. “What would you like? Fry up? Cereal?”
“I’d go with the fry up, John. Guaranteed the best in town. Also, the slowest,” Jacob says, looking down at his empty plate.
“It’ll be ready when it’s ready, Jacob.”
“Thanks. But I think I’ll just have the cereal. I’m not sure my stomach will take a fry up right now,” I say.
“I didn’t think you would. But you always have to offer,” Jacob’s mother says.
“More for me then. I’m a growing lad,” Jacob says.
* * *
The school seems like a very different place since I was last here. The mood has changed. Everyone looks on edge. I could be imagining it I suppose but there are definitely more campus security guards around. Is that because of what Mister Jelvus was doing? I’ve got to find Joe. I need an explanation for why he did what he did. Why he sold Mister Jelvus out … then told me to go a specific way out of the block. A way that got me caught by Blonde and his friends. As if they were waiting for me. Waiting for me to be sent in that direction. No. That’s me being paranoid. It has to be. Joe is my friend.
I try to find him but he’s nowhere. As if he didn’t exist. In the lessons we share he’s absent. In the dorm room his bed is made up, but all his stuff is gone. After my last lesson of the day I ask Miss Brown if she knows where he is.
“I think he’s having an extended leave. That’s as much information as I have. I don’t get told much, and I probably shouldn’t be telling you. But you seemed to be his only friend. If I find out more, I’ll let you know,” she says.
“Thank you. You don’t happen to know his address, do you? I’d like to see him.”
She opens up a drawer on her desk and pulls out a pad, quickly unlocks it and scrolls down the screen.
“Here it is. Write this down.”
I pull out a pen and note pad and quickly jot down his address.
“Is that nearby?” I ask.
“About ten miles away. Most children are from further afield.”
“Thanks again,” I say, and leave the classroom.
Later, I meet up with Jacob and Terrell outside the main gates and start walking with them back to Jacob’s house without thinking. I explain to them fully what happened. Tell them about how Joe tried to kiss me and my suspicions.
“So, John,” Jacob says, “what do you want to do?”
“I’m not sure. I think we should go to his house. That way I can talk to him and hopefully get some sort of explanation.”
Terrell raises an eyebrow.
“Are you sure? Haven’t you got other things … what I mean is are you only doing this to take your mind off your parents?” he asks.
Jacob stares at him, then punches him in the arm.
“Bit blunt there, mate,” he says.
“I didn’t mean anything by it. But if we go to his house and it turns out he did set you up for some sort of revenge bumming, what are we going to do then?”
“Fucking hell, Terrell!” Jacob shouts and hits him in the arm again, but much harder.
“It’s fine. I really don’t think he did that. At least I hope he didn’t. I just want to know why he sold out Mister Jelvus that way,” I say. “I guess we need to come up with a plan.”
“Right. In which case, we’ll do that when we get back to mine. Mum’s okay with me drinking at home, and we need a lot of drink if we’re going to come up with the perfect plan.”
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“I don’t want you out too late this evening, Jacob. It’s a school night. And if you do decide to drink then do it here first. It’s safer that way. Anyway, I’ve had a busy day, so I’m going to head up early. Jacob, behave.”
“Goodnight, mother,” Jacob says, and Terrell and I join the chorus of goodnights.
Jacob’s mother heads out of the room, and Jacob stays silent until he hears the sound of her bedroom door close. He then stands up, walks across the living room and opens a small cupboard. He pulls out the contents and puts them on the oddly tidy coffee table. Three large bottles of terrifying looking spirits. Two are brown, and one is glowing blue.
“Jacob, I thought we were going to start at the beginning. You know, with beer,” I say.
“No time for that my good man. Beer will take too long. We have to drink these, go to Joe’s, ask him some well thought out questions, then get back here before anyone knows we were gone.”
“What are these well thought out questions then, Jacob?” Terrell asks.
Jacob looks up at the ceiling for a few seconds, deep in thought.
“Something like: oi, bladder face. What you playin’ at? Then give him a slap.”
“As usual, a very well-considered, thorough question that covers all the bases,” Terrell says and shakes his head.
“Have you got any better questions?” Jacob then asks Terrell.
“Not yet, but I’m thinking that after a few glasses of that blue shit, the perfect question will reveal itself. You got any ideas?” Terrell asks me.
“I’m with you on the blue shit. If that doesn’t dislodge the perfect, tactful question, nothing will,” I say.
“Okay then, we start with the blue shit,” Jacob says and undoes the lid of the bottle. He then takes a huge swig and smiles at Terrell and me. His mouth is glowing bright blue, like he has a torch behind his teeth. We stare at him.
“What?” he says.
Terrell grabs the bottle, also takes a swig and then smiles a huge toothy smile at Jacob. Jacob’s eyes widen as he sees Terrell’s glowing mouth and he bursts out laughing.
Terrell passes me the bottle and I take a swig too. It’s hard to describe how it tastes, but it’s not entirely horrible, just an aftertaste of horrible. Like an expensive cough medicine mixed with a small amount of bleach.
“Imagine puking this stuff up over a balcony, on a crowd of unsuspecting people. They wouldn’t know what hit them. They’d think it was a special effect or something,” Jacob says and laughs some more.
“Jacob, you’ve got something wrong with your brain,” Terrell says, laughing too.
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After a few more drinks, my head is beginning to spin, even though I’ve been taking small sips. I turn to Jacob. His mouth isn’t glowing quite as much as earlier but it’s still got a little bit of blue going on.
“How are we going to get to Joe’s?” I ask him.
He laughs and shrugs his shoulders. I then turn to Terrell. His mouth is still glowing like a blue furnace.
“Not got a clue, John. Maybe we start walking?” Terrell says.
“Miss Brown said it was about ten miles from the school. That’d make it, what, twelve, thirteen miles from here?” I say.
“We wouldn’t get there until about midnight if we walked. We need some sort of transport,” Terrell says, then looks at Jacob. “I’ve never seen you ride one, but do you have a bicycle, or three bicycles, Jacob?”
Jacob laughs again.
“No. What the fuck would I want with one of those?” he says.
“To get to Joe’s house,” Terrell replies.
“Who the fuck is Joe? And why the fuck are we going to his house? A party?”
Terrell looks at me and sighs.
“I think we’ve lost him, John.”
Jacob stands up, begins to walk and promptly falls over the coffee table, knocking off all the bottles onto the carpet. The lids were on, luckily. Though I doubt you’d really notice the mess on this carpet. Then in one swift, smooth movement, he jumps back to his feet.
“Fuck a fucking duck,” he says slowly.
“What is it?” I ask.
“In the garage. My father had a project. He wouldn’t tell me what it was. After he died, mother finally showed me. It was a gift for when I was old enough. It’s a two-hundred-year-old car! The fucking thing runs on some sort of highly flammable liquid called petroleum. It’s basically a four wheeled fucking bomb!” he says.
Terrell stares at him and Jacob stares back with a massive blue grin.
“What about it?” Terrell asks sheepishly.
“We’ll just drive the fucking thing to Joe’s,” Jacob says.
“But you’re drunk as a lord, Jacob. That is the stupidest thing you’ve ever said.”
“I’ve said stupider things.”
I look at Terrell and then to Jacob. “I’ve only known you for a couple of days, Jacob, but that is definitely the stupidest thing you’ve said,” I say.
Jacob’s smile doesn’t go away.
“Does it actually run?” Terrell asks, with what seems like a grudging interest.
“It certainly does. It has a fuel converter. Runs on anything. But dad wanted to keep it as close to its original state as possible. So, it’s still full of petroleum. Stinks like a bastard though.”
“There’s no harm in having a look, is there?” Terrell says, looking at me and shrugging.
“Follow me,” Jacob says and heads out of the lounge. We follow him out of the front door and through the messy, overgrown garden to the garage. He struggles to turn the handle on the rusty garage door. He starts using both hands, and after a few seconds it gives. He then crouches down and with a loud creak, he lifts the door. It stops at just over half open.
“Wait here,” Jacob says and ducks under the door. I look into the pitch black of the garage. I can hear some rustling, then something metallic hitting the garage floor. Suddenly, after a couple of flashes, the garage is full of light.
“What do you think?” Jacob says.
I stare at the object. It’s dark blue and curvy. Not a single sharp angle as far as I can tell. I can’t decide if it’s very ugly or quite cute.
“I don’t know what to think,” I say, “I don’t think I’ve seen anything like it.”
“It’s a bug. Or a ladybird. Or maybe a praying mantis. Actually, probably not that one.”
“What does that V and W stand for on the front?” Terrell asks.
“Not sure. Probably something like… Very Wild?” Jacob says.
“That’s crap. How about… Virile Wanker?” Terrell says.
“Victorious Winkies?” I say.
“Enough of this nonsense,” Jacob says, “come and have a look inside.”
He opens the passenger side door and pulls the latch on the shoulder of the seat. It clunks forward, and Terrell climbs into the back seat.
“Not much space back here,” he says and hits his head on the back window. Jacob pushes the passenger seat back into position.
“Takes a seat, John,” Jacob says. I get into the car and watch Jacob as he walks around the front and gets into the driver’s seat.
“We’re not actually going anywhere, are we?” I ask everyone.
Jacob looks at me and smiles.
“No, don’t be silly. I just want to see if it starts after all these years.”
Terrell pokes his head between the front seats. “Do you actually know how to start it?” he asks.
Jacob starts randomly pressing anything that resembles a button. After a minute or so, he shrugs his shoulders.
“Sorry. Can’t remember.” He then looks at a strange flap above the front window and pulls it down. A key then drops onto Jacob’s lap.
“Aha! I remember now.” He puts the key somewhere I can’t see and twists it. There’s a horrible screech and the car jerks forward, knocking the garage door off its hinges. It clatters down on top of the car, and we all duck our heads.
I raise my head and look out of the front window. The car is now mainly outside.
“Sorry about that,” Jacob says.
“That’s okay. Let’s just get it back into the garage before your mother finds out,” Terrell says and falls back into the back seat, hitting his head on the rear window again.
“Listen...,” Jacob says.
“Listen to what?” I ask, then squint my eyes and concentrate on the low rumbling noise coming from in front of us.
Jacob grabs the lever that’s between us, presses a button on the side, then looks at me with the most serious expression I’ve seen on him.
“Fuck it,” he says, then pushes the lever forward, and presses something with his right leg. The vehicle lurches forward and quickly we’re at the end of the driveway and onto the road.
“Oh fuck, Jacob! What are you doing?” Terrell shouts from behind me. Jacob ignores him.
“John, where does Joe live?” Jacob asks me, while staring straight ahead. His hands constantly turning the wheel one way, then spinning it violently, trying to stay in control, and the car keeps veering from one side of the road to the other.
I quickly grab the piece of paper from my pocket, and unfold it.
“17 Trent Road,” I shout.
“Are we actually doing this?” Terrell shouts from behind me. I turn to him, “I guess we are,” I say.
“Jacob, there’s never any point saying anything to you. You never listen and do it anyway. I don’t know why I bother,” he says and sits back in his seat, once again, hitting his head on the glass.
“Fuck it,” he then shouts.
Jacob finally settles on a side of the road, and his hands are moving less frantically on the wheel.
“I think I’m getting the hang of this now.”
“Thank shit you don’t live on a busy road,” Terrell says.
“I’m now very glad we didn’t move after dad died,” Jacob says.
“Do we need to go on any main roads? We’re not exactly inconspicuous. How fast does this thing go?” I ask Jacob.
Jacob looks at the speed dial.
“Its fastest speed is one hundred and twenty. We can probably get away with missing some roads and driving across a field or two.”
“A hundred and twenty what? If it’s kilometres an hour we’re fucked. That’s slower than my gran drives through town. How fast are you going now?” Terrell asks Jacob.
“It doesn’t seem to want to go faster than sixty,” Jacob replies. “But it doesn’t have an autopilot, so I don’t really want to risk going any faster, what with being drunk an’ all.”
“That’s embarrassing. The fuzz will pull us over and laugh in our faces,” Terrell says and sits back in his seat, again hitting his head.
“Stupid fucking car! Who would design a car with a back window that slopes down so much that you constantly hit your head?”
“Long dead car designers,” I say, unhelpfully.
“Well, I’m glad they’re dead. They were clearly idiots.”
After a while of driving slowly through winding country lanes and being flipped off by every car that is forced to slow down to our speed before overtaking, Jacob slows the car down even more and pulls over in a lay-by that has a half open, rotten wooden gate.
“John, if I’m right about the address, on the other side of that field and through another gate is the row of houses Joe lives at,” Jacob says.
“So, we’re going to walk from here?” I ask.
“Thank fuck,” Terrell says.
“If only life was that simple,” Jacobs says and puts his right leg down a few times and revs the engine. He looks at me very seriously, then turns to Terrell. He clicks the drive lever forward and, through the windscreen, I see the rotten gate explode into pieces as the car rams through it. Then, we’re in the field.
The car is bouncing and jumping around and feels in danger of tipping over at the speed we’re going.
“Slow down, for fuck’s sake Jacob!” Terrell shouts from the back. I just hold on to the handle above the door, and the one in front of me and hope Jacob knows what he’s doing. Which he clearly doesn’t. But I have to try and think that. Jacob’s response to Terrell berating him is to try and speed up, and I can barely hold on. The headlights of this ancient monstrosity don’t shine half as brightly as a modern car does and with my entire body bouncing up and down on the seat, by the time I spot it, it’s too late.
The front of the car instantly drops and the seatbelt holding me in place suddenly clicks hard and my body stops fast, hurting my ribs and banging my head forward. There’s a crushing of metal, and the windscreen cracks. The car holds itself in a vertical position in the ditch for what seems like an age, but finally, the arse end continues with the car’s previous momentum. The roof then caves in, and everything comes to a stop.
I’m upside down. The seatbelt, while hurting me, is holding me in place. I look at Jacob. It’s hard to tell in the dark, but I think he’s unconscious. I push on his shoulder.
“Jacob, Jacob,” I say. No response. I turn to Terrell.
“I told you this was a bad idea,” he says.
“Are you okay?” I ask him.
“I think so. I’m a bit trapped. Can you see if you can get out?”
I try to open the door but the crushed roof has locked it in place.
“I’m going to have to smash the window, I think. Do you have anything hard?”
“I left my bag at Jacob’s. Afraid not,” Terrell says.
“Shit,” I say, realising I’m probably going to have to use my fist.
“What’s that smell?” Terrell asks.
In my panic, I hadn’t noticed it. A sharp, chemical smell that is starting to make me feel nauseous. There is a sudden hiss and the engine compartment bursts into flames.
“John, smash the fucking window!” Terrell shouts.
I hit it five times and, finally, it smashes. I unclick myself and crawl out, cutting my stomach on the broken glass. I turn and crawl back in.
“Grab my hand,” I tell Terrell.
“Get Jacob out first,” Terrell says.
“Okay,” I say and quickly press Jacob’s seatbelt release. His unconscious body falls down onto the crumpled roof, and I grab his hands and pull him from the wreckage.
I stand up and look at the mess. The flames from the engine are getting into the car and the upholstery is beginning to go up. I crawl back into the passenger window.
“I’m still trapped, John,” Terrell shouts, panic high in his voice.
“Grab my hand, I’ll try and pull you free.”
Terrell grabs my hands with both of his, and I try to pull him out. He screams and I know it’s not working.
“My foot is trapped under the passenger seat.”
The heat from the flames feel like they’re burning the side of my head. I quickly grab the handle on the shoulder of the passenger seat and it slides forward. Terrell then moves forward and I’m able to pull him out. We both stand up and run to Jacob. I grab his right arm, and Terrell grabs his left, and we drag him a good ten metres away from the crash site.
I look back, and the car is now an inferno.
“Oh dear. Jacob’s mum is going to be furious,” Terrell says.
Jacob then sits up holding his head. “Who set the fire?” he asks.
“Well ... technically, you did,” Terrell replies.
“I don’t remember setting a fire.”
“You crashed your dad’s car. It then set on fire. Cars aren’t supposed to set on fire, Jacob,” Terrell says.
I stare at the burning wreck, mesmerised by the flames. Jacob then grabs hold of my arm and I pull him up to a standing position. He then stares at it in silence. Suddenly, he shouts, “Oh shit! My mother’s going to kill me!”
The car then explodes, sending flaming metal parts in all directions. We all jump to the ground as a wave of heat hits us.
“I told you it was a bomb on wheels,” Jacob says quietly, as he stands back up.
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We stand watching the different pieces of car burn for about half an hour. Only when the last bit of flame extinguishes itself, does anyone try to move.
“Come on. Let’s go home,” I say.
“No John. That will render everything that has happened so far this evening pointless,” Jacob says, quite soberly.
“I don’t know. I’m not sure I have the stomach for it now. If he’s not coming back to school, I can just forget about him. Then at least I win the moral high ground,” I say.
“You don’t win anything, John,” Terrell says. “You’ll just have a constant nagging doubt. You won’t know why he sold out Jelvus. You won’t know if he set you up. At least if you confront him—even if he doesn’t say anything, at least you’ll have some sort of closure.”
“Yeah, what Terrell said. You’ll know that you’ll never know, rather than not knowing that you’ll never know,” Jacob says, then rubs the side of his head.
“Are you okay?” I ask Jacob.
“Fine. Got a sore head, that’s all. If you drink a lot, crash a car and also get knocked unconscious, you’d have the same,” he says.
“Come on, let’s head to Joe’s,” Terrell says. “His house must be that way.”
He points in the only direction where I can see the vaguest amount of light. It looks a couple of kilometres away, which means it’s closer than Jacob’s house. But it also means we’ll be getting further away from Jacob’s house. And I really don’t want to walk that far.
“No, seriously, let’s go back. I don’t care anymore,” I say, lying.
“The decision has been taken out of your hands, John. We’re going this way now, whether you want to or not,” Jacob says and begins walking toward the faint light. Terrell shrugs his shoulders and follows him. I stand still and watch as they become silhouettes, starting to disappear into the blackness. Suddenly, I feel very alone. A cold chill runs down my spine. I’m not sure if it’s fear or the cold of the night; but here I am, standing in the middle of this huge field, all by myself. I’m a fucking idiot.
“Wait up,” I shout and run after them. They stop and wait for me to arrive.
“Hurry up, John, time’s a wastin’,” Jacob says as I get beside him.
The further we get into the field, the boggier the terrain gets. Every footstep is now a squelch of wet mud and a fight to not lose my shoes in it. It’s taking forever.
“This is getting ridiculous. Soon we’re going to be stuck,” I say to no one in particular.
“We’re nearly there, just beyond those small trees,” Jacob says and points ahead.
I can just about see the top windows of the three terraced houses in the distance, but the bottom of them is blocked from view by the silhouettes of the odd-looking trees. I stop in my tracks and stare at them; they’re moving.
“Guys ...” I say, “those aren’t trees.”
Jacob and Terrell stop dead as well.
“If they’re not trees, what the fuck are they?” Terrell asks.
“Shh. Listen, what’s that noise,” I say.
From the strange looking trees comes a faint animal sound. Mooing. Shit. We’re about to walk through a herd of cows in the dark.
“It’s only a few cows. They’re perfectly safe,” Jacob says.
“Are you sure about that? They’re massive. Anyway, how do you know?” Terrell asks, sounding sceptical.
“Have you ever heard of anyone getting killed by a cow? Never. They’re docile things, with stupid faces and a huge set of tits,” Jacob replies.
“I guess not,” Terrell says.
“What about bulls,” I say.
Terrell turns to me, his eyes suddenly wide. “Now those fuckers do have a death count,” he says.
“There won’t be any bulls in this field,” Jacob says confidently.
“Suddenly you’re a fucking bovine expert are you, Jacob? If there’s a horny bull in with those cows, we’re properly fucked,” Terrell says, on the verge of shouting it.
“Probably literally,” Jacob says.
“Oh, shut up. I’m sick of it. Everything you’ve done so far today has got us further and further in the shit. If there is a bull over there, I’m going to use you as a human shield. Who’ll be fucked then?”
Terrell seems like he may be close to a break down, or maybe it’s just a tantrum. I don’t know him well enough to know for sure either way, but I may have to intervene before the situation gets any more heated.
“Steady on there, guys. This situation is more my fault than Jacob’s. No one would be here if it wasn’t for me,” I say.
“True, but you were ready to cut your losses after the car exploded. I should have listened to you,” Terrell says.
“To be fair, I’m not sure why anyone’s listening to me anyway; I did hit my head quite badly in the crash. I wouldn’t trust me to make decisions,” Jacob says.
Terrell approaches Jacob. I’m not sure what he’s going to do, his skin’s too dark for me to read his facial expressions in this light. He gives Jacob a hug. “Sorry, man,” he says.
“No worries. Let’s carry on and tackle these bovine bastards.”
A light suddenly shines in our faces and, with a crash, a thick metal leg hits the ground in front of us. I look up, squinting at the light, and around three metres above our heads is a huge rectangular body with three more articulated legs.
“What the fuck is that?” I shout.
“That is an auto-herder. They come out at certain times of the day when cattle need to be moved places,” Jacob shouts back.
“What does it want with us then?” I ask.
A green bolt of light, followed by a small explosion next to Terrell gives us our answer.
“I think it wants to kill us. Leg it!” Jacob shouts.
Jacob runs in the direction of the cows, faster than Terrell or me. I look over my shoulder, and the auto-herder is in pursuit. It’s lumbering body leaning to one side and then the other with every awkward leg movement. Another green bolt and the ground explodes in front of me. Bits of mud and shrapnel hit me hard in the face and I fall down to my knees. My ears begin to ring and, for a second, everything feels like a floaty dream. I’m not sure where I am. I shake my head and stare into the darkness for a few seconds. It quickly dawns on me that there’s a giant metal bastard chasing me, so I pull my shit together and get up again quickly.
I turn to my left and start running in a different direction to Jacob and Terrell, hoping that if we split up it might confuse the thing.
“John! Run toward the cows, it won’t fire on you. It won’t risk hurting them,” I hear Jacob shout behind me. Damn it. That means I’m now its sole target. The ground beneath my feet is getting boggy again and it’s getting harder to move in any direction. Then, after two very deep muddy steps, I’m stuck. I can’t pull my right foot out of the mud. I look round and the auto-herder is upon me. It shines a red light on my position, I close my eyes and wait for the worst.
Something metal grabs me around the waist, and tries to lift me off the ground. My right leg feels like it’s going to pull apart at the knee, and I start to scream. But just as it feels like the socket is going to pop, my shoe comes off and is forever lost. It’s almost a relief, until I realise that I’m now about four metres above the ground being held against my will by the arm of a giant metal insect.
I hear some metal clanks, and the auto-herder sharply turns to the right, shaking me like a doll. I then see two silhouettes: Jacob and Terrell. They are standing below the machine and they’re throwing rocks. All it seems to do is piss off the auto-herder and it fires two green bolts on their position. The ground erupts in orange flames, but I see that they managed to get out of the way. The taller silhouette then runs towards the metal monster’s front left leg and throws more stones at its body.
The auto-herder fires another two green bolts. This time it’s not the ground that erupts in flames, but the machine’s left leg. The leg splinters and begins to buckle. The whole machine starts listing heavily to the left. I’m now only about two metres from the ground. The metal claw around my waist loosens off, then drops me. I hit the boggy ground hard, back first, and it knocks the wind out of me. Jacob picks me up, throws me over his shoulder and runs away as fast as he can, seemingly oblivious to the bog. I see the auto-herder’s body crash into the ground and then it slowly rolls over onto its back. Its remaining legs are flailing in the air, as if the thing is throwing a giant tantrum.
“Can we go home now?” Terrell says.
“No. Fuck no. Something really big and mystical doesn’t want us to get to Joe’s place. I say fuck the universe in its stupid arse and keep going,” Jacob says and folds his arms.
It hurts to breathe, and I’m all for going home. I’ve had enough. But I chance a look in the direction of Joe’s house anyway. The cows have wandered off, and it looks like quite a short walk now.
“We may as well get this over with,” I say. “Come on, follow me.”
We walk in silence across the rest of the field. I don’t even complain about my shoeless, very wet (and probably covered in cow shit) sock. We hop over the last gate and are on another country lane. Just up the road is Joe’s house.
“Come on John, the sooner you confront him, the sooner we can go home,” Terrell says and puts a hand on my shoulder.
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It was twenty-one fifty-six about three minutes ago according to Jacob’s watch. It really isn’t the time to be knocking on this worn, peeling green door. Or on anyone’s door. Even if the lights are on. I look back at Jacob and Terrell who are both standing by the gate at the end of the path, urging me with arm gestures to knock. I sigh, then I knock. Quietly though, not wanting to disturb anyone at this late hour. Quickly realising how stupid that is, I knock harder. I hear a muffled voice in the house shout, “Joe, answer the bloody door.”
I tense up, hearing the name and finally knowing for sure this is the right place. A small part of me was hoping the teacher had given me the wrong address or the address was somehow fake. Then what we would have now was a silly adventure that we could laugh at in the future.
The door creaks open. Joe looks as if he’s about to give whoever has knocked on his door so late a piece of his mind. His eyes then open wide and he suddenly looks pale.
“John ...,” he says quietly.
“You promised me an explanation,” I say.
His eyes start looking in every direction, as if he’s looking to pull an explanation out of thin air.
“Please tell me you have an explanation,” I say.
He stares at me, but says nothing.
“Joe, you sold out Mister Jelvus. Someone you claimed you respected. Why would you do that?” I ask, now pleading. Still nothing, except maybe a slight tick in his right eye. He’s no longer looking at me, it now seems like he’s looking through me. I’m not sure I know how to get through to him. I decide that I have to ask the big question. Hopefully, the accusation will shock him out of his flutter.
“Joe. After the guards took down Jelvus, did you tell me to go out the fire exit into the woods because you knew Blonde and his friends were waiting for me?”
He stops looking through me and his pale eyes fix on mine; they almost look apologetic, but only for an instant. The door then slams in my face. I stare at the badly painted door for a few seconds. I turn to Jacob and Terrell and shrug my shoulders. From the gate, Jacob mimes knocking at the door again. Fucking hell. I know I have to and I’ll regret it if I don’t, but I really don’t want to. What answer will I get now? I doubt anyone will even answer the door. So, I knock again. The door opens almost instantly. An oldish man, maybe in his late thirties or early forties, is standing there. He doesn’t look like he’s in a talking mood. In fact, he looks furious.
“Can I speak to Joe, please?” I surprise myself by asking.
“If you think I’m going to let you speak to him after what you’ve done, you’ve got another thing coming, lad. Just leave him be,” the man says. I’m completely lost.
“I haven’t done anything. I just...” I’m cut off by a rifle being pointed at my face.
“I said, just leave him be. Now turn around and never come back here,” he says in a slow, but calm way. I don’t argue or say another word. I just turn around and walk slowly down the path, back toward Jacob and Terrell. I hear the door close as I reach them.
“Fuckin’ prick!” Jacob shouts at the house.
“Let’s go home,” I say.
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The walk back to Jacobs’s house starts off as a sombre affair but soon ends up with us just taking the piss out of each other. We get back to his mother’s house by three a.m. Terrell says his goodbyes, then heads off and I head in with Jacob. I follow him upstairs and open the door to what I hope will now be my room for the rest of my time at this school. Jacob stops me. “Annoyingly, tomorrow, we’re going have to stay back at the school dorm I’m afraid,” Jacob says.
“Why’s that?” I ask.
“Because my mother signed a special dispensation form for us, because of what happened. It runs out today. It’s the rules. Got to board at a boarding school. Even if you only live a few miles away.”
“I guess that makes sense. It’ll be better for me now,” I say.
“It will be. We’ll get you moved to our dorm. Everything’s gonna be great,” Jacob says and smiles.
“What about your dad’s car?” I ask.
“Shh. Everything will sort itself out,” Jacob says, and winks at me. He turns around and heads to his room. I walk into mine and sit on the end of the bed, staring at my school bag. I pull out Noah and the flood and walk downstairs. I quickly root through the drawers of the kitchen and find half a box of matches. Quietly, I open the back door and sneak into the garden. I’m sure I noticed a chimenea earlier.
The motion light turns on and I see it in the weeds behind the garage. I have one last flick through the book. If this is what Mister Jelvus believed was the building blocks for a new future, then he was deluded and I can’t trust his future. However compelling the man himself was, this is complete insanity. I rip out a few pages, screw them up and put them in the chimenea, placing the book on top. I light the screwed-up pages and watch, hypnotised, as the flames take hold and it slowly burns.
My parents were fools, but it’s finally beginning to creep into my head that I actually miss them. It hurts that I’ll never get to see them again. One day I’ll find out who killed them. Mister Jelvus was also a fool, and I don’t want to fall into the same trap as him. There may be a conspiracy, the past may have been re-written, but what can I do about it? Why should I care? I’m just going to keep my head down and do just enough to get by, having as much alcohol as I can along the way.
I start to feel dizzy. It’s suddenly daylight and pain sears through my entire body. Jacob’s garden vanishes and electricity crackles around me. I begin to think that Joe has called the government on me for being at Mister Jelvus’s class. Then, for a second, complete silence. In the crackling electricity’s place is a bright white light. I have to close my eyes from the agony of it. There is a high-pitched wailing coming from somewhere. I can’t quite put my finger on what it is. I try to move but I’m fixed to something. My arms are tied at the wrists and pulled out tight. I slowly open my eyes and look down. I’m naked from the waist up, covered in cuts, bruises and gouges. I cautiously look up and, as I do, my neck makes a horrible cracking noise. I see blood on the white wall and then see a body on the deck staring at me. Ez’s father. What the fuck? I turn towards the incessant whining. On a gurney scattered with blood covered medical instruments is a baby, screaming and writhing. My view is suddenly obscured by a giant bear of a man, with a long grey beard and wild eyes.




Twenty-five years later …
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Ezmerelda Kowolski. She was the one. No, she is the one. Because she’s not dead. At least, I hope she’s not dead. But it is quite likely. You see, the world has ended. Considering how I left things, if she is alive, I seriously doubt she thinks I’m the one anymore. If she ever did. I can imagine it’s hard to get over being abandoned while pregnant and in a coma as the world comes to an end. Hopefully she never knew. No. Hopefully she does know, because hopefully she’s alive. I feel bad either way. Not that I knew the world was going to end at that point. I was, however, in charge of the ship that had an integral part in ending the world. More accurately, I was in charge of the ship that killed the sun, but my general uselessness as a waste disposal spaceship’s captain (shift manager) pretty much ruined that for everyone.
My job was to take rubbish from the Earth on a month and a half voyage, then shoot it into the sun’s corona. A simple job that required me to use my best skill set: being lazy and doing just enough to get by. My crew managed themselves and I just read books and did the odd bit of paperwork. It suited me. Until everything went badly wrong.
It started when Ez’s boss, Rupert Rawling, decided to steal the project he was working on with her: a doomsday device called the Forever Dark. They were building it for Skylark, (a huge company that basically owns the World Governments) and Rupert took it and decided to store it in one of my ship’s waste pods as some sort of awful revenge against them. Skylark had meant to hold his family ransom to keep him working on the project because he’d gained a conscience and decided to pull the plug. Unfortunately, they accidentally killed his family, and Rupert lost his mind. He decided to use the Forever Dark to end everything and everyone. He posed as a new waste technician on my ship, then went on to murder over half of my crew. If it wasn’t for a last-minute effort by my engineer, Robert, I would have also died. Unfortunately for everyone else, Rupert’s plan worked, and his device was fired into the sun with the rest of our rubbish. The device worked as intended and, quietly, with no bombast or fanfare, the sun started to die. Robert broke Rupert’s spine for his efforts but, by then, there was no way to stop it.
So now, I’m in limbo somewhere between the sun and the Earth. My only hope is that Ez (whose father is very rich and owns a space shipping company), Jacob and Terrell have somehow managed to get off the frozen wasteland the Earth has become …
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I’m no longer sure I’m glad to be alive. It’s been a tough six months. Kerry’s death has hit me hard. I almost have no feelings about the rest of the crew we lost, except maybe Mark, but not in the same way. I’m sad that they’re gone, and the way they lost their lives was horrible. But Kerry’s death is the one that hurts. Because it was my fault. I’ve been through her last moments a hundred times in my head and she’s died again a hundred times, because of my inaction, my uselessness.
It’s been six months since we lost the signal from Earth and, after he’d managed to rig up the solar generators to give us a little more power, Robert was tireless in his attempts to get the communications array working again. I wasn’t any real help, just did exactly what he told me to, no questions asked. I’ve had to do several space walks to the array above the bridge to check and replace parts, but nothing obvious seemed to be broken. We simply weren’t receiving anything because no one was sending anything. At least, not on any frequency we could receive. When we finally accepted this fact, there was nothing to do but wait and try to face the elephant in the room.
By all rights, Rupert Rawling should be dead. His spine is snapped, and he spends his days wailing in absolute agony. Sometimes, when I’m staring at the ceiling in my bunk lost in dark thoughts, I can just about hear his pitiful screams, merged in with the creaks and groans of our broken ship. It almost feels like they’re sharing their pain. Robert and I take it in turns to feed him and hose him off once a day, not that he really eats anything. It’s as if he has nothing left between his almost translucent skin and his bones, he may as well be a living skeleton. We lock the door and spend the rest of the time hiding away from him, not talking about it.
The sun is still shining behind us as we slowly limp back to Earth, only not as brightly. It used to hurt my eyes looking at it through the specially tinted glass, but now I can make out detail and stare at it for hours.
“John, look. I think I can pretty much see the Earth now,” Robert says and points.
I walk over from the rear of the bridge and look out of the forward viewport. It’s still a small speck but larger and brighter than all the others.
“Oh yeah, it looks the same as before from this distance. At normal speed I’d guess we’d be about three days away.”
“Looking closer to a month now though, I’d say.” He stands up and stretches. He doesn’t look like the same person he was six months ago. His hair has grown, covering the intricate pattern of tattoos on his head with a thick blonde mane. Why I thought he was bald is anyone’s guess, probably just making myself feel better in a different time when I thought the man was an arsehole. He’s lost so much weight. Rather than the huge figure of a man he was, a tall, well-proportioned and slightly gangly man has taken his place. The stress has hit us in opposite ways. He’s stepped up to the task, and I’ve been compulsively eating and hiding away in total self-pity. If alcohol were allowed on the ship, I would have drunk myself to death by now.
“One month and we’ll finally see the extent of Rupert’s Forever Dark,” I say. Robert looks at me.
“I’m surprised at the lack of shipping, normally we’d have been in contact with other cargo haulers by now, sun or no sun.”
“Maybe they’re all dead. We’re all that’s left,” I say.
“Before we lost the signal from Earth, it seemed clear that there were mass evacuations. So, stop your depressing whining, there are people out there. We just have to find them,” Robert says wearily.
“Or they’ll find us.”
“Maybe,” he says and looks at his watch. “I think it’s your turn to feed and hose off our guest, John.”
I look at Robert and then towards the hatch.
“Hopefully he’ll have died in the night,” I say and start to make my way down the ladder. I climb down past the habitation deck and stop at the rec deck. I don’t like to spend time in here now. Only to get food and then head back to my quarters or to the wash room. Too many awful memories.
After a hunt through the dead crew’s quarters, we managed to find most of their food cards and have hung them up on the food dispenser so there’s pretty much no limit on what we can eat. I grab one of the six cards hanging on it and insert it in the slot. When it’s my turn to feed and hose him down, Rupert always gets the chicken fricassee. I really hope it still tastes like it’s been soaking in bleach.
The dispenser beeps at me. Disappointingly, today, it would seem that we’ve finally ran out of it. My only source of admittedly perverse pleasure has come to an end. What’s the second most awful thing on the menu? I look at the pictures and choose the banana curry. I haven’t tried it yet because it sounds fucking horrible, but it may well not be. I choose it anyway. The machine makes a whirring noise and the tray drops into the dispenser. I grab it and walk back to the ladder. I climb it one handed; I’ve got quite good at it with months of practice.
The wash room is on the habitation deck at the end of the corridor, next to the sick bay. After making my way down to it, I put my ear to the door. There’s no noise coming from the other side. Usually there’d be at least some sort of whining or screaming. But this time, just silence. Maybe he has finally died. I type in my code, push the door open and walk into the fully white tiled room. Still silence. Slowly, I walk past the shower cubicles and toward the baths at the far side of the room. They are behind a closed blue plastic curtain that is covered in mildew. My breathing is heavy as I put my hand on the edge of the curtain, ready to pull it open. I’m actually nervous. Is it the fear of finding him dead or the relief? I’m not sure so, with a sharp movement of my arm, I pull it open. The smell hits me first. The rancid stench of death and rotting flesh. I stand back and put my hand over my nose. The emaciated body lying there isn’t moving. It turns out I’m relieved.
Robert and I couldn’t kill him ourselves, but nature taking its course isn’t any sort of issue for us. I move closer and gingerly put my hand on his neck to search for a pulse, just to make doubly sure. His skin is cold and dry, and I can’t feel anything moving. I let out a sigh and start to pull my hand away when his arm quickly moves up and grabs me hard by the throat. He starts to pull himself up and at the same time tries to pull my face close to his. I’m in a nightmare. I can’t move, and I can’t breathe. The fear surging through me at this moment is so intense that I let my bladder go. He screams loudly into my face for what seems like forever. I suddenly snap out of it, realising I have to do something. Dropping the tray of food, I start hitting him hard in the face until he finally lets go of me. I fall backwards and land hard on my back, breathing heavily and rubbing my throat. I stare at the ceiling for a few seconds and then hear something hit the deck plates near my feet. I sit up, and Rupert is now out of the bath and crawling towards me screeching my name. Fuck this. I turn over on to my front, quickly stand up and run to the door. Slamming it closed behind me, I lean against it, and slide down into a sitting position. Only then, as my arse touches the deck do I realise that I might have to change my underwear. I let out a sigh of relief.




17

Once I’m cleaned up, (I use the shower in Tom’s quarters. It used to be the captain’s cabin, long ago when the ship had one, and a very different name) I tell Robert what happened. He smiles to himself and tells me to go to bed; he’ll keep an eye on everything on the bridge. I agree and head down to my quarters. I close the door behind me and fall face first on my bunk, not bothering to take my clothes off as I’ve only just put them back on again. I turn over on to my back and see Horaldo, the resident spider, on the ceiling, minding his own business. In normal circumstances, I probably would have swatted him long ago, just down to the fear of him getting inside my mouth while I’m sleeping to have a drink. But after recent events, I’ve decided that he deserves to survive. It’s also very likely that he’s the last of his species so he can fill his boots. There are worse things than having a spider in your mouth, and he’s sort of become a pet. As I watch him crawl around on the ceiling, I start to realise that I haven’t thought about Ez for a few days. What’s there to think about really? Just going over the same thoughts again and again. If she is still alive, she would have had our child about a month ago, which means I’m now a dad. Boy or a girl? I don’t think I really mind, but it’s all pointless. Earth is fucked and I basically ran away and left her to die in a hospital bed. I’m a good solid foundation for raising a child. That’s why I don’t think about her so much anymore. The reality is that when we do get back to Earth and find out that everyone is dead, we only have as long as the supplies last and we’re dead too.
Robert does have a point about the shipping; there were probably thousands of space vehicles out there. Inter-galactic cruise liners, cargo ships, war ships, I think someone even converted a two-hundred-year-old VW camper into something that you could pilot in space. We’ve managed to survive more than six months on this crippled monstrosity, so there must be people out there, like us, just surviving. Unlike us, the Earth’s demise wouldn’t be weighing on their conscience. I close my eyes and try to get some sleep. As usual, it comes easy to me.
I start to stir when I feel something lightly touching my face, it tickles slightly and I start to smile. It’s got to be Horaldo coming down for a drink, and this is the first time I’ve ever noticed or caught him at it. I open my eyes. It’s much worse.
“Hello John,” Rupert says to me in a calm, almost pain-free way. I jump up and quickly crawl to the corner of the bed against the wall. I look around. The door to my cabin is open, and I suddenly realise I didn’t lock the wash room. Rupert has crawled from there into my cabin and pulled himself up onto the bed whilst I slept.
“You didn’t let me finish, John. You know how I don’t like to be interrupted.”
The initial shock has passed, and I’m feeling somewhere close to calm which is surprising. But the just woken up stunned pulsing feeling is still there.
“In my defence, you were just screaming in my face,” I say.
“You have to kill me, you have to kill me, my pain …” he grimaces. “It’s too much, it’s too much to bear, you can’t let me live like this, it’s ... inhuman.”
His hands are pawing at me and his eyes are pleading.
“After what you’ve done? I really should kill you. But I won’t. I can’t do it. This is your own private hell. You deserve it. If you want to die so badly, just kill yourself. I don’t understand why you haven’t.”
He looks at me, his pleading eyes turn dark.
“Because you keep feeding me!” he shouts. Flecks of spit hit my face, and his breath smells like rotting death. I dry heave.
“What the fuck does that mean?” I shout back.
“I’ve tried to leave it, to starve myself. I just don’t have the strength to go through with it, and I always end up eating a small amount. Stop feeding me, and just let me die,” he says, and then starts whimpering. He slides off the bed into a crumpled heap on the deck. He starts wailing again, and I realise that he’s lost control of his pain. He must have had to focus hard to have held it in as long as he did. I can’t believe that I’m actually starting to feel sorry for him. I slap myself around the face and look up. Robert is at the door staring down at the pathetic, writhing mess on my floor.
“This is how we want you,” he says. “Paying for everything you’ve done with a pain that will never stop.”
“Fuck, you’ve got a dark side Robert,” I say, getting off the bed. I have to practically stand on Rupert to get to the door. He grabs hold of my leg as I pass.
“I can fix it,” he whispers and starts to laugh maniacally. It quickly turns into pathetic wailing. I shake my leg until he lets go and leave my quarters, shutting the door behind me.
“Great, he’s ruined the only place on the ship that felt like it was safe,” I say.
Robert looks up and down the corridor.
“There are plenty of empty rooms to sleep in.”
I just look at him.
“Okay, sorry. What do you think he meant by that?” he says.
“Just rambling nonsense I’d imagine. We should probably drag him back into the washroom,” I say.
“Definitely. But keep the scary bastard locked in this time.”
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I’ve been sitting at Mark’s old station for about an hour wearing his headphones, slowly going through all the frequencies the ship can receive. Every one of them is just static. I take the headphones off, slightly worried that the white noise will carry on even if they’re not on my head. Robert has gone to his cabin, so I’m alone up here with my thoughts. I decide to have a look at the biggest and brightest speck of light ahead of us, the one that, when we finally get to it, will probably break us. I stand up and look out of the forward viewports. I can’t see it. Has the sun gone out completely, making it invisible? I head to the back of the bridge and into the captain’s office (I finally took off the crappy shift manager sticker) to look at the sun through its tinted viewports. It’s still shining but it sort of looks bluer. Maybe that’s just my imagination. I head back out onto the bridge and have another look out of the forward viewports. Still not there. How is that possible? I squint my eyes, and can just make out a dark shape where I think it should be. Is it debris? Has it been destroyed?
I pick up the headphones and mic, put one of the speakers to my right ear and tune the radio into one of the standard shipping frequencies.
Fuck me!
“This is the Skylark cruiser Zeus, what ship is that, over?”
I drop the headphones, run to the hatch and shout down it.
“Robert, there’s a ship, there’s a fucking ship calling us!” I run back to the communications console, pick up the headphones and try to reply.
“This is Sunspot Two, over, do you copy?” I say into the mic. The voice repeats itself.
“This is the Skylark cruiser Zeus, what ship is that, over?” I forgot that the radio was only working one way. Maybe Robert will think of something now we actually have direct contact with someone. He climbs through the hatch.
“What have we got, John?” he asks. I pass him the headphones. He puts them to his ear and his eyes light up.
“We can’t reply,” I say and, for a second, he looks disappointed. He then smiles.
“The escape pods have communications equipment in, maybe ...” I smile too. Six months of trying to get the radio to work and neither of us had even considered using them. We both quickly head down to deck three, run past the blood-stained pool table in the rec deck and into the cargo bay.
Each pod is big enough for twelve people, five sat against the walls on either side and two piloting at the front. The pods have a vaguely spherical front section, two rocket boosters attached to an engine at the bottom and a long rectangular body above the rockets and attached to the sphere. They are not particularly stylish but when they are full of supplies, and the oxygen tanks are replenished (which they are now), you can apparently last months in them.
Robert climbs onto one of the boosters and up the three steps to the port side hatch. He spins the wheel, pushes it open and climbs in. I follow him and he’s already sat at the pilot station with headphones on by the time I’ve awkwardly climbed through the hatch, into the surprising claustrophobic space. I walk over and stand behind him.
“Hello, Zeus, this is Sunspot Two, do you copy? Over,” Robert says into the radio, looks up at me, smiles and crosses his fingers. After months of awfulness, this genuinely feels like the most exciting thing that has ever happened. But there’s no reply. Robert twists a dial slightly and tries again.
“Hello Skylark cruiser Zeus, do you copy?”
The silence while waiting for a reply is deafening. I’m about to say something very defeatist and unhelpful.
“Hello Sunspot Two, we copy you loud and clear. We have scanned your vessel and you seem to have almost no power. We nearly didn’t see you. Do you need assistance?”
“Yes, we really do, Zeus. We’ve been out here, like this, for more than six months now, over.”
“Okay Sunspot Two, we’ll be with you in a few hours. I’m sure you’ll have some questions if you haven’t been back to Earth for that amount of time. The situation is bad. But that’s all I can say on an open frequency.”
“Copy that Zeus, see you very soon and thank you. Sunspot Two out.”
Robert spins round in his chair and looks at me.
“I guess they don’t know that this ship is responsible for the bad situation then,” I say.
“I guess not. What are we going to do with Rupert? We can’t just leave him here; he’ll be found and we’ll look very bad. Do we tell them who he is?” Robert asks.
I hadn’t thought about that. If we do tell them, are we all going to be held responsible for what happened? It could all go very wrong very quickly.
“Skylark were after him. I don’t know how much of his story was true because he was a sick crazy bastard. But some of it definitely was, Ez knew him, he did disappear with a doomsday device, and he was onboard because he knew I worked here. I doubt they’d care anymore, bigger fish to fry and all that, but is it worth the risk? It’s not like he’s recognisable at the moment, or even coherent.”
“We could just blow him out of an airlock and finally be done with him,” Robert says. The idea is appealing and it’s something I think we’ve both wanted to do, but there’s no way either of us could go through with it when it came to the crunch.
“We’ll have to say he’s someone else. There’s no other option,” I say and smile.
“Yeah, I guess. I thought that finally getting rescued was going to be a good thing but it’s starting to become a massive pain in the arse.”
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I open my wardrobe and throw all of my clothes onto the bed ready to pack. I look at everything I’ve got, five uniforms and one set of black civilian clothes. No bag to pack them in either. Shit. I was in such a rush when I left Earth, I had nothing with me except the clothes on my back, and Bruce. Poor old slow crappy Bruce. I imagine he’s still waiting for me in the Sunspots Waste Disposal Inc. car park where I left him, alone and now probably frozen solid. There is so much that I’ve tried not to think about while I’ve been trapped in this metal prison. I had a whole life going on, a full and pretty happy one. I realise, now that we’re about to be rescued, how much I miss everyone and every part of it. I’m heading for a completely new life, one that I can’t even begin to predict. My old life was nicely predictable, at least until the last few months of it. I liked that and I want it back. I’d give anything to be down the Fire and Water sinking a few litres of lager with Jacob and Terrell. To be able to spend an extra day with Ez. I’ve made a few mistakes, and, in a roundabout way, I helped to end the world, but I think that I deserve something good to happen for a change. It’s been pretty awful for what seems like a very long time, and I need to prepare myself for what’s next. I have to pack and, without a bag of any description, I decide the best option is to wrap up all that I have in my slightly stained white bed sheet. I tie it up and sling it over my shoulder like I’m some sort of space dwelling hobo. I leave my quarters for what I hope will be the very last time and meet Robert in the corridor.
“We ready to do this?” I say.
“I think so. I’ve got the sack trucks from the cargo bay and a whole load of bungees and cable ties.”
Robert and I walk down the corridor toward the washroom, the sack trucks squeaking as Robert pushes them in front of him.
We get to the door, and I can already hear the low wailing coming from within. We look at each other, both with concern on our faces. I type in my code and slowly push the door open. The wailing abruptly stops. Rupert is still in the bath where we left him earlier but is now staring directly at us.
“Have you boys finally got the nerve to do what you’ve wanted to do for the last six months?” he asks, without a hint of pain in his voice.
Robert and I make our way towards him, and the prolonged squeaking of the trucks is setting a surprisingly eerie atmosphere.
“I’m afraid that’s not and never has been the plan. We’re here to ... talk,” I say.
“We’ve made contact with a ship, and we’re finally going to be rescued. It’ll be here in about an hour.” Robert says.
“A ship?” Rupert whispers, the pain coming back into his voice.
“They’ll have all sorts of medical supplies. As much as I like you in pain, they’ll be able to help you with it,” Robert continues.
“We just need you to ... not tell them who you are. To be blunt, you need to be Tim again,” I say.
We both look at Rupert. I’m trying to gauge his reaction, to see whether he even understands what we’re saying.
“A ship ... whose ship?” he slowly whispers.
“It’s a … Skylark cruiser,” I say.
His eyes widen, he laughs loudly and starts violently coughing. Something black and marbled with phlegm starts to drip out of the side of his mouth. He licks his lips to clear it.
“You can’t let them get hold of me. You can’t. They’ll torture me for everything I know. I won’t be in pain the same way I am now; it’ll be an eternity worse. They know how to keep me alive and awake the whole time, knowing I’ll feel every agonising second of it.”
“That sounds fucked. How do you know this?” Robert asks.
“Because it’s my machine. I was tasked with creating it to get the truth out of an enemy. It’s the most effective interrogation device I ever designed. Imagine the amount of pain your body can take before the brain shuts down to protect itself, this machine bypasses that shut down. I want to die but I do not want that. I’ve seen it working on test subjects,” he says, sounding scared.
“In which case, you best keep your identity to yourself,” I say, feeling a little worried.
“No, this won’t work. I’ll do anything. The sun, I can fix it. I broke it, I’m sure I can fix it. If I do that, will you promise not to hand me over? Anything but what you’re planning on doing. We just need to tell the Skylark cruiser to go away and that we’re all fine. Yes, let’s do that.”
He then lets out a howl. His eyes start to violently shake from side to side, his lids flutter and he passes out. Holding it together for that amount of time must have been too much for him.
“Well, that’s fucked my calm demeanour,” Robert says.
With a clank, he drops the sack truck to the floor and looks at me.
“What if he can fix it?” I ask.
“What if he can? He won’t be able to do it from here. We have nothing. Just a knackered ship. We have to stick to the plan for now, then bring it to their attention when everything has settled down.”
“I guess. What do we do with him now?”
“I’ll grab him under the shoulders and you grab his feet. On the count of three, we’ll lift him out and lay him flat on the trucks. Then we’ll bungee the fucker on tightly, so he’ll be easy to move when the ships are coupled up.”
I look down at Rupert’s withered, naked, unconscious body. We haven’t bothered to dress him since Robert snapped his spine on the back of one of the rec deck’s chairs so many months ago. We hose him off, feed him, and get the fuck out of there. That’s been the routine. No point being in there any longer than we have to. Except for now. Now that we have to pretend to be on friendly terms so Skylark don’t decide to maybe torture or kill us.
“Good plan. But I think maybe we should probably dress him first.”
I undo my makeshift bag, pull out one of my crumpled uniforms and we attempt putting it on him. It’s a complete pain in the arse getting it around his limp body and it’s way too big on him. He looks a bit lost in it. I just hope he doesn’t shit or piss himself before we get onboard the Skylark cruiser. We bungee him tightly to the sack trucks and Robert wheels him into the corridor.
We squeakily walk the width of the ship to its starboard side, where the habitation level airlock is positioned behind the ladder that goes to all decks.
Robert rests the sack trucks against the wall and unclips the escape pod’s portable radio from his belt.
“Skylark cruiser Zeus, this is Sunspot Two, over,” he says into the battered looking device. About thirty second pass.
“This is Zeus, we copy, over.”
“Can you use deck two’s airlock on the starboard side when you attach your umbilical to us, over.”
“Copy that, will be with you in thirty. Zeus out.”
“We don’t want to be heaving that bastard’s skinny body up and down the access ladder. That would be very annoying,” Robert says.
“Agreed. But I’ve never understood why this ship was designed with one ladder as the only internal access to all decks? You’d have thought a big service elevator would have made the most sense.”
“I think the ships were designed and built prior to artificial gravity generators being invented. Imagine how easy it would have been getting up and down without gravity. Everything else would have been loaded on through the airlocks on each level, much like they are now. Or, then, I suppose. I can’t imagine much else will ever be loaded aboard her now,” he says looking down at the deck plates, looking melancholy. “I’m gonna miss this ship. Even with all the awful memories. She’s basically been my home for ten years.” I put my hand on his shoulder.
“I sort of know what you mean, but I don’t think I was on here long enough. All I have are those awful memories. Now and again a happy one pops through, I smile, but then remember that the person I’m thinking about is now dead.”
I realise how depressing that sounds and quickly change the subject.
“We should have a really clear view of the Skylark cruiser by now, let’s get to the bridge and check it out,” I say.
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The shape in the forward viewport blocking out the Earth is now pretty much blocking everything out; a massive metal structure unlike anything I have ever seen. At its centre is a massive sphere, with hundreds of tiny rectangles, lights and pylons all over it. Attached to the sphere on either side, and all around its centre, are massive arms with long thin seemingly sharp strips of metal all the way along that follow the top of the sphere’s shape, but in more of an elliptical way, and attach to some of the pylons on top. The whole thing seems to be kilometres wide. It’s fucking terrifying to look at. Robert takes a step back.
“John ... that’s not a cruiser. That’s a bastard war ship.”
I look at him. He looks genuinely worried.
“If we were in a war, I might be a little bit scared. But we’re being rescued. It’ll be fine,” I say, mainly to reassure myself. The Zeus’s bow starts to move upward, exposing its underside and the few ships docked to it.
“That’s where we’re headed then,” I say.
“Oh shit, I didn’t tell them that we have no way of stopping,” Robert says, looking slightly panicked. He grabs the radio from his belt.
“Zeus, this is Sunspot Two, please be aware that we cannot stop, nothing is working. We are basically flying on our own inertia. Retro thrusters are not functional. Do you copy, over?” No response.
“Oh fuck, are we going to crash? Again?” I ask, with fear beginning to bubble to the surface. Robert sits down in Mark’s seat.
“I guess so. And you know what? There’s not a damned thing we can do about it.”
“Maybe I could do a spacewalk to the hangar’s thruster control?” I ask.
“No time. We’ll hit before you even get a spacesuit on.”
I stare out of the forward viewport as the underside of the Zeus slowly gets closer and closer. Then, one by one, I see four flashes come from the lower half of the sphere.
“Robert ... I think they’ve just fired at us.”
Robert stands up and moves next to me. He then points.
“There, can you see? Four objects hurtling towards us. Yep, we’re totally fucked,” he says.
“You know what?” I ask no one in particular. “I wanted to be rescued. I didn’t want to be blown out of the stars. I’m really disappointed. Really fucking, pissing, cunting, twatting, shitting, bollocks-ing, titting, bloody, bastard-ing disappointed.”
I sort of stomp around as I say it. But there’s no getting around it, I really am all of those things. Robert smiles at my futile display.
“Hold on to something John, they look like they’re going to hit the hangar.”
I grab a hand hold and watch as the projectiles head toward us. One by one they hit the hangar, with nothing more than a gentle vibration throughout the ship. I see some debris fly up as a few solar panels get smashed off but nothing more. I look at Robert who shrugs his shoulders. I then notice that there are four swaying lines attached to the hangar, heading back to where they were fired from. They start to glow blue. I hold tightly to the hand hold until my knuckles are white, expecting us to explode, but nothing happens. The blue lines start to straighten up and then our momentum starts to slow.
“We’ve been harpooned, like a giant metal Moby fucking Dick,” Roberts says and laughs. I let out a sigh and let go of the hand hold. The radio comes to life.
“Sunspot Two, this is the Zeus, sorry about the non-response before, we were busy getting the grappler ready and aimed. We are now safely pulling you in. Copy, over.”
“Copy that Zeus. Sunspot Two out.”
“Pricks,” I say.
“Yes, very much so,” Robert replies.
As we close in to the bottom of the sphere, I see the umbilical cord moving out from next to the four blue grappling lines that are steadying and pulling us in. Like a giant, glowing yellow snake it heads for the starboard habitation level airlock below the bridge. Every few metres on its long body there’s a small black concertina with flashing red and green lights around it. Its bow is larger than the rest and looks like a head with a giant round mouth. I can see a pilot looking out of a small window, so the thing isn’t automatic. Robert and I climb down the ladder to the habitation deck. Rupert is still leaning against the wall unconscious, and there is no apparent smell.
I close the lower hatch, and Robert moves the section of ladder out of the way. All that is left to do is wait for the umbilical to connect and Sunspot Two will be nothing more than a horrible memory. There is a loud clank as the umbilical hits the airlock, followed by a violent hissing. The light on the keypad turns from red to green and there’s a clunk as the airlock unlocks itself. I type in my code and the door slides open. Robert pushes Rupert into the airlock and I follow. This next part always makes me apprehensive. When the inner doors close you hope the pressure is equal to that of what’s beyond the outer doors. If you’re not wearing a suit and the airlock isn’t sealed properly, or it’s just exposed to space, you pretty much explode. Maybe not quite explode but a lot of things that should be on the inside of your body end up on the outside of it. I cross my fingers but all that happens is the gravity starts to dissipate, and the three of us start to float. As the outer doors start to open, six red handles push into the airlock from the umbilical tube.
I look at Robert, unsure of what’s happening. He looks down and makes sure he has a firm grip of Rupert’s sack truck by flexing his left hand on one of its grips, then grabs hold of one of the red handles with his left hand. Without a sound he is quickly pulled through the tube, round a bend and out of sight. I’m now in the annoying position of not quite being able to reach the handle and nowhere near anything to push off of. I hate zero gravity. It’s really fucking annoying. I start flapping my arms while still awkwardly holding onto my bag, knowing it won’t help, but at the moment there’s not much else I can do. I’m so close to being rescued, everything is finally starting to go my way and like an idiot I’m stuck. One of the red handles starts to move towards me, so I grab it. I see a small camera in the centre of it and realise that whoever is on the other end probably saw me flapping my arms. I drop my head and feel slightly embarrassed but don’t have much time to think about it.
With a jerk, I get pulled through the umbilical tube at high speed. I look downwards and through the windows on each section of tube as they fly past me. I see an almost animated Sunspot Two slowly getting further away. It looks in alright shape from this distance. The hangar is bent down at an awkward angle, but other than that it looks okay. I look upwards and away from what has been my home for the last seven months and it feels like I’m going head first down a huge, slightly terrifying water slide. I’m glad when the momentum starts to slow as I reach the green tinged exit. The red handle finally stops in its groove and I see a light green force field pop up behind me. The gravity slowly kicks back in and gradually I land back on my feet. With a tiny buzz, the force field in front of me turns off and I apprehensively step onto the immaculate deck of the Zeus.
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I’ve only ever been on two spaceships in my whole life. Sunspot Two and the shuttle that took me to Sunspot Two, which may have had a name but I never bothered to find out. Both are battered and old and in dire need of a fresh coat of paint, inside and out. From that viewpoint, I pretty much assumed all spaceships were old and knackered. Not the Zeus, oh no. I’ve never seen anything so pristine. The walls in this… I guess it must be some sort of docking ring area look like brushed aluminium with shiny silver highlights around all the doors and panels. The deck plates are a glossy dark blue and match the doors. I feel terribly out of place and underdressed in my unwashed dark green uniform.
“Fuck me,” Robert says looking around in awe. “I don’t think even the QE7 was this clean. This place is spotless.”
Almost on cue, something liquid and horrible smelling starts leaking out of the bottom of Rupert’s right trouser leg.
“That’s horrible, for fuck’s sake. I am never wearing that uniform again,” I say and walk away far enough that I don’t have to smell it. Robert holds his nose, quickly leans Rupert against the wall next to the umbilical tube and follows me. He then smiles.
“Good job that didn’t happen in the umbilical tube. I’d have been okay because I was holding Rupert behind me, but you ...” he starts to laugh, and he laughs hard. I think it may be the first time I’ve heard Robert belly laugh in over seven months. He holds on to his stomach and breathes heavily trying to compose himself.
“But you ...” He bends over and laughs again. “... But you would have been speeding through a huge shower of shit.” He then let out a long and exaggerated sigh.
“Better?” I ask.
“Much,” he replies, still breathing heavily.
I hear a swishing sound from behind me and turn around as an important looking woman with scraped back black hair, bright red lipstick, and wearing a long grey jacket is walking towards us from the door that has just opened. Either side of her are two dark grey uniformed guards holding rifles against their chests that are pointing upwards. They stop in front of us. Her pale eyes look me, Robert, and Rupert up and down. She then looks back at me and squints her eyes for a second. I’m beginning to feel awkward. Finally, she smiles and holds out her right hand to me and I automatically take it, shaking it with a firm grip. She winces almost imperceptibly, but I notice and realise I’ve squeezed too hard. After all these years of having to shake hands with people, and being told it had to be a firm shake otherwise you look like you don’t mean it, I still can’t get the pressure right and always over-compensate. I can’t stand doing it, the thought of where some peoples’ hands may have been. Seeing people leaving toilet cubicles and then walking straight out of the rest room without washing their hands, as if that’s an okay thing to do. It’s just really greasy and nasty. I’m sure this pet peeve has gradually got worse over the years.
I let go of her hand.
“Sorry ... I may have squeezed too tightly,” I say. I see Robert roll his eyes at me.
“That’s okay, it shows character,” she says, with no emotion showing on her face. I’m not entirely sure what she means by that. If a friend introduces you to someone new and refers to them as a bit of a character, it normally means they’re a bit of a cunt. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t mean that. Well, not yet, anyway. She moves to Robert, shakes his hand and then stands back.
“I’m Captain Josephine Baseheart, welcome to my ship: the Zeus. She is part of the Skylark fleet. As I guess you probably know by now, Earth as you know it is gone. It is now a frozen wasteland. This is a brave new world we are now living in. Seeing your ship on our sensors was quite a surprise. We thought we’d picked everyone up,” she says.
“Then maybe we’re the last. I’m John Farrow, I guess I was in command of Sunspot Two. This is Robert Bell, the head engineer, and against the wall over there is Tim ...” I suddenly realise I never knew Tim’s fake surname, so I have to quickly make one up. “... Oppenheimer, he was the payload specialist. His spine is snapped. We didn’t have decent medical facilities, a doctor, or pain pills to treat him with. We did the best we could with him under the circumstances. You are looking at the only surviving members of the crew and we are very happy to be here. Permission to come aboard?”
I flash a dumb grin at Captain Baseheart, drop my makeshift bag and raise both my thumbs, instantly regretting it. From the corner of my eye I see Robert put his hands over his face and shake his head from side to side. Captain Baseheart’s expression doesn’t change. Stern. In charge.
“Would you follow me, please, we’ve assigned you quarters and you’ll need to be debriefed. But first, I’d imagine you’d like to get cleaned up a bit. We’ll take your friend to the sick bay and see if there’s anything we can do for him,” Captain Baseheart says with the authority of someone who actually knows how to run a ship.
She turns on her heel and heads back to the door she came through. I look at Robert, he looks at me, then at her, shrugs his shoulders and we follow.
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The doors open revealing another green force field. I was expecting a corridor or an elevator maybe. But beyond the transparent green is what appears to be an elevator shaft with six of the same red handles from the umbilical tube dotted around the inside. Captain Baseheart walks through the force field and grabs hold of one of them. Clearly there’s no gravity as she appears to now be floating. Robert slowly walks through the green after her and grabs the handle closest to him. I follow. I’ve never done anything like this before. There is a slight resistance as my hand goes through, and a feeling of static electricity where the force field touches my body, the sudden weightlessness makes me feel slightly sick.
“Deck seventy-three,” Captain Baseheart says after pressing a button on the handle and up she goes. I look up the shaft, it seems to go on endlessly.
“Deck seventy-three,” Robert says and he’s gone too. Why am I always the last to catch on?
“Deck seventy-three,” I say, and once again I’m speeding through a tube. There are no windows in this tube, just a display that follows my eyeline letting me know what deck number I’m passing. At seventy-five it starts to slow, and at seventy-three it stops and something behind me pushes me through the green force field, where Captain Baseheart, Robert and a new guard are waiting for me. I guess he must have been guarding the elevator.
“You, ensign. Take these two to one of the vacant quarters in the red section. Red twelve has been recently vacated I think,” Captain Baseheart barks at the guard. She then looks me and Robert.
“Someone will be with you in a couple of hours to take you to be debriefed and then assign you duties.” Without waiting for any sort of reply, she quickly turns on her heel, goes back to the shaft and in seconds she’s gone.
We follow the guard silently through the gun metal grey corridor, this level isn’t anywhere near as spotless as the docking ring area. There are tools and cleaning equipment just left on the deck, half wiped off graffiti on the walls, water marks coming from the ceiling, and the seams between the bulkheads appear to be slightly rusty. After about five minutes of walking through the maze of corridors, I notice the tubes running just below the ceiling and the metal coving have been painted red. The guard then stops and opens a door.
“Here you are, red twelve. As the captain said, someone will come and debrief you soon.”
“Are we going to get a full tour? I’ve always wanted to see the inside of a destroyer,” Robert asks the guard.
“Just stay here until someone comes to get you. Your quarters will have everything you need,” the guard replies and then turns around and walks back the way he came.
“I guess not,” I say.
We walk through the door into the thick darkness. After a few seconds of patting the wall trying to find a switch, the lights automatically flicker on. The room is a reasonable size, gun metal grey with a red band near the ceiling and around the door, twin beds and a short corridor that I assume goes to the toilet and shower. A bit like a shit budget hotel. I throw my make-shift sack next to the bed closest to the door and jump face first onto the mattress. I bounce more than I expect and almost hit my head against the metal wall. I turn onto my back and Robert is still standing up, looking at me with concern on his face. The last time I saw that look was when Sunspot Two’s engines had been sabotaged.
“What do you think she meant by you’ll be assigned duties?” he asks.
“I dunno, I guess they expect us to pull our weight. Which makes sense I suppose. I’d rather do something. I don’t just want to get everything handed to me on a plate. Actually, I don’t really have many principles, I don’t even know why I’m pretending. In all honestly, I’d probably be happy with that. I’m quite lazy.”
“Something feels off, that’s all.”
“Maybe it’s the fact that we’re lying about Rupert?”
“Possibly. But it’s only a half lie. Tim was his name when he came aboard,” Robert says and moves across the small room and sits on his bed. “I just can’t shake the feeling that we’re never leaving this place.”
“There’s nowhere else to go, you’re probably right.”
“That’s a depressing thought.”
“Here’s a less depressing one,” I say. “Once we’ve been debriefed, we’ll try and find out if anyone we know has survived. They must have a list of all the people they’ve picked up on a database somewhere. There may even be people we know on the Zeus.”
I’m hoping, and also dreading, that Ez might be somewhere on board. And my child.
“My dad would have survived, being head engineer on the QE7, he would have been in space when the shit hit the fan. I wonder if it’s anywhere near?”
“What shipping company was the QE7 with?” I ask.
“She was part of the New White Star. The flag ship in fact.”
A lightbulb pings in my head and I can’t believe I didn’t put this together earlier.
“Fuck a duck. Ez’s father owns the New White Star. That’s where she’ll be.”
“Didn’t you say he hated you?”
“Hate is too soft a word, he fucking despised me. But things are a bit different now. What with the end of the world and all that.”
“Which, some could argue, you had a small part in.”
“Fuck you. If I did, you had a part in it too.”
“And that you left his daughter, who was pregnant and in a coma, alone in hospital while you ran away for three months. He’s going to welcome you back with open arms, he’ll treat you like the number one son in-law. Sorry, make that number two.”
“Stick it up your arse, you fat ...” I realise I can’t really call him that anymore, as he’s now thinner than me. Not being able to think up a decent insult, I decide to be blunt. “Fuck off.”
“Sometimes John, I really wish you had died instead of Mark. I preferred his banter,” he says with a smile.
“Same back at you, except with Kerry, not Mark.” I then sigh. Even though it was said as a joke, I think it’s mainly true from both sides.
“Nothing can really be any good anymore can it? By a miracle, we’ve got back to some sort of civilisation, but we can never go home. I badly want to go home. I want my house. I want my own bed. I want my holobox. I want my fucking drum kit, my guitars and I want Bruce,” I say and Robert chuckles under his breath.
“It’s all still down there, John. Probably not quite how you left it, slightly frozen maybe, but it’s still all there.”
“I know, but it’s all fucked by now. I think on that cheery note, I’m gonna try and get some shut eye. Nighty night.”
I close my eyes and roll on to my side, hoping sleep will just come to me, as it often does. Not this time. My eyes just keep popping open, so I roll onto my back and look over to Robert to maybe continue talking for a while but he’s already quietly snoring away to himself. I stare at the grey ceiling and listen to the gentle rumbling of the Zeus. With nothing interesting to look at, or listen to, I finally start the descent into sleep.
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I wake with a start as the door opens and bangs against the metal wall. My heart is beating fast. I blink my eyes rapidly and look around the unfamiliar grey room.
“Time for your debriefing,” says the taller of the two guards at the door.
“Now? We’ve only just got here, I’m barely awake,” Robert says, sitting up.
My brain kicks in.
“Oh, we’ve been rescued. I almost forgot,” I say.
“Yeah, something like that. Come with us,” the shorter guard says, raising his rifle slightly.
We’re led through the maze of corridors again and to another AG shaft. The tall guard moves his face in line with the control panel. The panel beeps and the door opens.
“Two ... non crew members to level two,” he says.
I feel the point of a barrel in my back, forcing me forward. I’m suddenly very aware that nothing is as fluffy as I’d hoped.
“We’ll be waiting here when you come back. Your destination is locked, you won’t be able to go anywhere else.”
“Why would we want to?” I ask as I’m shoved through the green force field into the gravity-less tube, quickly followed by an annoyed looking Robert.
Rather than allow us to grab hold, the red handles turn in on themselves, revealing mechanical claws. They latch tightly to our wrists and pull us up the shaft.
Watching the numbers in my eyeline descend as we rise, I think about the shift in attitude towards us. When we were brought aboard, we were welcomed. Sort of. Now, it seems like we’re the enemy. Sort of. I start to wonder if they’ve found out about Rupert. If by chance someone in the sick bay knew him and has recognised his decaying form, we’re fucked. It was a bad plan, but if we’d told Captain Baseheart the truth to begin with, I’d imagine we’d already be fucked.
We stop at level two, get pushed through the force field and out onto the deck. We’re in a round white room with three doors. Well, four if you count the one we just came out of. Once again, everything is pristine. We must be near the top of the sphere. I walk up to the middle door and in small silver letters it says Captain.
“This one I guess,” I say.
The door opens and two guards come out, these ones are wearing masks. They look identical. Behind them I can see Captain Baseheart sitting at the far end of her office, behind a massive desk or console.
“Which one of you is Robert Bell?” asks the faceless guard to my left.
“Me,” Robert says, half raising his hand. He starts walking towards the door, but the dark grey clad guard to his right stops him.
“Where do you think you’re going?” the guard asks.
“I thought I was going to be debriefed,” Robert replies.
“No. Straight to work. You were the engineer on your ship, yes?”
“Yes.”
“Then you’ll be useful down in weapon storage.”
Robert looks at me and shrugs his shoulders. “That doesn’t sound too bad,” he says.
“Here’s your card. It will let you go to weapons storage and red level only.”
He hands Robert the card and pushes him towards the shaft.
“John Farrow,” the other guard says. “You can see the captain now.”
Looking left, then right at the guards, I walk through the doorway into Captain Baseheart’s office. The room isn’t very wide but it’s long and clad in dark stained wood. There are four square windows behind the captain, the two middle windows slightly taller than the outer ones. In a strange way, it reminds me of an old pirate ship.
Captain Baseheart is looking down at a pad when I get to the desk. There’s a chair tucked in, but I’m not sure what the etiquette is in this situation. Do I pull it out and sit or wait to be told to? I decide quickly that the latter is the better option and stay standing.
“For pity’s sake sit down,” she says loudly.
“Sorry,” I say and clumsily sit down.
“I guess I should give you a brief outline as to what’s been happening since the sun died. With your radio not functioning, you’ve probably been mainly in the dark.”
“I think we all have,” I say and smile.
She stares at me blankly.
“Life cannot survive on the Earth anymore, it’s simply too cold. Anyone with a ship has left the dead planet but there’s nowhere to go. The closest solar system with inhabitable worlds is a lifetime away. Skylark has picked up most of these people in an effort to rebuild a society in space on a fleet of ships. We’ve entered into agreements with the biggest shipping companies and our brave new world is beginning to take shape. We just need to deal with the Utopian project.”
“Who are the Utopian project?” I ask.
“Vermin. They have their way, we have ours. We thought they were destroyed years ago, but apparently not. When they are found, they will be swiftly dealt with.”
“Oh,” I say.
“I think that’s enough recent history for today, John. We managed to retrieve a few files from the burned-out mess of a computer system on your ship, but those files were mainly empty. Just some out of date crew info.”
“There really wasn’t anything on them to begin with. Martin Hooper didn’t trust computers. Refused to store sensitive information on them,” I say.
“I guess that’s understandable after all of that Internet nonsense. But we’re here to talk about you, Mr Farrow. Not events from forty odd years ago. There is a big hole in your story.”
My heart speeds up. I’m fucked.
“A hole?” I ask. “What do you mean?”
“We think that your ship was instrumental in the death of the sun. When you came aboard, my second in command believed it possible that you were Rupert Rawling.”
“Who’s that?” I ask a bit too quickly.
“Obviously he’s not you. I knew that straight away. If you we’re him, you’d have been tortured and executed by now. But we know he had to have been on your ship.”
I’m more than fucked, I’m a dead man.
“We believe he may have been hiding in Sunspot Two’s hangar deck, with something highly classified. It’s a pity. He managed to do what no leader ever could. He created a situation where only the strong would survive,” she says and smiles almost imperceptibly.
That definitely was not his plan. If Rupert realised that he’d created a situation where Skylark were the only survivors, I doubt he would have gone through with it. But then, he was, and is, a complete nut box, so who knows?
“John, I believe Rupert sabotaged your ship, caused the death of most of the crew and himself. You were very lucky. But I’m afraid that now you’ll have to get by on more than just luck. You were a shift manager, is that correct?”
“That’s right,” I say.
“We don’t need any managers. This is a military ship. What else can you do?”
“I used to drive forklifts.”
“We have enough people who can do that. No, I’m afraid you’ll have to start at the bottom. You’ll be working in the clean zone on red level.”
“Doing what?” I ask apprehensively.
Her almost imperceptible smile widens.
“I don’t want to spoil the surprise. You’ll see when you get there. Any questions?”
“Um, yeah. How’s Tim doing?” I ask, very relieved that she thinks Rupert’s dead.
“As you know his spine is snapped and he’ll never walk again. We’ve given him some strong medication to relieve his pain. But to be blunt, that’s a waste of resources. He’s of no use to us and will be put to death within the next few days.”
I stare at her, gobsmacked.
“What?”
“It’s a brave new world, John. Only the strong can survive. We can’t carry the weak or the helpless. I hope you prove to be useful or the same will happen to you and your engineer.”
There’s nothing I can say to that. My brain seems to have gone numb.
“Can I see him?” I finally ask.
“Under normal circumstances, no. But these are not normal. I will let you see him, to say your goodbyes and make peace with the situation, but only once. And after your first shift in the clean room.”
I’m scared. Everything is quickly going to hell.
“Is there any way I can look up survivors? My girlfriend may still be alive,” I ask, desperately.
“No. Only officers and high-ranking crew are allowed that information. Anyway, it’s highly unlikely she is still alive. You’re only alive by blind luck. Anything else?”
I don’t know what else to ask. If I can’t find out whether Ez is still alive, I truly have nothing to go on for. I just want to go back to Sunspot Two, hide away and dwell in my newfound, but familiar misery.
“Can I go back to my ship?” I finally ask.
“Absolutely not. We’ve just started the process of ripping her to pieces. She’ll be used for spare parts and scrap. Anything left over will be used as target practice.”
I knew it, but didn’t want to acknowledge it. Finally, it’s punched me full force in the face. My old world is officially gone. Whatever tiny pieces were left are now out of reach and slowly being dismantled.
Captain Baseheart presses a button on her giant desk and I hear the door open behind me. She nods her head slightly, then looks back down at her pad. I stare at her for a few seconds. A hand touches my shoulder and makes me jump.
“Follow me, Mr Farrow,” the guard says.
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Back down on red deck, I walk in the direction the guard pointed me in. The card I’m holding in my hand will only let me go to my destination and nowhere else. Not even my quarters.
“The door to your quarters will open again once the card reads that you have done your sixteen-hour shift,” the guard had said. Sixteen hours? I don’t even know what my job is going to be but sixteen hours of whatever it is will kill me. Twelve hours on Sunspot Two was bad enough. This place is going to slowly erode my personality down until I end up an institutionalised drone, who dribbles from one side of his mouth and does every fucking thing he’s told. That’s the best-case scenario but I doubt it’ll get to that. I’ve never been a team player, never been any good at any job I’ve had. It will quickly become apparent that I’m not in any way useful and then my time will be up.  I’m at the end of my emotional tether, and as I walk down the corridor, towards what I honestly believe will be the last thing I will ever do, a tear decides to make its way down my face.
The double doors I finally get to after almost twenty minutes of walking through the badly lit corridors of red deck are almost a relief. Looking up, I see a lit sign above the door that says Recreation area. I’m not sure where I was expecting to be but the recreation area wasn’t it. I wave my card in front of the control panel and the doors slowly open with a horrible screeching followed by low prolonged grinding noise.
The first thing that hits me as I walk through the doors is the smell. It’s like a mixture of every drug I’ve ever tried, and then some. The massive circular room must be close to one hundred metres in diameter, but I can’t see anything on the far side except for dulled multi-coloured lights due to the druggy haze. All styles of music are blaring out from every direction, the rhythm nothing but a confused mess.  There are small booths dotted all around that seem to sell drink and drugs, lots of doors around the circumference that have either vacant or engaged glowing above them, and tables and seating everywhere, with hundreds of people, mainly soldiers, milling around, laughing, joking and fighting. It’s the end of the world and I seem to have walked into a rave. I must be on a different ship. This doesn’t make any sense.
Still not really knowing where I’m supposed to be going, I look around for someone friendly looking to ask. A woman wearing a very short skirt and a tiny bra walks past me, limping slightly. I stop her.
“Hello, I’m John. I’m new here. Do you know how I get to the clean zone? I’m kinda lost,” I say.
“Hi John, I’m Amanda. And by clean zone, do you mean skin reclamation? I’m going there now, follow me,” she says in an odd monotone and continues on her way. I follow her and wonder what the fuck skin reclamation is, as it sounds properly horrible. That trail of thought is interrupted as I notice that although Amanda looks quite young, her skin is oddly sagging around her shoulders, elbows and knee joints. I try to put it out of my mind, thinking maybe it’s some sort of condition she has and I shouldn’t stare, until I notice other scantily clad males and females with a similar skin condition going on. Most are leading soldiers away to the doors on the room’s circumference. I have no idea what’s going on.
I continue following Amanda through the dark and hazy throng of people, looking in every direction because of the sheer amount of stuff going on around me. I’m trying to take everything in, inhale the insane atmosphere, when I see a young girl, I guess in her early twenties, with bright blue hair being led somewhere by a soldier. She looks up as she passes me, her eyes are glowing red, but intermittently flickering. I’m guessing her ocular implants have stopped working properly, and I doubt there is anywhere left to repair them. She looks somehow familiar, I’m sure I’ve seen her somewhere before. I stare as she walks past, trying to figure out if I do know her or if I’m imagining it. She stares back, tilts her head and squints at me. Then she’s gone, and I continue following Amanda to skin reclamation.
A hand then grabs me by the shoulder from behind and turns me around. It’s the girl. She’s standing in front of me, staring into my eyes with her flickering, unnerving red ones. Her skin is pale and smooth, she has piercings in her nose and lips and is stunningly attractive. She moves her face close to mine. For absolutely no reason I stupidly think she’s moving in for a kiss, but she moves her lips to my right ear and whispers, “Posh prick.” I stand back, trying to place those words. She then turns around and walks off with the now annoyed looking soldier. Who the hell is she?
The door to the clean room is anything but. Amanda presses her hand against the grimy pad next to it, and I follow her as she walks through. I still have no idea what I’m doing here and watch in slight shock as Amanda takes her clothes off. She then walks onto a conveyer belt, which starts to move slowly forward. With a hiss, a three-pronged clamp then comes down from the ceiling. Amanda looks down and the longer middle prong shoots down into the top of her spine.
“Fucking hell!” I shout and stand back. I’m not ready to see someone die in front of me again, but I watch transfixed as the smaller prongs either side then stick into her shoulders. They open out, and her skin is effortlessly removed revealing a plastic and metal skeleton covered in tiny silver squares.
The skeleton disappears through a hatch, and the skin hanging from the clamp is clumsily dropped to the deck with a squelch.
“Bollocks. It always does that,” a voice from behind me says. I turn around and see a very tired looking man, probably just older than me, wearing a stained white boiler suit.
“Does what?” I ask.
“The skin’s supposed to follow the fuck bot’s inside into the clean room to be steamed. Gonna have to do it by hand now. Useless piece of shit.”
“Fuck bots ...?” I’m at a loss. He smiles.
“You must be John. My name’s Edward. Welcome to the worst job on the ship.” He passes me a metre-long stick with a clamp taped to one end. “Pick up the flesh with this, go through that door and give it a thorough clean. Got plenty of sprays and shit out there to deal with it.” He turns and starts to go out the way he came in.
“Where are you going? I have no idea what I’m doing.”
“I’m going for a sleep, and it’s fucking obvious what you’re doing. Just make sure you empty the waste sump,” he says and walks out of the room, leaving me with a pile of synthetic flesh to deal with.
I poke the skin a few times with the stick and pick it up. It’s much heavier than I expect it to be. I walk through the door with it into the clean room and place it on the table in the middle. I look behind me and there’s an armed guard at the door, inside the clean room, watching me. To my right, Amanda’s skeleton is being steamed in a glass booth. Above that, an empty chamber is steaming away to itself. I guess that’s where her flesh is supposed to be.
I lay Amanda’s skin out so it resembles the shape of a person lying on their front, but flat. The skin looks real, there are tiny hairs, moles, and blemishes all over it. I grab a cloth and a spray from the cleaning materials closet and start to clean the feet and legs, moving cautiously up to the backside area. There’s a slit that runs all the way up the back, so I decide to open it up and peer inside.
I’ve heard before of androids that work in the sex industry but never seen one in real life. I always assumed they were basically glorified mannequins with fuck holes. Android technology and A.I. came a long way quite quickly a few years back but people got scared and paranoid. Before long, the only ones left functioning were the ones solely programmed for sex. And from what I’d heard, they looked a bit shit. Nothing like this.
The inside of Amanda’s skin has lots of tiny silver squares and wires running through it. I guess they’re some sort of magnetic guides so the skin can easily be mounted back onto the skeleton and stay in position. There’s also something that looks like a hot water bottle attached by clips to two tubes that line up with the vagina and anus and look like inside out male sex toys. Which I guess they are. The rubber bottle has a display that says full on it, and it doesn’t take me long to figure out what it’s full of. They come to the clean room, or flesh reclamation, when their tanks are full so they can be emptied and cleaned, only to go back out and get fucked by soldiers some more. A never-ending cycle, which I’m now in the worst part of. I unclip the two tubes and pull out the waste sump, gripping it with two fingers by its edge, and hold it as far away from me as possible. Two fingers was never a good idea, it’s quite heavy and starts slipping out of my grip. It falls and my instinctive reaction is to grab it before it hits the deck. I succeed, grabbing hard with both hands, but squeezing so tightly that it bursts, covering my face and chest with a rancid smelling bukkake of probably a hundred men’s gone off semen. I vomit instantly and I hear the guard laugh hard.
“More are coming in, you better get back to work,” the guard says, after he’s composed himself.
I move over to the sink and wash my face. That was horrible. At least the guard seems to have a sense of humour about it, even though it was at my expense. Looking through the mirror, I see the guard moving toward me so I turn around.
“I said get back to work,” he says quietly, then out of the blue hits me in the stomach with the butt of his rifle. I collapse on the deck with the wind knocked out of me.
“Get up!” he shouts, and I hear a click followed by the buzzing of the rifle charging.
Struggling to breathe and shaking with fear, I grab the towel rail under the sink and pull myself up.
“Three more Amanda’s and a Keith have come through so get cleaning and emptying or you will be put to death.”
Sixteen hours of cleaning and emptying. No breaks, no slowing down. It’s been the longest day of my life. Any time there started to be any sort of backlog, I got hit with the butt of a rifle and threatened with death. The guards changed halfway through my shift but the attitude was the same. Shout, shout, hit, hit, death, death.
“Time’s up. Sleep, and I’ll see you here in eight hours. Don’t be late,” the new guard says as my shift finally finishes.
I limp out of the clean room, and the guard decides to hit me on the back of the head with the butt of his rifle for good measure. I see stars in my peripheral vision but keep walking out into the recreation area. The bright lights and music begin to swirl around my head, and I feel like I’ve got severe vertigo. Before I know it, my knees buckle and the deck quickly starts heading toward my face.
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“What do you think you’re doing?” a female voice whispers in my ear. “Get up.”
I feel someone grab my left arm, trying to pull me up, but not quite having the strength to do it.
“A little help would be nice,” she says.
I get up on to my knees and look up. Her eyes are still glowing red and still intermittently flickering. I notice a small crowd of people starting to form around us so I quickly get back on my feet. I wobble, and the girl links arms to steady me.
“He’s just had a few too many, don’t worry. I’ll get him back to his quarters,” she says to the crowd, which then starts to disperse. She then leads me through the hall.
“Are you a fucking idiot or something? What the hell do you think you were doing? If they realise that you can’t get through just one shift without collapsing, they will kill you. There are no second chances here. You work or you die,” she whispers loudly in my ear.
“Then I think death sounds pretty good. Well, better than flesh reclamation anyway.”
“Oh, boo fucking hoo. You have to clean out some soiled sex robots, how awful for you. I’ve been forced into basically being one,” she says and looks away from me.
“Oh shit, sorry.”
“Look, I do it because I want to live. If I say no, that’s it. I’m getting out of here one way or the other, and I can’t do that if I’m dead.”
“There’s nowhere to go. It’s the end of the world, and we’re not important.”
“There is somewhere to go. The Utopia project. It’s where anyone who didn’t die or get picked up by Skylark went.”
She points at an unused table; we head to it and sit down.
“It sounds like bullshit,” I say. “Captain Baseheart did mention something about it when I was debriefed, but it doesn’t sound like it’ll last long.”
“I don’t care. Anything is better than here. And faith that there’s something better gets me through, one day at a time.” She smiles at me across the table and offers her hand. “I’m Annabel.”
“John. I know you somehow, don’t I?”
“I haven’t seen anyone I know for months. When I spotted you earlier, you looked so familiar. It made me genuinely happy to see a face that I recognised. Then I realised why. A few years ago, some friends and I tried to rob you.”
“Rob me?”
“Afraid so. You were wearing a ridiculous purple tuxedo and your handsome friend pulled out a mini E.M.P. device, so we bolted. I’m really sorry about that. Those were very different times.”
“It’s okay. As it happens, that evening ended quite well for me. Would it make you feel better if I told you it wasn’t a mini E.M.P. Jacob was carrying, just his aftershave? He is ... was very good at improvising.”
“We talked about it later on and realised how stupid we’d been. But we were young and, you know, really stupid.” She smiles at me again and her red eyes start flickering.
“Doesn’t that get annoying?” I ask.
“It’s been like it so long, I don’t even notice.”
“I think I’ll call you Flick from now on,” I say and grin.
“Only if I get to call you a posh prick from now on,” she says and grins back.
“Not sure I like that. Nope. I absolutely do not. But fuck it, posh prick it is.”
“Good. Okay then, posh prick, how did you manage not to freeze to death on Earth? How did you get here?”
“That’s a long story.”
“So? Tell it.”
I’ve only been talking to Flick for ten minutes, but I already feel like I can tell her anything, like I can be completely honest with her.
“I worked on a ship that dumped rubbish on the sun. The ship was sabotaged and most of the crew were killed. We limped back to Earth on thrusters alone, until we were picked up by the Zeus. Everyone lived happily ever after.”
So instead of honesty, I lie by omission. I guess I’m so excited by meeting someone out here that I’ve met before, I don’t want to ruin it by saying, “hey, you know your life? The one you liked back on Earth? I was indirectly responsible for ending it.” I’m a nice guy like that.
“That wasn’t a long story,” Flick says.
“I missed a few things out, but them’s the basics.” It really wasn’t.
“I’d say you’d have been better off staying on that ship of yours.”
“Me too,” I say.
“Is there any way we could escape on it?” she asks, looking hopeful.
“Afraid not. The main engine is fucked and it’s being taken apart for spares.”
“Well, I guess you’re not my ticket out of here then,” she says and gives me a cheeky grin.
“I never said I was. Anyway, you really wouldn’t want to put your fate in my hands. That would be foolhardy.”
“No more foolhardy than ending up here,” she says.
“How did you get here?” I ask.
“It seems so long ago now. Once the underground computer network stopped working, I started running out of hope. I was so cold. The one bright side was the red slum area had never looked so pretty. Everything had been burned out or looted but was covered in snow and a hard frost that softened its lines. It may have looked nice, but it was a freezing hell. It got to the point where we couldn’t even light fires for warmth anymore, it was so cold. I fully expected to die. I had helplessly watched most of my friends freeze to death, and I was waiting my turn. Then Skylark sent troop ships, and I was herded up with anyone else left alive. We thought we’d been rescued, but they just wanted the lowest of the low for slave labour. I was told that I had to be a whore, or I would die. So, I’m a whore.”
Flick looks down at the table and sighs. I put my hand out and give hers a squeeze. She smiles, then looks around the room a couple of times. She stands up and moves around the table next to me.
“We’re not really allowed to stay here after our shift, it’s soldiers and crew only. Best get back to our quarters. Hopefully I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says, then kisses me on the cheek and disappears into the crowd.
As I limp back to the quarters I share with Robert, I realise I’m in a surprisingly good mood, which makes no sense considering the day I’ve had. Meeting Flick has been a revelation and has given this broken old man a small glimmer of hope. And probably the horn too, if I’m honest. But hope that Ez may still be alive, Jacob and Terrell maybe, too. If I’ve managed to meet a random person from my past, from my city, on this very ship, then the odds of at least one of them being scooped up when Skylark sent its ‘rescue’ ships down are in my favour.
My mood starts to darken as I get lost in the maze of corridors. I’ve only been to my quarters once, and my brain just doesn’t want to give me its location. I’m feeling so tired I think I might just curl up into a ball and sleep on the deck when I notice a blue glow coming from a viewport and decide to have a look instead. Through it, I can see the sun. It doesn’t look right. It’s now almost completely blue with a purple halo. It must be to do with the cooling down process, I guess. It looks almost beautiful. I stare at it for a few minutes and then decide I really have to find my quarters or I’ll be a dead man tomorrow.
Just as I’m ready to give up, some of the graffiti on the walls starts to look familiar and I realise I must be close. A guard is leaning against the wall next to the door when I finally get there. She sees me and stands up straight.
“John Farrow?” she asks.
“Yes,” I reply bluntly.
“You’re late. You should have been here two hours ago. The captain has told me to take you to the medical bay. Follow me.”
I look longingly at the door, knowing that behind it there’s a bed for my tired body to collapse on. It’s only six hours now until my next sixteen-hour shift, and I badly need to sleep. I look back at the guard who’s now walking away from me.
Without any real choice, I reluctantly follow.
We get to the AG shaft, she scans her eye, I follow her to up to level fifty-seven and on to the medi-bay.
The place is tiled white and is pristine. The whole place smells of cleaning fluid and, apart from the odd beeping of heart monitors, it’s eerily quiet. There are around fifty beds scattered around the deck and for the most part they’re empty.
The guard walks me past the beds and to one of the side rooms.
“He’s in here,” she says and opens the door for me. “You’ve got five minutes.”
I walk past her and into the small room. The door is shut behind me.
There he is. The bastard who killed Kerry and ended the world. There was a point that I almost felt sorry for him. Almost. He’s looking better than I’ve seen in a while, and I hate it.
“Tim,” I say.
He looks up and smiles.
“Hello John … you look tired.”
“You look surprisingly well,” I say.
“Lots of drugs and I’m being fed by a drip. I do feel quite good as it happens.”
“Fuck you,” I say.
“I suppose I deserve that. Why are you here?”
“Common courtesy, I guess. I’m afraid … I’m afraid that because of your injuries, you’re going to be put to death.”
“I suppose I deserve that too. Does that make you happy? I know you couldn’t do it yourself. I couldn’t either. Now my death has been taken out of both our hands.”
“No. I’m not happy. It would have been better if your plan had worked properly. Everyone dead. That would have been nice. Not this horrible limbo. But you fucked it. Now Skylark are in control of everyone and everything that’s left.”
His eyes widen.
“That’s not possible. Where are we?” he asks.
“We’re on the Zeus. A Skylark destroyer.”
“No. That’s not possible. You wouldn’t be that foolish. I have a vague memory of you saying we were being rescued, but it’s a jumbled mess.”
“I clearly am that foolish, because here we are. We’re all going to die here. Skylark only want people who can work, so you’re going to die just a little bit sooner than me or Robert. But not by much.”
“No … I did this to end Skylark,” he says quietly.
“Well, you failed. Badly.”
“You need to get me out of here John. I can fix the sun. I know I can,” he says desperately.
“With what?”
“Just get me off of this ship and I’ll figure it out.”
“I can’t even get myself off. I’m just as dead as you are.”
“Now’s not the time to give up. I know I’m the last person that you’d want to save, but you have to do this. You have to.”
So many conflicting emotions are flowing through me. If I do nothing and wait a few days, that’ll be it; karma will have balanced itself out. But if there’s even a chance that he can fix the sun, I might have to try. Are these just the words of a desperate man? I can’t believe he’s suddenly got himself a conscience. It’s way too late for that.
“I’m not sure I can or want to.”
“You’ll do what is for the best, John.”
“Just keep on with the lie for now. You’re Tim. They’ll torture you if they know the truth,” I say.
“I’m aware of that,” he says.
The door opens with a creak.
“Time’s up,” the guard says.
“Goodbye, Tim,” I say, then turn around and walk out of the room.
The guard leads me out of the medi-bay and back to the AG shaft, I head back the way I came.
I open the door to our quarters and look straight at my bed. It looks so enticing, so comfortable, even though I know it’s not.
Robert is lying in his bed, half asleep. He sits up as he spots me.
“Hey, John, how was your day?” he asks.
“Awful, then really awful, quite good, then awful again. You?”
“Really not that bad. They had us stripping down and cleaning up spare engine parts. Basically, my job on Sunspot Two.”
“Good for you. At least someone’s happy.”
“Come on, John, what did they have you do? You seem grumpier than usual.”
“Oh, you know, the job my five-year plan has been leading up to. Cleaning congealed jizz out of sex robots.”
Robert laughs loudly.
“Seriously?” he says, wiping a tear from his left eye.
“Yep.”
“That’s fucking disgusting.”
“I know. I don’t think I’m going to be able to stick it for very long. But I may have found a way out. Maybe. I met a girl, her name’s Flick, and she seems to think there’s a place other than here to go, something called the Utopia project.”
“Those fucking hippies?”
“You’ve heard of it?”
“Sort of. I didn’t think anything came of it. It seemed made up to be honest. A bunch of tree huggers decided to try get away from the oppression of the ruling classes. They were planning on building a space station near Jupiter or something like that. It was going to be mainly hydroponic bays, so they could be self-sufficient and far away from the world government.”
“I guess the death of the sun sped up their plans,” I say.
“It sounds lovely, but how would we get there? Sunspot Two is in no shape to take us anywhere.”
“And she never will be. She’s being ripped apart for scrap as we speak.”
“It’s a pipe dream, John. A nice one, but to be honest, I don’t think it’s that bad here.”
“I’m still going to figure out a way to get off of this ship. Any way I can. But I’m tired and hungry, and there’s only a few hours left until we’re put back to work. I’ll come up with a plan tomorrow night.”
“Of course, you will.”
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An hour and a half of sleep is not enough. Not enough for sixteen hours of hard work and certainly not enough to come up with any sort of escape plan. In auto-pilot mode, I get out of bed and put on my clothes from yesterday. I open my bag and pull out my toothbrush and head for the tiny bathroom.
I press the top of the cold tap down, and it makes the pipes above it vibrate angrily. I cup my hands under the faucet, waiting for the cold water so I can splash my face. The vibrating then stops, and a thick brown fluid oozes out of the tap.
The day has not started well.
I wipe my hands on my trousers then try to dry brush my teeth, but my mouth still tastes bad.
Robert has already gone when I walk back in to the room. He may have been gone when I woke up, but in my dazed state, I didn’t think to look. I walk to the small food dispenser and press the single button above it. A grey paste drips out of the nozzle and lands in a small pile on the dispensing tray. Is that food? I’m not sure. But I’m very hungry, and there won’t be another chance to eat until my shift is over. I pick up the tray and stare at the grey paste. Fuck it. I close my eyes, put the tray to my mouth and suck it all up. I’m very glad that it doesn’t have a taste as the texture alone makes me want to retch. I need to keep it down. I need to be able to work.
As I walk through the shitty corridors toward the recreation deck and flesh reclamation, I desperately try to think of ways out of here. I’ve watched loads of films about impossible escapes, one of them must apply to this situation. Nothing comes to mind. I don’t think I can’t even remember the films anymore. The only escapes I’ve managed in my lifetime have been blind luck or other people stepping in. I led most of Sunspot Two’s crew to death and destruction; I guess it seems about right that I’m going to lead the last of us to it as well. I’m not the ideas man. Where’s Tommy Pritchard when you need him? Oh yeah, dead.
The recreation deck still seems like a huge musically mis-matched rave when I arrive. I doubt it ever stops. I walk slowly through the throng and look around for Flick. She’s nowhere to be seen. I have one last scan around the deck as I get to the door of the clean room and, in the distance, through the smog, I see two tiny flashing red dots and I smile to myself. I was beginning to think she was a dream. I decide to go and meet her but that plan is foiled by the guard, who kicked the shit out of me yesterday, opening the door and beckoning me in. I go through into the clean room, but the guard stays outside.
Edward is standing at one of the tables, scrubbing the skin of a used android. He looks up at me, his left eyed blackened.
“I’ll be here with you from now on. I thought because you were now working here, I’d been moved up. Turns out that’s not the case,” he says and points at his eye.
“Shit. That sucks. Happened to me too,” I say.
“I can see that. Best get to work or old punchy out there will start on you again. He doesn’t need much of an excuse. Plenty to do. Twelve Amanda’s during the night. Only two Keith’s though. This one here’s been through the wars. Literally and figuratively. They’re all ex-military. It’s been through the super-heated cleaner so many times its skin is sagging around all the joints.”
“Wait. Why are we cleaning out these things if there’s a machine to do it?” I ask, annoyed.
“Broken now. And they don’t want to fix it. The powers that be reckon they’ll last longer if they’re not super-heated all the time. And no one’s making any spares anymore. Once they break, that’s it. Imagine what would happen if the soldiers couldn’t get their end away? Pandemonium.”
“I guess. But what about the workers? Won’t it be the same if we don’t get the same benefits?” I ask.
“Would you honestly want to stick anything in there? Anyway, you wouldn’t have the chance to get all uppity.”
“Why not?” I ask.
“You’d be shot. Fucking idiot.”
“Good point.”
Sixteen hours go by at a very slow pace. But finally, the day is over and it’s time to head back to my quarters.
“You did well today, John. A natural I’d say.”
“Great. I knew I had to be good at something,” I say sarcastically. “See you in eight.”
I walk out of the clean room and notice that once again there’s a different guard posted. I guess their shift patterns are a lot more reasonable than ours. I walk past him and hope he doesn’t decide to hit me from behind, but I get into the recreation deck without any damage this time. Now to hopefully find Flick. But again, she’s nowhere to be seen. After about half an hour of looking, slowly getting more and more disappointed, I decide to make my way back to my quarters.
I don’t get lost this time. But I wait outside the door for about a minute before I go in. I don’t think I can cope with a cheerful Robert enjoying his new found life. Finally, I go in and look around the room. I don’t see Robert on his bed and I’m glad. I sit on mine and stretch. I look at the far wall, then see Robert sitting on the deck in the corner of the room, naked, except for his underpants. His face and arms are bright red and he’s shaking uncontrollably. I get up and run over to him.
“What’s happened?” I ask.
“I’ve had a bad day,” he replies and continues shivering.
I pull the sheet off of my bed and try to wrap it around him, but he waves it away.
“Hurts too much on my skin,” he says. “They had me scraping the toxic waste from the insides of old missiles. Six of us. No radiation suits. The guards had protection. James, or Jamie, had been doing the job the longest. Two weeks. He collapsed and died in front of me. They dragged his body away like it was garbage, laughing that he would be recycled. That’s all we’re going to be doing from now on. We’re going to die here John. And very soon.” He looks up at me. “How was your day?” he asks, with a pained smile.
“Not as bad as yours clearly. Fuck,” I say.
“Did you come up with a plan? I think you need to come up with a plan,” he says.
“I’m no good at plans, but I’ll do my best.”
“Please do. The Utopia project now sounds … well, like utopia.”
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I wake up with a renewed urgency to escape. And a renewed urgency to find Flick. Once again, I get to the smoke-filled recreation deck. At the main door, I scan the room. She’s very easy to spot, even in a huge crowd. Her flickering red eyes are like a beacon of hope and I’m drawn to them. She spots me, and we head toward each other.
“You look awful, you posh prick. No sleep?” she says as I get to her.
“Not a lot, no.”
“We need to find a way out of here then. And soon,” she says.
“I’m open to ideas.”
“If I have any, you’ll be the first …”
A soldier grabs Flick’s arm and tries to pull her away. Without a thought I grab the soldier’s arm, stopping him in his tracks.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I ask him.
“I’m going to fuck her. Who the hell are you to try and stop me?” the soldier shouts back, raising his rifle.
“John, it’s okay, it’s my job. Let it be,” Flick says, trying to diffuse the situation. I stand back and a small amount of fear kicks in.
The soldier doesn’t seem to want to back down though and punches me in the face.
“I don’t need you to fight my battles, you red eyed whore. He’s fucking vermin, like you.” He then hits Flick in the stomach with the butt of his rifle. She bends down in pain, the soldier grabs a handful of her blue hair and starts dragging her towards one of the side rooms.
Stunned from the punch, I watch for a few seconds, unable to do anything. It would probably be safer for everyone if I let this be. She said herself that it was her job. If I was to intervene, I’ll be putting us both at risk. It doesn’t matter. My head goes numb, I feel distant and the warmth of the red mist takes over me. I’m no longer in control of my actions. I grab a half finished bottle off of one of the tables closest to me and start running towards the soldier, hearing some sort of muffled protest behind me.
I jump up and smash the bottle on the back of the soldier’s head, glass and beer spray everywhere. He lets go of Flick and staggers sideways. He turns around and wobbles from side to side. His eyes are now looking in two different directions and he falls to his knees, but he’s still got hold of his rifle and starts firing. I jump out of the way but feel a sharp burning sensation in my left temple.
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Pain seems to be the only consistent thing to greet me when I wake up nowadays. This time is different. Pain and confusion. Where am I? A tiny room with a double bed and a sink. I put the index finger of my left hand to the source of pain on my left temple and pull it away. There’s a small amount of blood on my tip, but it feels like it’s already scabbing up.
I look down the bed and Flick is curled up in a ball, nuzzled into my left side. I tap her blue hair.
“Hello you. Where are we?” I ask quietly.
She looks up, shaking her head and smiling.
“Why did you do that? Has anyone told you that you’re a fucking idiot?”
“Many, many, times. I often don’t think. What did I miss?”
“Quite a lot actually. He kept on firing. His finger must have locked on the trigger. Then all hell broke loose. He must have killed or injured at least ten people. He was quickly shot dead, and I managed to drag you away in all the commotion. I thought you were dead until I got you in here.”
“Any further to my right and I would have been. What’s going to happen now? Have I completely fucked it for us?”
“Actually, no. They think it was just another soldier losing his mind and going ape-shit. It’s happened a few times now,” she says.
“So, we’re okay. They’re not going to kill us?”
“Nope.”
“Thank fuck for that. I’m usually quite good at ruining everything.”
“No one has ever stood up for me like that, John. Ever. I would have accepted what he was going to do to me. Of all the soldiers I’ve had to fuck since I’ve been here, he was one of the worst. He hurt me a lot. I knew it would be worse this time, because you tried to intervene. The thought didn’t even occur to me that it’d be any other way. I would simply have to accept it. Then you, fucking idiot that you are, do the most stupid thing I have ever seen. I think I love you for it. Promise me, when we have a plan, we’ll escape from here, or die trying.”
“I promise,” I say.
Flick crawls up the bed and looks into my eyes. Hers are still intermittently flickering red, and possibly the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. She kisses me on the lips, I kiss back and let myself go with it. A moment of passion and happiness in a world of complete misery. I close my eyes and want this moment to never end, but all I can see in my mind is Ez. I stop and move away.
“What’s wrong?” Flick asks.
“I’m sorry. I have a girlfriend,” I say and quickly realise how ridiculous that sounds.
“Here? How’s that possible?”
“On Earth, before all of this.”
“Then she’s fucking dead, like everyone else. And don’t flatter yourself, I wasn’t going to fuck you. This place has poisoned that for me. I just wanted to be held, to feel normal. But you’re just like everyone else,” she says, then gets off the bed and walks to the door.
“No, please wait. I have reason to believe she’s still alive. Her dad owns a space shipping company.”
Flick sighs and turns around. I can see tears running from her red eyes.
“Why hasn’t she found you then?” she asks.
“I fucked up. Big time.”
“I believe you.”
“I’m sorry,” I say.
“I can’t look at you at the moment, John, I’ll maybe see you tomorrow.”
She opens the door.
“Flick, wait …”
“It’s Annabel,” she says, then slams the door closed behind her.
Oh no. Why did I do that? It’s not as if anyone would care. I denied us the basic human need for closeness and companionship, at a time we both needed it. I feel awful.
I leave the side room and head back towards flesh reclamation. I have no idea how late I am, but it must be at least an hour by now.
The room is empty when I arrive, no guard, no Edward. The commotion from earlier must have been too exciting for them to resist. I decide to just get on with it but, at the moment, there are no Amanda’s or Keith’s to empty and clean. I pull out the hose pipe from under the sink and spray the floors, grab a mop from the cleaning closet and take my time getting into every nook and cranny. I doubt anyone has ever taken this long to mop a floor, but I want to look busy if the guard turns up before the first Amanda or Keith. I’m feeling lower than I did yesterday, and I don’t think I can take another beating.
Edward arrives after eight hours, six Amanda’s and three Keith’s, but a guard never shows. It’s been crazy busy up until then and, annoyingly, I’m getting quite good at the job. It’s so relentless, mind numbing and disgusting that it’s keeping my mind off everything. That’s not a good thing. I’ve already begun the descent into becoming the mindless drone I had feared.
Edward knows what he’s doing, so the last eight hours run like a well-oiled machine.
“We make a good team. Pity it’s in this awful shit hole,” Edward says as the shift draws to a close.
“How long have you been here?” I ask.
Edward rolls up his left sleeve, and down his arm are lots of tiny scars, neatly lined up. He looks at them for a few seconds.
“I stopped counting after about four months. So longer than that, I guess,” he says.
“Shit. How have you managed it this long?”
“A small part of me still wants to live. Fuck knows why. Also, I think I’ve figured a way out of here.”
“That would help. What is it?”
“I’ll let you know when I’ve finalised the details, but it’ll happen soon,” he says and winks at me. “Anyway, go to bed. See you tomorrow.”
A plan. Someone has a plan. I have to find and tell Flick. Fuck, I have to tell Robert.
I walk through the noisy, smoky, recreation deck once again looking for her red eyes. I hope this news will help her to forgive me but, after another thirty minutes of looking, I decide to head back to my quarters.
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Robert is looking worse than yesterday. His skin is a brighter red, his beard is stained with black marks and he’s breathing heavily. But he’s lying on his bed and not curled up in a ball on the deck, so that’s sort of a plus.
“Hey John,” he says.
“I’d like to say you look better than yesterday, but that would probably be a lie.”
“I feel about the same and no one died today. Someone collapsed, but they got back up before the guards noticed. That was a win. A small shitty win, but a win none the less,” he says and closes his eyes.
“Do you want me to get you anything? Some of that grey sludge from the dispenser maybe?” I ask.
“I think I’d rather this pain than eat that. I’ll get some later. I can’t face it now.”
I look down at his red and blistered body.
“I’ve found an escape,” I say.
“That sounds vaguely promising. How?”
“The person I work with, Edward, he’s got a plan to get out of here. I think we should jump on it.”
“Really? I’ll believe it when it happens. Do you believe him?”
“To be honest, I don’t even know him. He’s been here a while and must have an idea how everything works. At the moment, it’s all there is. But it’s a small glimmer of hope.”
“What about that girl? Flick was it?”
“I may have fucked that up. She was in trouble, and I sort of went to her rescue. She kissed me and I think she wanted more.”
“I’m scraping out toxic waste in the bowels of this ship and you’re kissing girls. In what universe is that fair? You completely fuck over your last girlfriend and they’re still queuing up for a piece of you. Even Kerry was. You are a complete bastard.”
“Kerry was with Mark,” I say, bemused.
“But she wanted you, John. Fuck knows why.”
“Really? I’m pretty sure that’s not true, I would have noticed.”
“You were with Ez. I’m sure you didn’t see the signs because you weren’t looking for them.”
“Ez was the reason I’ve annoyed Flick. She wanted more and I said no.”
“Ez’s dad would be proud. You really are a fucking idiot,” Robert says and rolls onto his side, facing away from me.
I stare at the ceiling, happy and sad at the news that Kerry had been into me. If I’d noticed, or was paying any attention, would I have done anything about it? I hope that I wouldn’t have. But three months in space was a long time. The whole trail of thought starts to feel futile. She’s dead. It didn’t happen and it couldn’t happen now, even if I wanted it to. All I have is Flick, and I’ve just pushed her away. A dark cloud is hovering above my thoughts, and I try to clear my mind. Thankfully, I start to feel myself dropping off.
In what feels like an instant, the room’s alarm goes off. I roll over and see that Robert has already gone. Four hours sleep. That’s a little bit better. I still feel like crap though.
I open my homemade bag, and pull out my civilian clothes. A black t-shirt, a black shirt, and black trousers. The clothes I wore when I tried to save, then abandoned, Ez so long ago. I haven’t worn them since that night. I put them on and notice something in the shirt’s top pocket, so I pull it out. It’s a little test tube with a tiny mechanical spider in. I’d forgotten all about it. I didn’t use it at the time for fear of fucking up the mission. But maybe today, if Edward’s plan comes to life. I have a lot less to lose, and I could probably use a better version of myself. I put it back into my top pocket and leave the room.
Edward is waiting at the door for me as I get to the clean room. He looks intense and wide eyed. I notice some fresh scratches on his face, but I decide not to mention it.
“I think today’s the day, John.”
“Really? I’ve got some friends that I need to help as well,” I say. My heart starts to speed up and I touch my top pocket.
“The more the merrier. I’m taking my life back and their lives too. Follow my lead.”
With butterflies, I follow him into the clean room’s foyer, and a guard is standing at the door.
“You’re late,” the punchy guard says.
“We’re not late, you’re watch must be wrong,” Edward says. The guard looks down at his watch. Edward then runs at him, taking him by surprise. He knocks the guard to the ground and takes his weapon. The guard raises his hands.
“You’re in so much shit! Letting one of us take your gun,” Edward shouts and kicks the guard in the face, knocking him unconscious.
“What happens now?” I ask sheepishly.
“Do you realise how bad we have it? Do you really know what’s happening here?” he asks me.
“I’ve got some idea,” I say.
“You have no idea. I only found out the truth about an hour ago. While the Skylark crew eat what they want, they’re feeding us the dead. When we die from over work or being beaten to death, they recycle us into that grey paste.”
“That can’t be true,” I say, stunned.
“It’s very true. Now, I’m taking my life back”
“How? You have one gun, and there must be thousands of crew.”
“Like this.”
He puts the barrel of the gun in his mouth and before I realise what has happened, before I can stop him, Edward’s brains are splashed all across the white wall.
His body falls to the deck, and smoke starts rising from where his head used to be. Fuck. I stare at the motionless body. I then look over at the unconscious guard. If he wakes up, I’ll be killed. Any minute now, an Amanda or Keith could come in to be emptied and cleaned, and I’ll be reported. I am a dead man. There’s no way out of this. I’m so fucked, I’m frozen to the spot.
There’s a quiet knock at the door behind me. This is it. I turn around and Flick walks in smiling.
“Hey John, sorry about yesterday, I …” She stops dead as she spots Edward and the guard.
“It wasn’t me,” I say defensively.
“Shit, John, what happened?”
“Edward said he had a plan to get out of here. This was it. I really don’t know what to do now. When the guard wakes up, I’m fucked.”
“The guard’s still alive?”
“Yeah, just unconscious.”
Flick walks over to where Edward is lying and picks up the rifle.
“What are you going to do?” I ask.
Without a word she points the weapon at the unconscious guard’s head.
“No, don’t do it,” I say.
“You’re all out of options, John. You saved me, it’s my turn to save you.”
The left side of the guard’s head explodes the same way Edward’s did, and his brains spray up the wall. Flick walks up to me and kisses me on the lips.
“Time to escape I think.”
“What did you do?” I say in wide eyed shock.  “What do you mean what did I do? You just saw what I did. What are you waiting for?” she asks.
“I can’t just go. I’ve got to take Robert and Tim with me.”
“Who?”
“My ship mates. One is already sentenced to death, the other has been put to work scraping radioactive waste out of old missiles, so he’ll be dead soon too.”
“We need to do something about these bodies first,” Flick says.
I move to the entrance and lock the door.
“That should give us some time,” I say, my voice slightly wavering.
I grab Edward’s arms and drag his headless body through the foyer, and into the main cleaning area, a trail of blood following me. Flick does the same with the guard. I drop Edward’s arms when I get to the cleaning closet, the only place large enough in here to hide two bodies. Even then, it’ll be tight.
I open the door.
“In here I reckon,” I say.
“What about the blood?”
I pull out the hose pipe from under the sink and attach it to the tap.
“Both rooms have drains, hose it off.”
Flick grabs the hose, and I drag the bodies into the closet.
“Good team work,” I say as Flick comes back in.
“Are you trying to annoy me?”
She sprays the blood off of the floor in here, sprays me in the face, then drops the hose.
“What now?” she asks.
“You expect me to have some sort of an idea? I want to escape, but I don’t even know how to get off this deck.”
“How do the guards do it?”
“Retina scan.”
“Then I think you’re going to have to take the guard’s eye out.”
If this situation wasn’t horrible enough. I’ve only managed to keep it together so far by thinking it was him or me. Just kept that going on a loop in my head.
“There’s no way I can do that,” I say.
“How do you get the eyes out of the Amanda’s?”
“There’s a special grappler. Push it into the eye, it pops out,” I say matter of factly.
“Will that work on a person?” Flick asks.
“I don’t know. I don’t really want to try.”
“Do you want to get out of here? We’ve got no choice now. We are way beyond the bad ideas stage. It’s happening whether we like it or not. Pass me the grappler, I’ll do it,” she says and holds out her hand. I open the maintenance cupboard and pull it out.
“I’ll do it,” I say, and sigh.
I head back to the cleaning closet and open the door. The guard is where I left him, on top of Edward, facing up. Sidling past their piled bodies, I get to the head end and the pool of blood underneath. The left-hand side of the guard’s head is mainly missing, and out of a morbid curiosity I have a closer look. Brains, blood and burned flesh. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it’s enough to make me dry retch. I’ve barely eaten since getting here, so only a small amount of drool and stomach acid comes out. Really hurts though. I should have let Flick do it but, no, I had to try and come across like I’m willing to do anything. Just concentrate on the task at hand. Don’t think about the fact that you’re in a room with two bodies, slowly draining of blood. Focus.
The guard’s left eye is pretty much gone, but his right eye is still in good condition. It’s blue, with small brown flecks and it’s staring right through me. I open his eyelid as wide as I can with my fingers and push the grappler around his eyeball, all the while my stomach is heaving. I twist the end of the grappler so it’s tightly gripping the eye and then gently pull. The eye comes out of the socket without too much trouble, it then makes a wet popping noise when it’s fully released. I dry retch again.
“Flick, can you pass me some scissors or something? I’ve got to cut the cord.”
Hearing some shuffling behind me, I look round and Flick is sidling past the bodies holding out a pair of scissors. I take them off of her and cut the optic nerve as quickly as I can without looking. More dry retching.
I leave the closet and close the door behind me. Thank fuck for that. That may well be one of the most horrible things I’ve ever had to do. Unfortunately, the list of horrible things is quickly getting longer.
I undo the eye grappler, take the eyeball out and show it to Flick. She’s looking quite pale and holds her hand over her mouth.
“This is fucking horrible,” I say.
Flick agrees with me by bending over and vomiting next to my feet.
“Thanks for that,” I say.
“No worries,” she says, while standing up straight, then wiping her mouth with her sleeve. “What now?”
That is the question isn’t it. With the eye, we can now potentially go to different decks, but I can’t think of a way off the ship.
“We’re still fucked. But now, if we get caught, I look like a psychopath,” I say.
“Your ship is being taken apart and being used for scrap you said?” Flick asks.
“It is.”
“It’s only been three days; they can’t have got that far dismantling it yet. I think heading to your ship is the best option. At least we have a goal.”
“A pointless one. We’ll get there, and then what? Wait to get caught?”
I stare at the wall for a few seconds, feeling despondent, when a thought pops into my head.
“Escape pods,” I say.
“What?”
“Escape pods. Sunspot Two is fucked, but the escape pods still work. They’re small, but well stocked and fast.”
“Could they take us as far as Jupiter and the Utopia project?”
“I don’t know. But it’s better than staying here. Flick, I think we have ourselves a plan.”
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There’s a loud banging on the door out to the recreation deck. We both look toward the foyer, eyes wide.
“Oh fuck, we’re screwed. We need some sort of diversion,” I say.
Flick looks around the room, then runs over to the only computer terminal in here.
“The robots, what type are they?” she asks.
“Gamma fives, I think. What are you up to?”
“Mischief,” she says with a sly smile. “If they are gamma fives, then we’ve hit the jackpot.”
“What do you mean?”
“Gamma fives are repurposed cannon fodder, front line military robots. Calluna’s robot army. When they were banned, instead of junking them, they were just re-programmed and had a few extra features added. There should be a way of shutting them all down from here if one of them goes screwy. If they can be shut down from here, there should be a way we can reset their programming. We may be able to cause havoc.”
“How do you know that?” I ask.
“Back on Earth, I was part of a group that had its own underground computer network. Hundreds all linked together and sharing information.”
“But computers aren’t allowed to be linked together for security reasons.”
“That’s why it was an underground network you idiot.”
Flick pulls out the chair to the terminal and sits down. She presses a few buttons and it beeps at her.
“Luckily, there isn’t a password, but there is a retina scan. Gonna need the eye, John.”
I pick it up from the table with a bit of tissue. It feels like if I were to squeeze only slightly, the liquid centre would explode all over my hand like an egg. The idea makes me feel ill on top of my ill. I quickly put it on the desk next to flick, dry retching the whole time. She looks down at the eye, which is staring straight at her and does the same.
“I don’t know how we’re going to do this, if we can’t even pick the thing up and not almost vomit every time,” I say.
Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.
“Hold it up to the scanner then,” Flick says, still looking away from it. Reluctantly, I pick it up again, and hold it so the pupil is facing the scanner. For a few seconds there’s nothing, and I start thinking that mutilating the guard’s corpse was probably a step to far. No. Many, many steps too far. But then it beeps.
Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.
“I’m in,” she says and her red eyes widen. She scrolls her way through a few screens, menus and sub-menus until she stops. She then looks up at me with a wide grin. “Do you want to do a factory reset on just a few of them, or the whole fucking lot?”
“You can do that?”
“What can I say? I’m good at computers. I can also give them orders.”
“Do all of them ... no, do all of them except one. Maybe you could programme one of them to protect us.”
“That makes sense. I’ll see what I can do. What orders shall we give the rest?”
“How about anyone fucking them is instantly the enemy and any Skylark personnel are definitely the enemy. We’re not the enemy though. Is there any way you can sort it so we don’t get caught in the crossfire?”
“Yep, say cheese.”
“Cheese?”
There’s a quiet beep.
“Done. We’ll now be recognised as friends. So, before I press the button and cause a lot of people to get badly hurt or die, what’s the plan again?”
Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.
I try to think. I’m not great at thinking on my feet, but I don’t have any choice now. It’s have a plan or die.
“Okay, once the shit is hitting the fan, we’ll leg it through the pandemonium, meet up with our Keith or Amanda...,”
“Amanda,” Flick says.
“... our Amanda, head to an AG shaft, go to the medical level, rescue Tim ...”
“Who’s Tim?”
“He’s basically a mad scientist.”
“Why do we need to rescue him?”
“I have a flimsy but quite good reason. Then, we head to the weapons reclamation level and rescue Robert.”
“And why do we need to rescue him? This would be much simpler if we just went to the escape pods of your ship and left. Just us.”
“It would, but I owe him my life.”
“I guess that’s okay then. We gonna do this?”
I nod, and she presses the enter key.
“This is going to be fucked up. Be prepared,” she says and picks up the rifle, unclipping the pistol from the side of it.
“This should make running through the havoc easier.”
Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.
I pick up the eye without looking at it, wrap it in the tissue and put it in my top pocket. We head out of the door into the foyer, and I see that there are still blood stains on the walls.
“I thought you sprayed this room.”
“I didn’t see that, oops,” she says.
I stand to the left side of the door leading into the recreation deck, and Flick stands to the right. I peer through the small round window, and two guards are attempting to kick the door in. I stand back against the wall and see that the door is starting to give.
“They’ll be in any moment, when’s this havoc going to happen then?” I ask.
“Should be any time now.”
The banging stops, and there is a lot of muffled shouting. I chance another look through the small round window and am confronted with something I’ve never seen before and doubt I ever will again.
Every Amanda and Keith on the recreation deck has stopped moving. Some of the guards and off-duty soldiers are staring at them, and a few have decided to try and push them over, laughing. The Amanda’s and Keith’s start saying something in unison, which starts to sound like a chant.
“Foreign object detected ... foreign object detected ...”
After about a dozen repeats, they all push their hands through their stomachs and, with a violent twist, pull out their waste sumps which instantly start leaking. Seconds later, the doors to the side rooms start flying off their hinges, followed by the limp, rag doll like bodies of whoever was having sex with the robots at the time. Four or five guards run over to the quite probable corpses to check on them, only to be attacked by the Amanda’s and Keith’s now emerging from the side rooms, using their waste sumps as weapons. Each time someone is hit, an awful concoction of blood and semen explodes into the air. The on-duty guards now start firing their rifles and pistols at the rampaging robots, barely having any effect. It is now a full-scale war.
I’m suddenly appalled by what we’ve done. A lot of these people were innocent, just doing their jobs under the absolute worst of circumstances. I wanted to escape. Now, if we do get out, my conscience will be filled to the brim with awful guilt. Still, the ball is now rolling, so if escape is still what I want, I best be ready to go with it.
“Ready?” I ask.
“As I’ll ever be.”
I unlock the door.
“Keep your head down, and we’ll try to get to the main entrance on the other side,” I say.
I push the door open and we run hunched over into the battle zone. The weapons fire is deafeningly loud, and the room is full of smoke. The fear suddenly grabs me. I run to a table on its side and sit down with my back against it. I look at my hands, and they’re shaking uncontrollably. Flick sits next to me.
“What are you doing? We’ve got to get to the other side,” she shouts.
“I don’t think I can,” I say and show her my hands.
“Pussy,” she shouts and slaps me hard around the face. It stings and, for a second, I’m in shock, but it seems to have stopped my hands from shaking.
“Thanks, I think I needed that.”
We start to stand when a guard runs towards us and hunkers down behind the table.
“We have a situation here,” he says. “They’ve turned on us for some reason. You need to start fighting them, not hiding. Grab anything you can, table legs, anything. We can win this.”
He notices Flick’s pistol, stands up and points his rifle at her.
“You can’t have that, give it here.”
Flick shakes her head.
“I have the authority to shoot you dead. One more chance, give it here.”
Flick shakes her head again.
“Fucking vermin.”
He cocks his rifle, I hold onto Flick and close my eyes. A few seconds of not being shot go by, and I open my left eye to see what’s happening. He seems to be fiddling about with the settings. He aims again but, before he can fire, a hand grabs his face and with a sickening crack, twists it a full one hundred and eighty degrees. His lifeless body crumples to the floor, and standing in his place is the reason for his demise.
“Hi, I’m Amanda. I’m here to protect you. Please stay close to me,” she says with a smile and puts her hand out. I grab it, she pulls me to my feet and then does the same for Flick.
No one has ever looked so beautiful. She may be a machine but, for a split second, I’m in love. That doesn’t take long to wear off though as her second action, as our protector, is to grab a soldier from behind and rip his throat out.
“Where do you need to go?” she asks, as the soldier drops to the floor. I just stare at her, mouth agape.
“Sick bay level,” Flick then says.
“Follow me.”
A deafening alarm starts blaring out as we follow Amanda behind any and every bit of shelter from the bullets. Almost everything is on fire or smoking now, the bars are worst off because of the super strong alcohol they sell. Amanda beckons us to hide behind a smouldering bagel stand. She stands up and has a look around, I guess for the safest way to get through the battling troops and robots, when a bullet hits her in the side of her face, ripping a hole in her synthetic flesh. The skin is now just hanging, and I can see all the tiny squares that held it on. She hunches down and points in a straight line toward the main entrance.
“Straight ahead, run at full speed. That will be the safest way. There is an eighty six percent chance you will make it without being caught in any crossfire. I will cover you and then follow.”
Flick and I look at each other, I nod at her, and we get up onto our haunches ready to sprint as fast as humanly possible. But, before we have a chance to run, the doors open and around thirty troops storm in, all wearing black with face protecting helmets. They start firing indiscriminately.
“Your chances are now down to two percent,” Amanda says matter of factly.
“Thanks for that. Do you really think?!” Flick shouts.
The troops start spreading out and head deeper into the room. They seem to have missed us behind the bagel stand. Finally, the last one is out of sight leaving the entrance clear.
“Run,” I say and grab Flick’s hand and pull it. She stands up and we run, hunched over, towards the exit. Amanda follows us and we’re out of the war zone and into the corridor.
“Amanda, can you take us to the closest AG shaft?”
“I can. Follow me.”
We head through the rusting corridors of red deck, dodging panicking soldiers, guards, and service workers. I’m not sure anyone out here knows what’s going on, but running away from gunfire is always the safest option. The first shaft we come to is surrounded by a crowd. Not the best place to pull out an eye from your top pocket and look inconspicuous.
“Not this one,” I say and point to my top pocket. Flick nods and we head down the corridor until the crowds thin out. Finally, we come to an AG shaft that’s not being used.
“Moment of truth, John. See if the eye does the trick,” Flick says.
I go to pull the eye out of my pocket but, before I can, Amanda puts her fist through the control panel next to the AG shaft and proceeds to pull out wires. I look at Flick. She looks back at me and bursts out laughing.
“Really? I’ve been carrying this around in my pocket for no reason? You mean I pulled out a dead man’s eye for nothing? Oh fuck,” I say, exasperated, feeling a little sick.
“They’ve shut down the AG shafts. We are going to have to find another way up,” Amanda says. She looks at the wall, then the ceiling, then forcefully pulls a vent hatch from the wall. She throws it to the floor and peers inside.
“What’s in there?” Flick asks.
“Maintenance shaft. This should get us to where we need to go. It will be a very long climb,” Amanda says.
I stick my head into the hole where the vent hatch was and look up. It’s a thin, badly lit tube with a ladder running up one side that seems to go up forever. I then look down, and I can’t see the bottom.
“I’m not going in there. There has to be another way,” I say.
“What do you mean you’re not going in there? There isn’t another way. You want to rescue your friends. This is it. Or we could just go straight to your ship and fuck the rest of them. I’m pretty fucking happy with the latter,” Flick shouts and then looks at Amanda.
“How many decks down is the docking bay?”
“Ten decks.”
“How many decks up to the medi-bay?”
“Sixteen.”
Flick looks at me. “Your choice, John. But we don’t have time to argue. Up or down?”
Fucking hell, fucking hell, fucking hell.
All I can think about are the inspection tubes on Sunspot Two. How Robert played a prank and scared the hell out of me when I was forced to go in there to attempt fixing the fuel line. It was horrible. I really hate tight spaces and a tight space in which you can fall to your death is almost too much for me.
“John, say something,” Flick says and hits my shoulder, knocking me a little way out of my panic. I’d almost forgotten about much of a prick Robert was back then. It almost makes me want to leave him behind. I definitely want to leave Rupert behind. But if he can reignite the sun like he claims, it would be very selfish of me to ignore that.
“I have to try. We have to go up,” I say.  
“John, you’re a fucking idiot. But at least we’ll die doing a good thing.”
I can hear the echoey sound of boots hitting the deck down the corridor and they are getting louder. Flick and Amanda look in the direction of the sound.
“Shit. Amanda, I think it makes sense for you to go up first. You will at least know when to stop and get out,” Flick says.
“Agreed,” Amanda replies and climbs into the shaft and starts her way up. Flick quickly follows. I grab the broken vent cover and reluctantly climb in. Holding on to the ladder with one hand, I attempt to put the cover back in place before the guards arrive. It doesn’t stay on and falls back out into the corridor. I lean out to grab it again but see the first guard come around the corner. Fuck it. I pull myself back in the tube and start climbing as quickly as I can. I look up and can just make out Amanda and Flick way above me, getting further away. I try to catch up with them but, after less than two decks of climbing, my arms and calf muscles are already burning with the effort. The further up I go the less this rescue seems anywhere close to a good idea. All I want to do now is escape. But mainly from this tube. Sweat is getting in my eyes, so I stop to wipe it with left hand. My right hand then slips from the rung, and I start to fall back. This is it. My end. What a pathetic way to go. Having my throat slit by Rupert as he attempted to end all life would have been the way to go. Heroically dying while attempting to save the world. Falling to my death in a tube because I’m a bit sweaty is, quite frankly, a bit shit.
My back hits the back wall of the tube and I stop moving. I quickly grab hold of the rung and pull myself back. Suddenly, I’m quite glad I’m in a tight space.
“John, you coming or what?” Flick’s echoey voice shouts down to me.
I look up and about three decks above me I can see red flickering reflecting on the inside wall of the tube. Not quite as far away as I was expecting.
“I’ll be with you soon. I’m very weak, sorry.”
Below me I hear something hit the metal of the tube. I quickly glance down and see someone crawling into the open vent hatch. Suddenly, climbing doesn’t seem to be much of an issue for me anymore, and I quickly catch up with Flick. She now seems to be struggling as Amanda is now about a deck ahead.
“Hurry up, Flick,” I whisper, “someone’s following us.”
She tries to look down.
“I can’t see. Your fat arse is in the way.”
“Trust me. We want to go faster.”
And faster we go.
I try not to think about the pain my muscles are going through. Bile is constantly burning my throat, causing me to keep spitting. That’s going to make whoever’s following us want to kill us more. After what feels like forever, I hear a thud and realise Amanda has kicked out the grate. We’re almost there. Flick gets pulled through and, as I get to the hole, arms grab me by the shirt and I’m pulled out. I look around. We’re now in a pristinely clean corridor, one that I’ve been through before. Thankfully, it’s empty. The soldiers and guards must be dealing with the situation on the recreation deck.
Flick looks at Amanda and then to me.
“Which way?” she asks.
“That way and around the bend,” I reply.
Amanda walks to the vent.
“They are close now,” she says.
“Let’s go, don’t worry about them. We’ll be gone before they even know what direction we went in,” I say.
Before anyone has time to reply, Amanda sticks the top half of her body into the vent hole, violently pulls out our stalker and throws him hard against the opposite wall knocking him out cold. She grabs hold of her rifle which is strapped to her back and clicks it on. I realise who it is and quickly barge her, a shot goes off, hitting the wall above his head. Amanda stares at me with what looks like rage, then aims her rifle again. I move between her and the stalker.
“What are you doing, John?” Flick asks.
“It’s Robert. One of the two guys we’re supposed to be rescuing,” I say.
Amanda lowers her rifle. “How was I supposed to know that?” she says.
I bend down and gently slap Robert round the face a few times. His eyes open and I can see he’s about to scream, so I cover his mouth. He bites me, I pull my hand away and move back. He then quickly stands up.
“What the fuck is going on?” he shouts.
“We’re here to rescue you,” Flick says and laughs.
“Sorry, we thought you were a guard or a soldier or something. One of the bad guys, anyway,” I say.
“Talk and move,” Amanda says and starts walking quickly away.
I offer Robert my hand, he takes it, I pull him up and we follow Amanda down the corridor.
“How the hell did you end up following us?” I ask him.
“The ship went to red alert for some reason and they sent all the workers back to their quarters until the situation was resolved. I followed a group of soldiers through part of red deck, and I saw what I thought was you crawling into a vent. I decided to follow.”
“Why didn’t you shout and let us know who you were?” I ask.
“I didn’t think I’d been spotted. And I was only about seventy percent sure it was you. Didn’t want to shout in case you tried to shoot me. Which is kinda what you did anyway.”
“Sorry about that.”
“What’s the plan?” he asks.
“Use Sunspot Two’s escape pods. Head to the Utopia project.”
“Really? Didn’t we have this conversation? It’s a fairy tale.”
Flick looks up at Robert. “It does exist. It has to. And even if it doesn’t, anywhere is better than here,” she says.
“I guess made up space hippies are better than whatever this is. Then why are we on the medical level? Sunspot Two is right down on the lowest level.”
“To rescue Rupert … I mean Tim,” I say.
Flick throws me a confused look but says nothing.
“Fuck him. That bastard did this. Let him die here,” Robert says.
“He said he might be able to fix the sun. If he can, then everything can go back to the way it was.”
“It’s not time travel, John. Everything will stay like this. Skylark is now in control. Getting the sun back would be the cherry on top.”
“We’re here,” Amanda says and walks through the door to the medi-bay.
The room is filled with doctors and nurses hurriedly preparing to receive the wounded from the recreation deck. A nurse stops what he’s doing and walks up to Amanda.
“What do you want, we’re very busy ...” His face changes to terror as he notices Amanda’s perforated face.
“Sound the alarm! We have a ...” Amanda punches him in the face, knocking him out cold. She then raises her rifle and shoots it in the air. Everyone stops what they’re doing and are now looking at us. Amanda looks at me. “Go and get your friend,” she says.
I run to the side room Rupert was in last time I saw him and open the door. It’s empty. Shit. I leave the room and one by one check the others, in case I’ve mis-remembered, but he’s not in any of them. I head back to the group.
“He’s not here. Maybe it’s too late,” I say.
“Good. Can we go now?” Robert says.
I look around the room at the terrified doctors and nurses.
“Do any of you know where the man in that room went?” I ask them.
No answer.
Amanda moves towards the closest doctor and points the rifle at her forehead.
“Answer him,” she says.
I can see the fear in her eyes and I feel terrible. This is a new low, even by my new low standards.
“Captain Baseheart and an important looking man from the QE7 took him,” she says with an audible tremor in her voice`
Ez.
“The QE7, it’s here?” I ask, stunned.
“Yes. It docked here about an hour ago.”
Robert moves closer to me.
“John, you do realise that means we’re saved. My father will be on that ship. Maybe even Ez,” he whispers.
Flick then moves to my other side.
“What’s going on, John? We haven’t got time for this. We have to go.”
I just stare at her. I don’t have an answer.
“John?” she says and pokes me in the arm.
I look around the room at the scared medical team, Amanda pointing her rifle at any of them that move; I look at Robert, his red, burned, but newly hopeful smiling face, and, finally, at Flick, with her confused but pleading red eyes.
“I can’t go,” I finally say.
“What do you mean you can’t go?” Flick asks.
“You heard what the doctor said. The QE7 is here.”
“So what? Why does that matter?”
“Because if there’s one place in the universe Ez will be, it’s there. I have to stay. I have to find out.”
Flick takes a step back.
“No, John. You’re not abandoning me. You can’t. Please. Not after everything we’ve been through,” she says, her eyes beginning to well up.
“Go with Amanda to Sunspot Two, you can still escape,” I say.
“There’s no escape without you. I don’t want to escape without you. You’re my one hope. You’re all I have, John. I won’t stay here and get forced to being a whore again. I’d rather die.”
Flick then pulls out the pistol from the back of her trousers and points it at me.
“Flick, please ...” I say.
“If you do this, John, you’re sentencing us both to death. You’ll be killed by the guards before you even get close to finding her.”
“It’s a risk I have to take. But I’m not sentencing you to death,” I say.
“Yes, you are.”
Flick stops pointing the pistol at me and shakily moves it to her own head.
“I love you, John. I only wish you could love me back.”
I see Amanda quietly move behind Flick and she attempts to grab the pistol from Flick’s hand. There’s a very brief struggle but Flick isn’t letting go. Amanda bends Flick’s arm back at an alarming angle but the pistol goes off.
Amanda’s head explodes in a shower of sparks, and her writhing body falls to the deck with a metallic bang. Her limbs continue flailing around for a few seconds and then, with a shrill screech, she’s still. The medical staff take the opportunity to run.
“What have I done?” Flick says, tears flowing down her cheeks. She takes a few steps back and hits the wall. She then drops the pistol and slides down into a crumpled heap.
The doors to the medi-bay are suddenly kicked open and six or seven guards file through, pointing their weapons at me and Robert.
We both instantly put our hands up.
“The silent alarm was pressed. What’s happening here?” says the guard, pointing his weapon at me,
“They attempted to take the patient Captain Baseheart was interested in,” says a female voice behind me. I glance round and see it’s the doctor who we forced to talk at gunpoint.
“Trying to escape in the carnage, were you? Nice try, but futile. All you’ve done is shorten your lives,” the guard says.
Robert barges in front of me. “My father is head engineer on the QE7,” he says to the guard, “I’m sure if you contact him, he’ll straighten this all out.”
The guard gives him a perplexed look. “You’re not John Farrow, are you?” he asks.
“Um, no. He is,” Robert says and points at me.
The guard turns to the man on his left. “Take the tall beardy one and the blue haired girl to the brig.”
“Wait a fucking minute. I asked you to contact my father on the QE7. I told you he’d sort this out.” Robert says to the apparent head guard.
The guard looks him up and down, then swiftly, and without a sound, hits Robert in the stomach with the butt of his rifle. Robert doubles up, struggling to breathe.
“Take them to the brig now,” he shouts. 
He then turns to the man on his right. “Dispose of that fuck-bot.” He then looks at me. “John Farrow. This way, the captain wants to see you.”
I say nothing and follow him through the door, getting a final glimpse of Flick as two guards are attempting to pick her up. She gives me a last look of sadness and desperation, and it breaks my heart in two.
What have I done? I’ve completely betrayed her. For what? A dream that somehow I could see Ez again. A long shot at best. At least with Flick, I felt more alive than I had in what seems like forever. I’m living in a world where almost everyone is dead, and the one person who shows me genuine feelings and affection I fuck over on a whim. What sort of person does that make me? An awful one. I’m only trying to keep a promise to myself. The promise I made to Flick was the one I should have kept. At least that was real. Escape or die trying. I have no idea what’s going to happen to her now, and no idea where I’m going.
I numbly follow the guard through the brushed aluminium corridors, looking down at the deck, defeated. I vaguely notice a lump in my shirt pocket in my peripheral vision but don’t think about it and continue looking at the deck. A cold chill slowly makes its way down my spine as it dawns on me what it is. I’m suddenly very aware that I still have a severed eye in my pocket.
The guard stops and opens a blue door.
“In there. Someone will be with you shortly.”
He pushes me into the room and shuts the door behind me. I turn around and attempt opening it, but it seems that I’m locked in.
The room itself is a fairly big rectangle with white walls and, every now and then, a red light flashes in a thin line where the wall hits the ceiling. In the centre is a round table with eight chairs around it. I pull out a chair, sit down and look at the screen which makes up most of the far wall. All that’s on the screen are the words: source required in flashing green text.
I have a quick scan of the room to see if there’s anywhere I can hide the eye but the door opens before I have a chance. In walks Captain Baseheart.
“Hello, John. It turns out you’ve been lying to me,” she says as she enters.
My body tenses up. I just stare at her and say nothing.
“Did you honestly think no one would recognise him?”
I stay silent and keep staring.
“He ended everything. Every settled planet in the solar system has been wiped out. Did you not think his face wouldn’t be everywhere? Had it not occurred to you that he would be recognised? And you were protecting his identity. Why would you do that? Unless you came up with the plan together. When I realised who your friend was, I decided to do some digging on you, John Farrow. I thought you looked oddly familiar. It turns out you and I went to the same boarding school. But we became very different people. I became captain of a Skylark battleship and you didn’t become captain of anything. Your social circles put you in very close proximity to Rupert Rawling. Your girlfriend even worked for him. That puts you near enough to him to be executed for crimes against humanity. But we won’t be doing that for now. Not today, at least. You have a guardian angel, it seems. Now tell me, who was the girl with the red eyes?”
“No one,” I say, tensing up.
“Then you won’t mind if I question her, then execute her,” she says in a calm voice, staring me in the eyes the whole time.
I don’t want to say anything. I feel my left eye twitch. I have to at least defend her. But from what I don’t know. At the moment, they don’t seem to know that we started the robot uprising. They have nothing except scared people trying to escape the horrible violence on red deck.
“Leave her alone, she hasn’t done anything,” I say. Slightly too desperately.
Captain Baseheart smiles and licks her lips.
“Thank you, John. She’ll now experience all the pain you’ve caused me.” She then walks out of the room. I’m at a loss for what she means. But before I have a chance to collect my thoughts, the door opens again and someone painfully familiar walks through it.
Shock hits me, and I can’t stop myself from shaking or my eyes from filling up.
“Hello, John,” he says.
“Hello, Mr Kowolski,” I say.
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Ez’s father walks across the room, pulls out a chair and sits down opposite me. He stares at me for what seems like an age, but in truth it’s probably only about thirty seconds.
“When Captain Baseheart called me up and told me that your ship had been picked up and you were still alive, I had to come and see for myself. And here you are. You look ill. You look like the end of the world has taken its toll on you. But somehow, you’ve survived.”
This man has always hated me. I don’t know why he’d even give me the time of day, unless it was Ez’s idea. I begin to hope and that hope makes my guilt about Flick start to fade.
“How is Ez? Is she here?” I ask.
Mr Kowolski looks down at the table and sighs.
“No, John. She’s not here. I’m afraid she never woke up from her coma.”
I look down at the table. The world feels like it’s about to end all over again.
“Is she still alive?” I ask
“No.”
My heart drops. I try to stand up but fall to my knees. I look up at him.
“Our child?” I ask.
Mr Kowolski presses a button on his badge.
“Now,” he says.
The door opens again and a woman holding a baby walks into the room. She passes the child to Mr Kowolski and then stands at his side.
“This John, is your son. His name is Warren.”
The first thing that pops into my head before anything else is what a horrible name that is. But suddenly, I don’t care. This is my son. I’ve got a fucking son! Many months ago, before the world ended, I thought that having children was an awful idea. Ez, Jacob and Terrell managed to convince me that it wasn’t. My best friends are now all dead but my son lives on. He will live on for them.
“Would you like to hold him?”
“Yes, please,” I say.
Mr Kowolski passes Warren to the woman and she walks toward me.
“Stop!” he shouts and the woman does as he says. I don’t know what’s happening.
“Jillian, leave the room.”
She looks me in the eye for a second, then turns away from me and walks out of the room with my child.
“What’s going on?” I ask.
The door opens again and two guards come in. They walk swiftly toward me and grab me by the arms.
“Take him to interrogation room one,” Mr Kowolski says. I stare at him and he stares back with a smile as the guards then walk me out.
I don’t put up any sort of fight. I let them lead me down the corridor. Maybe, if I do exactly what they say, maybe they’ll let me see my son again. Maybe.
They open a door and push me through it. There’s a post in the middle of the room with hand cuffs attached to two extendable arms and, next to that, a table covered in medical instruments. Only now do I try and put up a fight. I push the first guard, surprising him, and run for the door. The second guard stands in my way, so I attempt to punch him in the stomach. A flash of light and I’m on the deck. The first guard must have hit me with his rifle. I feel dizzy as the guards drag me back into the room feet first. Before I know what’s happening, they’ve pulled my shirt off and cuffed me to the retractable arms. There’s a beep and the machine starts pulling me up. First into a standing position, where it slows down. This would be a comfortable position for it to stop. It doesn’t. The retractable arms then start moving outward, pulling my arms as far as they can either side. It stops just shy of pulling my arms out of their sockets. I feel like I’m being crucified. Thankfully, my feet are still on the floor. The retractable arms move up again, raising me above the deck by about a foot. I’ve never felt pain like it. I can barely breathe. Every bone in the top half of my body feels like it’s going to pop out of position. The guards leave the room and I’m left literally hanging there.
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I have no idea how long I’ve been waiting. Five minutes? Ten? An hour? The weight of my body is pulling me apart. I can’t think of anything but the agony. Wondering why I’m being put through this. I know why. He hated me and he blames me for his daughter’s death. I blame me, and there’s a part of me that thinks I deserve this too. But then another wave of pain hits me and I want out. I don’t deserve this. It wasn’t my fault. I tried to save her.
The door opens and Mr Kowolski walks through with a grin on his face.
“Are you comfortable, John? Is there anything I can get for you?” he asks.
“Fuck off,” I say, but only because I know that saying any more than two words will hurt too much.
“Fire. I like that,” he says and picks up a surgical knife from the table and looks at it closely. “What should we do with you, John? I’ve been allowed to question you. I need to get answers about why you helped Rupert Rawling. In truth, I know you didn’t help him. I doubt you even knew what he looked like. But I have to ask.”
He then comes close to my left ear. “Unfortunately, you can’t win here. I’m allowed to torture you. And I’m going to. Not to get answers, no. Basically for revenge.”
He then makes a long cut down my chest.
“Does that hurt, John?”
It does. But I can do nothing but make a low grunt.
“I don’t think it hurts enough,” he says. He picks up a bottle from the table and makes a show of reading the label.
“Hydrogen peroxide. That should clean the wound out nicely.” He then pours it down my chest. Instantly the cut feels like it’s on fire and I scream loudly. Spots appear in the periphery of my vision and I pass out.
I’m ripped out of my unconsciousness by a load of hard slaps to my face.
“No, no, no. We can’t have that. You need to feel every bit of the pain I intend to cause you.” He holds up what looks like a small pipe with a drill attached to the side and attaches it to my left temple. I feel it burrow into my skull. It hurts, but with the pain the rest of my body is experiencing, it almost feels like nothing.
“I’ve got a lot in store for you. I can’t have you constantly falling unconscious because of the pain. This is a device your good friend Rupert designed. It won’t let your brain shut down. You’re now going to be awake through all of the pain I intend to put you through.”
“Why?” I ask, very quietly.
He comes closer.
“I’ve already told you. Well, most of it. When you left my daughter to die in hospital, I wanted to hurt you. So, I looked deep in to your past. Something I should have done when you started going out, but I gave Ezmerelda the benefit of the doubt. She usually made good decisions. So, I looked into your family, to see if there was anyone in your past I could use to break you. Do you know what I found out?”
I don’t answer.
“I found out that I already had hurt you. I owned the shipyard on Mars where your parents were protesting. I gave the order to have the group neutralised. What a nice symmetry. I killed your parents. Then, twenty-five years later, you killed my daughter.”
Rage hits me. I use every last bit of strength I have left to break free.
“Fuck you! I didn’t kill Ez,” I shout.
He doesn’t move and watches me struggle. Finally, I slump down. All my strength used up in a futile display.
“No, you didn’t kill her. But if you weren’t in her life, she would still be here. Ezmerelda was a fiercely independent woman. I didn’t want her to know the extent to which I was involved in her life. Or how involved in Skylark I was. When Rupert Rawling went missing with the Forever Dark, I had to let them use some low-level monitoring techniques on her. She was never in any danger. Finally, she came home and away from you. I organised a private security company to guard the house. It was just for show. Skylark weren’t after her. Then you, you decided to take matters into you own hands. The reason you got through them is because they weren’t really guarding anyone. If you’d stayed at her side at the hospital, I may have forgiven you. But you ran away. I may have ruined your life as a child, but that’s nothing compared to what I’m going to do to you now.”
He picks up a shock stick from the table and presses it into my crotch. A new level of pain hits me, everything in my body wants to shut down and hide away from it. My vision blurs and I can see stars, but I’m still awake and in agony.
He starts to make small incisions next to the long one he made earlier, gouging me every couple of centimetres from my belly button upwards. Blood is streaming from my chest, and all I can do is let it happen and scream. He finally stops.
“Rupert’s device has two settings. One is experimental. We haven’t had the chance to test it on anyone yet. I think you would make the perfect guinea pig. One press of this red button…” he holds up some sort of control, “and it will make you relive your worst memories. The most unbearable parts of your life. As if you were there. As it’s happening, you will have no recollection of this place. There is a theoretical side effect, of course. As it hasn’t been tested on anyone, there’s a very likely possibility that when you come out of your nightmare it will have melted part of your brain. I think that’s fair. But, before I do this, I have one final thing for you.”
The door opens. My vision is blurred but I recognise Jillian from earlier. She is once again carrying my son.
“Hello Jillian, would you be so kind as to place Warren on the table over there?”
She does as she’s asked without question and leaves the room. I suddenly have no idea what’s going on. Why has the psychopath brought my son in here? Is he going to hurt him?
“Leave him out of this. Why would you want to hurt an innocent child?” I say, slurring.
“I wouldn’t dream of hurting my grandson. He’s here purely as a reminder to you that you’ll never get to touch him. Never get to see him again. This is as close as you’ll ever get to him.” He then presses the red button and a sharp intolerable pain shoots through my head.
* * *
... Again we’re moving. The third, no fourth time so far this year. The boot of the car and the seat next to me are packed full of our belongings, leaving me wedged uncomfortably against the door...
* * *
I start to feel dizzy. It’s suddenly daylight and pain sears through my entire body. Jacob’s garden vanishes and electricity crackles around me. I begin to think that Joe has called the government on me for being at Mister Jelvus’s class. Then, for a second, complete silence. Taking the place of the crackling electricity is a bright white light. I have to close my eyes from the agony of it. There is a high-pitched wailing coming from somewhere. I can’t quite put my finger on what it is. I try to move but I’m fixed to something. My arms are tied at the wrists and pulled out tight. I slowly open my eyes and look down. I’m naked from the waist up, covered in cuts, bruises and gouges. I cautiously look up, my neck makes a horrible cracking noise as I do, and I see blood on the white wall. I then see a body on the deck staring at me. Ez’s father. What the fuck? I turn towards the incessant whining. On a gurney scattered with blood covered medical instruments is a baby, screaming and writhing. My view is suddenly obscured by a giant bear of a man, with a long grey beard and wild eyes.
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The wild-eyed man is pushed to one side and a familiar face takes his place. It takes a few seconds to register it. It’s Robert.
“Fucking hell, John, what have they done to you? Let’s get you down from there,” he says and, with the help of the wild bearded man, he pulls something out of my temple and undoes my shackles. There is no strength left in my body, and I fall to the floor. I try and stand, but there is nothing left in me.
The grey bearded man walks to the table and picks up the crying baby and rocks it gently in his arms.
“Robert, ask yer shipmate what’s going on here. Why is there a baby on a torture table?” he says.
Robert leans down.
“Yeah, John. What the fuck is going on?”
I weakly point in the direction of the grey bearded man. “My son,” I manage. I look around the room, confused. “Where’s Flick?” I ask.
“Last I saw, she was curled up in a ball in the cell next to me and wouldn’t respond. I thought we’d do better without her. She tried to kill you. She’s a fruit loop,” Robert says.
“No, she isn’t. I’d just betrayed her,” I say.
“We best get out of here sharpish. Everything is a lot more complicated now the head of Skylark is dead,” the grey bearded man says.
“Who’s the head of Skylark? And why’s it going to make getting out of here more complicated?” Robert asks.
The grey bearded man points down to the body on the deck.
“Head of the New White Star by day, ruler of the world by night. It was only rumours before the sun died. When everything ended, he stepped out of the shadows. I’ve just killed my boss with a pipe wrench. That won’t look good on my CV.” He looks at me, and raises an eyebrow. “Why would the head of Skylark want to torture you?” I look back at him, then at Robert.
“Robert, who is this guy?” I ask.
“He’s my father. He got information that Sunspot Two had been picked up as the QE7 docked here. When he found out what had happened to me, that I was in the brig, and they wouldn’t let him see me, he decided to fuck shit up,” Robert says with a grin.
“To be fair, son, killing the ruler of what’s left of the population was maybe fucking shit up one step too far. What is he to you, John?”
“My girlfriend’s father,” I say. He looks confused by my answer. Robert moves to his father’s ear and whispers something. His father bursts out in deep laughter, then stops dead mid flow.
“Robert says you’re a nice guy, that’s why we’ve come to rescue you. But I’m with old caved in skull down there. If I had a daughter, you’d be getting the same treatment.”
“Good job I don’t have a sister. I wouldn’t want a dad that kills people,” Robert says and winks at his father, who gives him an angry stare, then promptly slaps him around the face.
I try once again to stand, my entire body shakes with the effort, but to no avail.
“Robert, can you grab the small test tube that’s in my shirt pocket? It’s screwed up in the corner over there,” I ask and point.
Robert walks over and picks up the shirt. He shakes the creases out of it, puts his fingers in the top pocket and pulls something out. He raises an eyebrow as he unwraps the tissue paper.
“What the fuck!” he shouts and throws the severed eye across the room.
“No, not that. Shit. I’ll explain about that later. The thing underneath it,” I say.
Both Robert and his father just stare at me.
“You sure he’s worth rescuing, son?” his father says.
“Not sure anymore, Dad,” Robert says, but ventures into the pocket again.
“If it’s another eye, we’re leaving you behind,” he says as he pulls out the small test tube. He looks at it closely.
“What is it?” his father asks.
“Dunno, Dad.”
They both look at me again.
“Bring it here,” I say. Robert brings it over, lowers himself and passes it to me. I grab it shakily.
“A long time ago, my friends told me this would make me a faster, stronger, better version of myself. I didn’t use it. Things may have turned out differently if I had. I don’t know what will happen if I do use it. But I can’t stand up. Every part of me hurts. If I want to escape with you, it’s the only chance I have.”
“Drugs?” Robert asks.
“Sort of. It’s called a spider. You drop it into your eye, then ...” I start to trail off, I can feel the edge of unconsciousness trying to take me.
“Then what?” Robert asks.
I pop off the lid of the test tube and pour the liquid and tiny mechanical spider onto my face, just above my left eyebrow. There’s a slight tickling sensation on my forehead as the spider moves toward my eye. I feel it crawl over my eyelashes, then my world opens up. Almost instantly, the pain in my body disappears, and I feel a clarity I’ve never felt before. I stand up. Nothing hurts at all. I feel great.
“John, that’s amazing,” Robert says at half speed.
“Why are you speaking so slowly?” I ask.
“Why are you speaking so fast?”
The memory of Jacob and Terrell’s voices speeding up when they took it hits my brain. And for a second, I really miss them. No time for that.
“Robert, Robert’s dad, take my son to Sunspot Two and prepare the escape pods,” I say, with more authority than I’ve ever felt.
“Hasn’t it been dismantled?” Robert asks.
“Not yet. But very soon,” I say.
“Not a bad idea. My father has a key card that’ll get us there. That’s how we managed to get here without being stopped. And no one’s going to stop two men and a baby,” Robert says.
“The lack of guards in this area was disconcerting though. I guess Mr Kowolski wanted you all to himself,” Robert’s father says.
“What are you going to do, John?” Robert asks.
“I’m going to rescue Flick.”
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“Do you have any more of those access cards?” I ask Robert’s father.
“Only this one I’m afraid,” he says.
I look down at the eye on the deck. If I don’t use it any time soon, I’ll have gouged it out of that dead guard’s head for nothing. I pick up my black shirt, put it on, pick up the eye and place it back in my top pocket.
“Right then, where’s Flick?” I ask them both.
“Don’t do this, John. You’ll die. She’s not worth it,” Robert says.
“I made a promise. You can’t stop me.”
“Okay. But I think you’re a fucking idiot,” he replies.
“Nothing new there.”
“What do you want us to do?” Robert’s father asks.
“Get to the escape pods and wait ten minutes. If I’m not with you by then, I’m probably not going to be. Save my son.”
“Righty dokey. You may need this then,” Robert’s father pulls out a short rifle from inside of his coat and throws it at me.
“Won’t you need this?” I ask.
“No. If we’ve got the all access card, we should be left alone. Good luck.”
“You too.”
I hold out my hand and they both shake it.
“Oh. One more thing,” I ask.
“What’s that?” Robert replies.
“Where is she?”
Robert slaps his head with his hand.
“For a few seconds there, John, you were firmly in command. But you’ve once again proved that you’re not management material. She’s in the brig. Maybe a hundred metres down this corridor. On the left. The door is the only red one.”
I smile at him.
“Hopefully see you soon then,” I say and walk out of the door.
The corridor is deserted, so I make my way quickly through it. There’s a sharp bend to the left and I almost walk into two guards standing with their backs to me. I’m not sure what to do. They haven’t seen me but there’s no way past them. Without thinking, I aim the rifle at the back of one of the guard’s heads and pull the trigger. His head explodes in a cloud of bone and bits of brain in what seems like slow motion and the body slumps to the floor. The other guard slowly turns to me aiming her rifle but her head explodes in a similar way to the first. I realise the noise will draw any soldiers or guards on this level, so I continue cautiously. A man in uniform runs toward me. When he spots me, he struggles to pull his gun out of its holster. His head explodes. I move past him before his body has even dropped to the deck. I feel something hit my back twice, like someone tapping me, and I turn around. Two guards are running toward me firing their weapons. Once again, I let my drug fuelled instincts take control. I drop to my knees and notice that one of the rifles they have has a grenade launcher attached. I shoot at that. The weapon explodes, blowing the guard holding it to pieces, but only burning and ripping the left arm off the other.
A wave of warmth hits me, but it seems oddly pleasant. I carry on down the corridor, confident I can take on anything. I look down and realise that I’m on fire. I fall to the floor and roll until the blaze is out. Standing up, I’m still amazed at the lack of pain. I guess it was just minor. I shake my head and see the red door to the brig. No one there. I run up to the door and lean against the wall next to it. There isn’t a handle, only a retina scanner. I finally get to use the eye to open a door. To rescue the girl who helped me take it. I pull it out of my shirt pocket and hold it up to the scanner. A few long, worrying seconds pass, then a beep. The door opens up, and I quickly move inside. The guard sitting at the desk stands up and shoots at me, but I shoot him in the neck. A red splash hits the wall behind him and he falls to the deck, clutching his squirting artery.
I see a red button on the desk and decide it must open the main door to the cells. I hit it. Boom. I’m on a fucking roll. The double doors behind the desk open up to reveal a row of about twenty cells, ten one side and ten opposite. Down the far end are three guards facing away from me, obscuring someone else. Three shots and three bodies hit the deck. Behind them, now unobscured, is Captain Baseheart. She’s holding Flick’s blue hair tightly with one hand and a huge knife to the throat of a motionless Flick with the other. 
Instantly, the image of Kerry’s final moments spring into my head. How I had to watch and was helpless to do anything to stop her throat being slit. Not the same now. I have every advantage. I aim the rifle at Captain Baseheart’s head. She’ll be dead before she even has a chance to slide the knife. A wave of intense pain shudders through my body and I crumple up. It goes as soon as it came and I quickly re-aim the rifle. The barrel is now noticeably shaking, and I realise that there’s now no way for sure to shoot Captain Baseheart without hitting Flick.
“What’s up, John? Lost your nerve?” Captain Baseheart says and starts to move the knife. I fire anyway. Sparks fly off the wall behind her and she ducks, dropping the knife and letting go of Flick. Flick seems to snap out of her dazed state, elbows the captain in the stomach and runs in my direction.
“I’m sorry,” I say as she gets to me.
“There’s time for all that later. What’s happened to you? You look awful,” she says.
“You know, the usual: being stabbed, tortured, almost dying. An average day,” I say. Flick then looks back at the captain. “Can you please shoot the bitch?”
Another crippling pain shoots through my body, and I realise that the drugs are wearing off at a fast rate.
“I think that can be arranged,” I say. But with the fog of the spider wearing off, my recent murder spree is suddenly weighing heavily on me.
I breathe in and take a forthright step toward the captain, but stumble as yet another wave of pain shoots through my body. Captain Baseheart runs for the dropped knife. I fire another shot at the wall behind her and she stops dead.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I say, but my voice is clearly wavering.
“I don’t think you will do it. Look at you, you’re falling apart. You don’t have the nerve,” she says and smiles.
“I killed every guard in the corridor to get here. I think I have the nerve, Captain,” I say, but she’s close to being right. How many people have I killed now? Not counting everyone on Earth. Seven? Eight? It hurts that I don’t even know. All in less than ten minutes. The spider made me a remorseless psychopath. And now, karma is hitting me hard. The more the drug dissipates in my system, the more guilt I feel. The waves of pain shooting through my body have stopped being waves and are now a constant. I’m struggling even to stand, and the rifle begins to shake uncontrollably. She sees this and I can tell she’s ready to make a move. In the state I’m in, I would be overpowered easily. Then everything I’ve just done will have no purpose. I will have murdered all those guards for nothing.
Captain Baseheart makes her move but not quickly enough. I pull the trigger and, with a bang, she hits the wall behind her. A gaping hole is burning through her stomach as she slides down the wall, leaving a trail of blood and parts of her insides above her. She stares at me and looks in shock. The look quickly turns soft and she looks sad. I turn to walk away.
“When you came to my house, I wanted to tell you. To confess ... but it had gone too far,” she says. I stop and turn back to her.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say.
She smiles. Her lips are red with blood.
“Mister Jelvus,” she says.
I take a step back.
“What?” I say.
“You wanted to know why I ...” she coughs up more blood. “Why I sold him out?”
I’m coming down from the spider, fast. This is sending my mind spinning.
“I’ve just had to relive that entire part of my life as a torture. You must have somehow been monitoring it to freak me out,” I say.
“Look at me, John. Are you sure you don’t recognise me?”
I look into her pale eyes. There is something about them, something familiar.
“Joe?” I say, slowly.
“That’s my dead name,” she says.
“That’s not possible,” I reply.
“We were so close for a time, you and I. But when you told campus security that we’d kissed, that was the end. I could never forgive you for that betrayal.”
“I didn’t. I only said it was me,” I say in protest. But still don’t believe this is happening.
“I was there, John. I heard you.”
“Well, I was there twenty fucking minutes ago.”
“Interesting, did Mr Kowolski use Rupert’s device on you? That was bold of him. Did he explain that you would end up brain damaged as a result? Are you really sure those memories even resemble the reality of the situation?”
I’m not sure of anything now. It suddenly occurs to me that I may still be in Mr Kolwolski’s nightmare. Drugs on top of a potential brain injury was never the best idea, but it was the only one I had. It’s possible that I’ve fried my brain entirely.
A hand touches my shoulder.
“Can we go now?” Flick asks.
I look at her. Everything about her is stunningly attractive. Even the flickering red eyes. How did I end up with her? Finding the most attractive girl on the ship and attempting escape with her. It doesn’t feel real. I don’t think I’m really here. I think I’m still being tortured by ...
Slap. Slap. Slap.
“Snap out of it, John!” Flick shouts.
“Shit, sorry. I was sliding down the rabbit hole,” I say.
“Let’s go, now,” Flick replies.
“But I haven’t told you everything,” Captain Baseheart says.
“I’m not sure I really want to know,” I say.
“For telling campus security that I’d kissed you ...”
“I didn’t,” I interrupt.
“I wanted to destroy your cosy life. I turned in Jelvus because you enjoyed his classes,”
“I was only curious,” I say.
“Then sent you away so that Jason Lang and his friends could enjoy you,” she says.
Through the pain that’s surging around my entire body, I can still feel a horrible red mist come over me. The numbness. The knowing that you’re going to do something but not be able to stop yourself.
“When I saw you on the docking ring, I knew that I had to humiliate you. Flesh reclamation was the only place for you. And when it turned out my mentor, Mr Kowolski knew and also hated you, everything just fell into place.” Captain Baseheart grins red teeth.
“Mr Kowolski killed my parents. He’s now dead,” I say.
She looks at me, wide eyed.
“You set me up to be raped. It didn’t work. You know what? Forgive and forget. That’s what I always say. Oh, by the way, do you know who started the robot uprising on red deck?” I suddenly ask, as if I’m genuinely curious. She looks at me and tilts her head, as if thrown by my sudden change of subject.
“We don’t know yet but when they’re caught, they’ll be executed,” Captain Baseheart says with full authority.
“I wouldn’t bother looking anymore,” I say. “It was me.”
With a blast of light, Captain Baseheart’s brains spray up the already blood covered wall. I did that. Not the drugs. Me. Maybe if those events weren’t so close in my mind, I may have let her slowly bleed out from her stomach wound.
“Thanks for giving me credit,” Flick says sarcastically.
“Sorry about that. Next time I will,” I say.
“A lot of people hate you, John. Anything you want to tell me?”
“A lot. But we need to go. I’m struggling to stand,” I say.
“I know. You really do look terrible. You look like you’ve been set on fire. And what’s that dripping out of your shirt pocket?” she asks. I look down and pull out the eye. It’s now just mush and covered in blood.
“Eyes don’t bleed, John. Fuck.” Flick then quickly checks me over. “You’ve been shot at least four times. And bleeding quite badly. How are you still alive?”
“I may very well not be,” I say, and fall to my knees. “The eye is useless. Check if the captain has an ID card we can use to get through the decks,” I say.
Flick frisks the dead captain, then looks back at me.
“Nothing,” she says. Her red eyes start to look sad, as if there’s no hope. That we’ve got this far and this is the end of the road. She then squints and looks back at Captain Baseheart. In one swift movement, she puts her fingers in the captain’s dead eye socket and pulls out her eye.
“I guess it was my turn,” Flick says and grins.
I fall backwards onto the deck. I’m completely fucked. I’ve been burned, shot and had my brain fried. I’ve had enough. I just need to sleep for an hour or so. Then I’ll be fine. I feel my body being moved.
“I can’t do this on my own! Help me out here, John!” I hear Flick shout. I must have lost consciousness for a minute or two, because Flick is now in one of the dead guard’s uniforms, and trying to roll me over on to my front. She puts a first aid kit next to my face and opens it.
“I’ve got to stop you bleeding, or this is going to be a very short escape,” she says.
She pulls out three small disks.
“Will these bung up the wounds?” she asks.
“I think so, just put one on each hole, then press the button on top. They should expand and stop the bleeding,” I say.
She cuts my shirt and puts them on my back. The pain instantly turns to a dull throb.
Flick stands up and rolls a wheelchair over to me.
“Where did you get that?” I ask.
“Found it. Now let’s get you in it and get out of here,” she says.    
I roll onto my back and struggle to get into the chair. My strength is closing in on the end. Flick grabs my hand and, with a lot of awkward heaving, I’m in. She covers me in a blanket.
“You’re a heavy lump, John. You ready? Here we go.”
She pushes me out of the brig and into the corridor.
“This your work?” she asks as we pass the charred corpses that I dispatched earlier. I grunt as a reply as words seem lost to me.
She pushes me slowly through the empty corridor. I hear the sound of marching feet heading in our direction.
“We’re screwed,” I say.
“Be quiet and stay still. We’re just going to walk past them. It’ll be fine,” Flick says, sounding like she doesn’t believe what she’s saying.
Ten soldiers appear from one of the adjoining corridors and walk past us. The last two stare at me, and the blood drains from my face.
“You look like shit, mate,” says the one closest to me.
“Red deck, fire fight,” Flick replies in a flash.
“That’s still going on. It’ss contained now, so we’re heading there to mop up the stragglers. Good luck, mate,” the soldier says and continues on with the rest of the group.
“I thought we were dead,” I say after the sound of boots has disappeared.
Flick doesn’t reply and keeps pushing.
We get to an AG shaft.
“The light’s green. They must have turned them back on. Here goes nothing,” Flick says, and pulls Captain Baseheart’s eye out of her pocket. She holds it at arm’s length to the scanner, and the door instantly opens. She starts wheeling me in. The weightlessness is all wrong in a wheelchair. It feels like I’m going to float out of the seat. I hold fast to the hand rests.
“Docking area,” Flick says as she floats in behind me.
Down we go at a rapid pace. The floor numbers in my eyeline go up as we go down. Our descent starts to slow and, at level one hundred and twenty-eight, it pushes us out onto the pristine deck of the docking ring.
There doesn’t seem to be any activity down here. In the distance, an auto-clean is washing the deck. Beyond that some scaffolding underneath a hole in the ceiling.
“Do you know which port your ship is docked on?” Flick asks.
“I didn’t think to look at the number,” I say, slightly annoyed at myself.
“Fucking hell, John. I guess we’re going to have to look out of each bloody window then. Come on,”
Flick pushes me to the first large rectangular view-port. There is half a ship attached to the long umbilical, but not Sunspot Two.
“No,” I say.
I hear a muffled scream and turn my head. Someone has grabbed hold of Flick, one large hand on her mouth and one arm around her mid-section. She’s writhing and flailing trying to get free. I use all my strength to push myself out of the chair to help her, but quickly find myself face down on the deck.
“Stop struggling and be quiet,” a familiar voice says.
I’m suddenly hoisted back in the chair by Robert’s father.
“Come on, we don’t have a lot of time. We’ve cleared the area around the umbilical, but it won’t be long before they figure out there isn’t a radiation leak.”
Flick looks at the man, then back to me.
“You know him, yeah?” she asks.
“Only just,” I reply.
“Good enough for me. Let’s go!”
Robert’s father is pushing me at a terrifying speed, with Flick running beside me. All I can do is hold on and hope we don’t make any sudden turns.
Then, we’re where all of this started. Where Captain Baseheart first greeted me and Robert; where all this insanity began. For an instant, I think about Rupert. Who knows what’s going to happen to him now? He’ll probably go through the same torture I did, but it’ll be with his own device. I can’t imagine the horrors he’ll have to relive. But I think he mainly deserves it. It feels like I’m now in the same boat. I never thought I would kill. I’m now a killer. It was all to save Flick and escape from this awful place, but that doesn’t make me feel any better. It should be enough, but it won’t help me escape the guilt I’m going to feel. If I’d managed to rescue Rupert and he’d managed to somehow re-light the sun, maybe I could feel alright about it. I’m not sure why I care. I was going to die horribly on this ship anyway. Billions of people have died, what’s an extra seven or eight?
“You’re not going to need this anymore,” Robert’s father says. He lifts me off the chair and throws me over his left shoulder. He then pushes the wheelchair out of the way and walks to the entrance of the umbilical tube attached to Sunspot Two. The six red handles are sticking out of the force field, waiting for someone to grab hold of them.
“So far as I can tell they’ve only started taking the hangar apart. Plenty of scrap there. The crew area hasn’t been touched yet. Robert’s readying the escape pod,” he says.
He lifts me so I can grab one of the handles. Almost as soon as my fingers grasp it, I’m pulled at speed through the force field and into the weightlessness of the tube. Once again, through the windows speeding past on the side of the tube, between the concertinas, Sunspot Two is animatedly getting larger. Half of the bent hangar deck is missing now, with only a partial framework and jagged bits of metal sticking out where its original lines used to be. Around it are tiny ships taking pieces away and others on the hull, ripping pieces off. It almost makes me sad.
My momentum starts to slow as I get to the airlock, and the red handle twists me around and then pushes me through the last force field. I’m finally back onboard Sunspot Two. Once again, just floating in the airlock, not being able to do anything and feeling kind of silly. Flick is then thrust in, followed quickly by Robert’s father. The lights in the tube suddenly turn red and start flashing.
“I thought we’d have more time than that,” Robert’s father says. He turns and hits the control for the outer hatch. The door closes, and gravity starts to restore itself.  I feel myself falling to the deck in slow motion, but Robert’s father catches me in his arms. He then awkwardly hits the control that opens the hatch into the ship. He walks me out into the habitation deck.
“Can you stand?” he asks me.
“I don’t know. I’ll try,” I say.
He lowers me carefully onto my legs and motions for Flick to help me stand. My legs are jelly but, with Flick holding me tight, I am standing. Walking may be a different story.
“Wait here,” he says and goes back into the airlock. He presses some buttons on the outer door control panel, then with a hiss and a loud clunk, I see the umbilical tube detach through the small round viewport. He comes back out of the airlock, closes the door behind him and bends over, giving us both a nice view of his arse crack. He opens the hatch and pulls the ladder down.
“Flick, climb down one deck and close the hatch down to the engine room.”
“Okay,” she says, passes me to Robert’s father, and shoots down the ladder. I hear a clank.
“Done,” her voice shouts up.
“Right, I’m now going to lower John down. You grab his legs and steady him,” Robert’s father shouts. He lifts me up by my arms and lowers me down the hatch hole. I’ve never felt so helpless. I’m embarrassed at being so useless. I feel Flick’s arms grab my feet, then knees then waist.
“I’m going to let go now,”
“Don’t worry, I’ve got him,”
Robert’s father lets go and I drop about a foot. But Flick steadies me as I hit the deck. She looks into my eyes and gives me a kiss.
“Where now?” she asks me.
“Through the rec deck, past the pool table, and through the door at the end. The escape pods are in there,” I say.
We start making our way toward the cargo bay door. One unsteady step at a time. I hear the clanking of Robert’s father climbing down the ladder and the hatch to the engine room being opened again.
I turn my head. “What are you doing?” I shout.
“Taking care of a little business in the engine room,” he shouts back.
“We don’t have time for that, they know we’re here,” Flick shouts.
“I’ll be done before you even get to the pod, now get a move on,” he shouts back and disappears down the hatch. I look at Flick, she shrugs her shoulders and we continue toward the cargo bay.
We pass the blood-stained pool table. Flick glances at it but doesn’t say anything. I’m glad. I never thought I’d be in this room again. I don’t want to explain what happened, to relive it. Flick keeps hold of me tightly until we get to the cargo bay doors, then she loosens her grip so I can press the open button on the control pad. The doors squeak open revealing the escape pods. I feel Flick tense up.
“I never thought we’d get this far,” she whispers.
“We’re not there yet. Don’t jinx it,” I say and wink. “Robert, which pod are you in?” I shout.
Robert’s head pops out of the side hatch of pod one.
“You look really bad, John. I mean, awful. Way worse than last time I saw you. Come on, give me your arms, I’ll pull you up.”
Robert leans out of the pod, grabs my hands and pulls me up and over the threshold. I fall in a crumpled heap on the deck, but I’m on board. I shakily pull myself onto the bench seat and look out of the back window, waiting for Robert’s father to emerge from the double doors of the rec deck. I suddenly get nervous. The thought of getting this far and then getting caught or killed starts to scare me. I now know how Flick was feeling.
I turn to see Flick climbing into the pod. She quickly moves over to me, sits down and holds me tight.
“Where’s my dad?” Robert asks.
“He said he had something to do in the engine room,” I reply
A high-pitched wailing starts coming from the cockpit.
“What’s that?” Flick asks.
“John’s son,” Roberts says without hesitation.
Flick looks at me, raises an eyebrow and loosens her grip around my waist. I feel bad. Not that I didn’t tell Flick, there really hasn’t been the time, not just that but, in the short time I’ve know my son was alive, I had forgotten he existed.
“There’s a lot I need to explain. And I will, I promise,” I say.
“We all have a past, John. Most of ours were wiped out. You’re lucky. You seem to have been able to keep bits of yours,” she says and smiles.
“To be fair, most of that past has tried to kill me. Lucky isn’t really the word I’d use.”
“Here he comes,” Robert says.
I look out of the rear viewport and see Robert’s father’s hulking frame come through the doors from the rec deck into the cargo bay, almost hitting his head. He then closes the doors behind him and walks briskly to the pod. He climbs in and shuts the hatch.
“Three things, Robert,” he says. “One: you were a good trainee engineer when you were serving on the QE7. Two: your engine room on this ship is a bloody disgrace. And three: we’ve got five minutes, so let’s get a bloody move on!”
Robert doesn’t reply, but I can see from his face he now has a bit of a strop on. He grabs Warren from the cockpit, who is wrapped in towels, and gives him to Flick.
“What am I supposed to do with this?” she asks.
“Just fucking hold him,” he replies sharply, while getting into his seat in the cockpit. His father looks at Flick, shrugs his shoulders apologetically and follows his son.
Through the open cockpit door, I see the two of them pressing buttons and flicking switches. Out of the forward viewport I see the inner airlock doors open up, and there is a loud hissing outside of the pod as the cargo bay decompresses. Then, the outer doors open up.
“Punch it, Dad,” Robert says.
Robert’s father pushes the drive lever as far forward as it goes. There is a loud whoosh and we’re out of Sunspot Two, into the vacuum of space, staring at the angry blue sun.
“You’ve been watching too many old movies son. Punch it, indeed,” Robert’s father says and pats Robert on the shoulder.
“Sounded good though, didn’t it? What do we do now?”
“Go to the back of the pod and watch the fireworks,” Robert’s father says.
“Uh oh. What have you done, Dad?” Robert asks him as they move from the cockpit and into the seating area.
“They’re going to be tracking us. Once they get a solid lock, they’re going to blow us to pieces,” Robert’s father says. I tense up and open my eyes wide.
“Don’t look so worried, John. I’ve set your ship’s power plant to overload. When she blows, it should take out the sensor grid on the Zeus. If it doesn’t take out the sensors, there’ll be enough damage and confusion for us to get out of range before they start tracking us again. Then we’ll change course.” He turns his head and looks out of the rear viewport and points, “Look there, it’s started.”
We’ve made a lot of distance. Sunspot Two now looks like a small toy hanging by a short string to the underside of the Zeus. Then, in a slow flash of orange and yellow light, she’s gone. My emotions are suddenly numb. I thought I’d feel something as a big part of my old life ends unceremoniously in a ball of flames. The only thing that pops into my mind is Horaldo, the little spider who lived on the ceiling of my quarters. He survived for so long, just doing what spiders do. Poor bugger.
“There won’t be anyone following us now,” Robert’s father says with a smile. I half-heartedly smile back at him and continue watching as the Zeus gets further away. It’s so huge that, even at this distance, it’s still filling the rear viewport. I notice the tiny lights of the windows on the lowest level suddenly get brighter. Then, the level above that does the same, and the level above that. It looks like some sort of strange light show. The bottom half of the ship starts to pulsate and glowing cracks appear in the superstructure. I suddenly realise what’s happening. The whole central sphere then explodes in a blinding light.
“Oh shit,” Robert’s father says, clearly shocked. He runs to the cockpit, followed swiftly by Robert.
“Brace yourself for a shockwave, it’s gonna get rough,” Robert’s father shouts over his shoulder.
The pod starts to vibrate. I hold on to Flick and Warren tightly. I look out of the rear viewport and see huge chunks of debris catching up to us.
“You may want to go a bit faster,” I shout at the cockpit.
“This is all the speed we’ve got. We’re just going to have to hold on to our arses and hope nothing big hits us,” Robert shouts back.
The vibration gets a lot worse as the shockwave hits us. The pod starts to feel like it’s tearing itself apart. The view of the debris heading our way from the viewport suddenly shifts to the left as the pod starts to spin out of control.
“I can’t hold it,” Robert shouts.
“There’s nothing we can do. We’ll just have to ride it out,” his father shouts back.
There is a loud bang, as something hits the pod, followed by more violent shaking. I start to think the worst and kiss Flick on the forehead. The lights start to flicker, then go out. This is it.
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The red emergency lights turn on after about thirty seconds of darkness, which makes Flick’s worried red eyes almost look unaltered. The shaking of the pod stops and we seem to be moving without anything trying to rip us apart. Robert’s father looks back at us, cowering in the back.
“I think we’re through the worst of it now. The debris field has expanded enough to give us space to navigate through it. Where do you want to go?”
“There are rumours of a space station orbiting Jupiter. Is there any chance we can get there?” I ask.
“Not for about a year. This pod is fast, but not fast enough to get there before the supplies or air run out. It’d be a pointless trip anyway; Skylark blew it to pieces years ago,” says Robert’s father.
My heart starts to sink.
“So, what you’re saying is we’re fucked,” I reply.
“It does sound like that, but maybe not. I’ve always been a fan of old and obsolete tech. Especially radio. Now this is probably grasping at straws, but through the static I was listening to on the QE7, trying as I always did to see if there were any other radio enthusiasts on the other end, I caught a broken conversation about the dark side of the Moon. Now, for all I know, it could have been about some two-hundred-year-old band. Maybe not. But it’s not far from here, about a day, and we lose nothing from trying. I say we check it out.”
I look at Flick.
“What do you reckon?” I ask her.
“There’s nothing to think about. Take us to the dark side of the Moon, mister ...?”
“Bell, Jack Bell,” Jack says.
I look at Jack and smile. “You heard the lady,” I say. I suddenly start feeling light headed.
“Good. I’ve already plotted the course.” He stands up and comes into the passenger section. “Robert, set the pod on auto-pilot and get back here. Time for some grub. I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m starving.”
Robert presses a few buttons and comes through. He looks at the deck below me.
“Shit John, I think you’re leaking,” he says.
I look down at the pool of blood between my feet, and attempt standing up. That was a mistake, considering I can barely walk anyway. I immediately fall to the deck and unconsciousness creeps over me.
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I open my eyes, but only a little. The light coming from the tube on the ceiling is too bright and already giving me a headache. I look at my surroundings. I’m in a small, but very familiar room. To my left, there’s a small metal wardrobe and at the end of the bed is a small sink and a toilet. It’s my quarters on Sunspot Two. What the fuck?
I have vague flashes of Jack and Flick kneeling over me, busily trying to stop my bleeding. Then, nothing. I look down at my body, I’m covered in bandages, and there are wires attached to a plastic bracelet on my wrist leading to a small, bleeping box on the wall. What am I doing here? On a ship I saw explode. Something isn’t right. This is impossible. Unless, somehow, I’m still reliving my worst memories. I’m still attached to a torture rack and Mr Kowolski is still slowly trying to kill me. That doesn’t make sense either. I had no recollection of this life when I was reliving those memories. But maybe I’m suffering the permanent brain damage he said would happen. I don’t think that can be it. At least, I really hope not. I appear to be thinking quite clearly, my brain just feels a bit foggy.
I slowly move myself to the edge of the bed and sit up. My eyes have adjusted to the light now, and I’m feeling surprisingly okay. Everything is aching, but it’s a dull throb now, rather than sharp. I rip the bracelet off my wrist and try to stand. My legs are shaky, but I manage it without too much effort. I suddenly need to piss really badly. I lift the lid of the toilet and go for what seems like forever. Finally, I’m done. I flush the toilet and turn and grab the Sunspots waste disposal dressing gown from the hook on the side of the wardrobe. I put it on, tie the string, then limp to the door.
Pulling it open just a crack, I look into the corridor. Yep. Sunspot Two’s habitation deck. I have no idea what’s going on. I open the door fully, walk out of my quarters and into the empty corridor. Not my quarters, actually. It’s a few doors up from mine. But they all have the same layout. I take a few steps, not sure which direction to go: the ladder to all decks or towards the small sick bay and showers. There is a clanking to the right of me, and I turn to see someone climbing down the ladder from the bridge. He jumps the last two rungs and lands gracefully on the deck. His black trousers and pressed white shirt all neatly tucked in makes me think he must be a teacher or accountant. But that doesn’t seem to make any sense. He turns around and sees me. He tilts his head slightly and smiles. Those small round glasses appear to be the same ones he wore the last time I saw him, when he was being taken away by campus security. I take a step back.
“Hello, John,” he says in his kind voice.
“No,” I say. I can’t process this. I turn to run, but my legs aren’t ready and I fall onto the deck. I start to crawl away and hear his footsteps catching up to me. I roll over onto my back and he’s leaning over me, offering his hand.
“I didn’t think you’d be awake yet. The doctor predicted you’d be asleep for a few more days at least,” says Mister Jelvus as he pulls me up.
“I can’t be on this ship; I saw it blow up. You can’t be here. This is all impossible,” I say, frantically.
“Calm down, John. You didn’t see this ship explode. You saw your ship explode. This is Sunspot One,” he says.
“What?” I say, in disbelief.
“This isn’t Sunspot Two. You’re on board a different ship. You have been rescued”
I stare into his eyes and let the information sink in for a few seconds. The relief I suddenly feel is total, like a huge, terrible weight has been lifted from me. I fall into him and burst into tears. He holds me and gently pats me on the back.
“Let’s get you back to your room. Then you can get dressed. There are a few things in the wardrobe. We had to guess your size. Hopefully, something will fit. When you’re ready, give me a buzz on the bridge. Then I’ll give you the full tour. What we have here is very special.”
“Where’s Flick? Where’s my son?” I ask.
“Your son is with Jack and Robert. If, by Flick, you mean Annabel, she’s been with you almost the whole time you were unconscious. She’s a very bright girl. At the moment she’s ... no, get ready first and I’ll take you to her,” he says.
He walks me back to my room and I go back inside.
“See you very soon, John,” he says, and then heads back in the direction of the bridge. I slide open the wardrobe doors and look at the clothes they’ve left for me. A few dark blue shirts, some grey t-shirts, and two pairs of black cargo trousers. My shoes are on the deck at the side of the bed. Someone must have spent time cleaning them as, last time I saw them, they were covered in blood. 
I drop the dressing gown to the deck, put on the largest grey t-shirt, pull on a pair of trousers and sit down at the edge of the bed. My mind is a whirlwind of thoughts. Are we saved? Will this place be worse than the Zeus? Is Mister Jelvus real? Am I going out of my mind? Have I died?
I don’t bother picking up the intercom but instead leave my quarters and slowly climb the ladder to the bridge. I pop my head through the hatch. It’s almost identical to the Sunspot Two’s bridge, except it’s a hive of activity. Two or three people on each station. Sunspot Two was never like this. But then again, Martin Hooper didn’t like spending money and only put on the bare minimum amount of people possible to run the ship. Maybe if he’d paid to put a full complement of crew aboard, Rupert would have been stopped, the sun would be shining brightly and everything would be as it was.
Mister Jelvus sees me and once again offers me his hand. I take it and he pulls me out of the hatch onto the bridge.
“Here we are, John. The nerve centre of the Utopian project. Look out of the window. What do you see?”
I look out of the forward viewport. Now there’s a crazy sight. Twenty or thirty ships all tethered together haphazardly by umbilical tubes. It looks like a giant, tangled fishing net. Behind that, I can make out the outline of the Moon. Around it, a blue glow where it’s eclipsing the sun.
“This is us. It may not look much, but we have twenty-seven ships, and one thousand, three hundred and seventy-three, no, seventy-eight people. All working to keep us alive. Every ship is linked together, so there’s a sense of a larger community,” he says, smiling.
I’m a little gobsmacked by it all.
“Follow me, John. We’re now going to the hangar deck.”
I follow him down the ladder two decks and we get off on the bustling rec deck. I follow him through the throng of people, almost all of them we pass wave or say hello to Mister Jelvus. I feel like I’m with a rock star. We go through the doors of the cargo bay and turn right to the closed hatch of the hangar deck.
“This is one of our biggest achievements here, John. We’d been happily living at the Jupiter station for just over ten years. But when Skylark was formed, we knew they would destroy us. We sent out a ship to build bridges with them, but it was sent back to us, the crew brutality murdered. We had to evacuate, as we were no match for even one Skylark cruiser. The Jupiter station was left to look fully functional. That would at least make them think they’d won, that they had destroyed us. But for a long time after that, we were lost and had no hope. We headed back to Earth with no plans. After lots of arguing, we decided to set up in the sensor black spot in the shadow of the Moon. Hiding in plain sight. It was dangerous and hard work but we somehow managed. It felt like sticking a finger up to the corruption of the Earth. Then, the sun went out. Everything changed. We listened to as many frequencies as we could and realised that Skylark was rounding up ships and people for their own dark reasons. So, we sent out an old-fashioned radio signal, one we knew Skylark couldn’t receive, leading ships that could receive it to the dark side of the Moon. Martin Hooper and his Sunspots waste disposal company were the first to come. They were followed by more and more. They didn’t have anything. Just very scared people. Their food was running short, so we joined forces: our years of knowledge on how to keep alive under the radar, and their ships and people. In no time at all, a new community was formed. Which has led us to this place. Please, come through.”
“That’s quite a story. But what’s so special about a hangar full of Earth’s waste?” I ask.
“Have a look yourself.”
I walk through the first set of doors and press open on the second set. My feet clank as I walk onto the upper metal gangway of the hangar. My eyes open wide and I lean against the rail, looking down on what should be thousands of cubes, full to the brim with everything horrible humans wanted to get rid of, or had no space for. What I see instead is a huge garden, filling the entire bottom deck of the hangar. There are plants, trees, crops and at least forty people toiling in the soil. Things are actually growing.
“The Jupiter station didn’t have spaces as vast as this one, John. When we evacuated, we took all we could. Plants, soil, everything we had that kept us alive. Our ships had light drives, but were small, and only had tiny versions of this. Look at this place. It’s vast, and better than I could ever have imagined. Enough food for everyone, as long as everyone is willing to do their fair share.”
“It’s amazing,” I say.
“This is my ark, John. This is what I’ve always been working towards. Thanks to you and your friends, whether you meant to or not, you have removed our biggest threat. The Zeus was Skylark’s only super destroyer. Happily, it’s in millions of pieces. Now, we’re safe,” Mister Jelvus says.
I haven’t had a chance to think about what happened. It was all so fast. So many people died so we could escape. It’s a horrible thought. It’s almost abstract, hard to get my brain around it. Many of those on board were the same as Flick and me. Slaves of Skylark. Hoping the chance for escape would eventually come, before they were executed. Then, as a final insult, their bodies were ground up for food.
I close my eyes.
“There were so many innocent people on that ship. Maybe even people you knew. Don’t thank us. We don’t deserve thanks. Incarceration, maybe. Not gratitude. I’m surprised that the deaths of so many people would make you happy. This is supposed to be a utopia isn’t it?” I say, anger starting to bubble to the surface.
“Don’t get me wrong, John, I’m not happy that they’re dead. All I know is that it’s happened, and there is nothing I can do about it. It was an accident. But it has made us safer. There’s no point denying that. We have to move on and live our lives.”
My anger fades. He’s right. Forget about it and move on. Maybe I can make up for it in the future.
I look down on the garden one more time and then back onto the metal gangway. A large man in a white suit is walking towards us.
“John, my boy!” Martin Hooper booms.
I walk up to him and shake his hand.
“Hello, Mr Hooper, I’m glad you survived,” I say, smiling.
“Of course I survived! How could I not? Just look at me.” He grins widely and looks upward. He looks me in the eye, his face suddenly deadly serious. “I’ve been told what you and your friends have been through. I’m surprised that you got through it. But I always knew you had fight in you, John. We need that. But let’s get to the most important matter,” he says.
“What’s that?” I ask.
“You owe me seven billion pounds for the destruction of my property, the star ship Sunspot Two.” He stares me in the eye. I don’t know what to say to that. Is money even a thing now? What would be the point of it?
Martin Hooper then belly laughs. “Your face! You should have seen it!” he exclaims as he bangs me hard on the shoulder and walks past us, still chuckling to himself.
“He’s a character all right,” I say.
“By that, you mean something else, don’t you,” Mister Jelvus replies.
“I do, yes,” I say.
“I’m surprised he was able to keep his good humour. They went through a lot of horrors before we joined up. Anyway, this is where I leave you for now, John. If you head to the thruster control room at the end of this gangway, there’s someone you want to see.”
Mister Jelvus then turns and head back toward the crew compartment of the ship. I watch him go for a second or two and then head to the front of the hangar bay.
As I get closer to the thruster control room, flashes of memory start popping into my brain. It was here where I thought Kerry had died of solar radiation and I was desperate to save her, so long ago. Not here. Just somewhere that looked almost identical to here.
I knock and push the half open door. There are a pair of legs sticking out from under the control console. I recognise them instantly. Tight black trousers covered in holes and huge boots.
“Hi Flick,” I say.
The legs move, she heaves herself out and looks up at me.
“John,” she says with a beaming grin. I offer her my hand but she’s standing up before she even notices it.
“They said it would be days, maybe weeks, before you woke up.” Flick wraps her arms around me and kisses me on the cheek. I stare in to her red eyes and kiss her on the lips.
I don’t know where the time went, but we must have been kissing for at least thirty minutes. It was fucking amazing. Flick pulls away and smiles at me.
“I never thought kissing could be like that. I always thought it was nice, but sort of pointless.”
“I guess it depends on the person you’re kissing,” I say.
“Here we are, finally together at the end of the world. I never thought this moment would come. It feels like a dream. Do you think we can be happy here, John?” she asks me.
“I think I could be happy with you anywhere,” I reply.
“Robert has explained a lot of things to me. I now understand why you did what you did. It was heart-wrenching at the time. But you came back for me.  None of this was your fault.”
“The only thing left from that life now is my son,” I say.
“I’ve had time to think about it. I’m going to help you bring him up. Maybe we can try for some more,” she says.
I smile cheekily. “It’s the trying part I’m looking forward to.”
“Then come with me.”
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I wake up with a start. I’m covered in sweat and my heart is beating fast. The nightmare was vivid enough to wake me, but now I have no recollection of it. The room is pitch black. I roll over to turn on the light, and I am stopped by something, no, someone in the bed next to me. Two flickering red orbs suddenly appear.
“You okay, John,” Flick asks.
“I’m really very okay,” I say and cuddle up to her. I close my eyes again and try to go back to sleep but there’s a knock at the door. Light shines through the crack as it slowly opens.
“You’re finally awake then,” says the silhouetted head poking through the crack.
“Hey, Robert. How’re you doing?” I say.
He walks into the room and turns on the light, blinding me in the process.
“Really quite good. Have you seen this place? Fucking hell. I thought they were stupid hippies. But they know their shit. This is so much better than I could have imagined. I think I’m actually happy to be living here,” he says.
“From what I’ve seen, it’s pretty awesome,” I say.
“Anyway, not to be blunt, but when do you want your son back? No rush, just as soon as you feel fit would be great. Dad loves the little bastard, but I’m clueless.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll pick him up today,” I say.
“Excellent. I shall see you later then. Room eleven. Enjoy,” he says and shuts the door.
“What time is it?” Flick asks.
“Morning, I guess. Last night was great. No, that doesn’t do it justice. It was stunningly awesome,” I say.
“It was pretty special. It’s the first time in a long time I’ve felt … I dunno. Normal? Whatever it is, it feels good. Come on, let’s get dressed and pick up your son.”
It takes us a little while to get dressed. We try, but end up getting undressed again and get a little carried away with each other’s bodies. We start to get ready again, then have some more sex.
“You’re insatiable,” Flick says, putting on her top and smiling.
“It has been a while. Got a bit of a backlog going on I think,” I say.
“You have such a beautiful way with words. Come on, let’s head out,” she says.
I pull on my trousers and shirt, then realise that I’m still wearing my socks.
“Sorry. I must have been quite the sight,” I say.
Flick laughs. “I’m glad I didn’t notice that last night. I would have kicked you out. Come on, time’s a wastin’,” she says and pulls me off the bed. We walk out onto the habitation deck corridor.
As we get to room eleven, I suddenly get the fear and freeze up. I have the burning realisation that I have no idea how to look after a small baby. And I’m now not sure I really want to. I’m not ready yet. I need some more time.
“Before we pick up my son, do you want to wander around a bit first? I need to check this place out, get my bearings. There won’t be a chance once we have my son,” I ask Flick.
“Go on then. I’ll let you put it off for a bit. Where do you want to go?” she asks.
“I’d like to see the garden close up.”
“Come on then.”
Hand in hand, we slowly walk around the metal gangway that runs along the top of the hangar deck, and watch from above as everyone down on the field is working and toiling. It’s still an amazing and surreal sight. It feels oddly romantic.
“I imagine when I’m assigned my duties, I’m probably going to be toiling down there. To be fair, I think that’s about all I’m good for. Best to keep me away from any sort of position that would put me in charge of anything. What do you reckon your role will be, Flick?”
“I’ve already got my role. When we got here, there was nothing we could do for you except wait. So, Matt asked what I could do.”
“Matt?” I ask.
“Sorry, Matt Jelvus. He knew you from school apparently. I told him about my past as an underground computer expert. He took me to his ship, which I thought was pretty weird until he showed me seven different sized boxes. He said something about them holding the soul of the Internet. Utter drivel. But there’s more information in those boxes than I’d ever seen in all the years I was working with my hive. I’ve been tasked with connecting up every computer on every ship, and have this information freely available to everyone. It’s literally a dream come true.”
“I’m so happy for you,” I say, genuinely feeling pleased and uplifted. Suddenly, I feel ready. It’s time for me to be a father.
“Come on, let’s pick up Warren,” I say.
“Ouch. That’s an awful name,” Flick says.
“I know. I would change it, but I’m guessing Ez must have wanted that as a name. No idea why. It’s shit. Maybe I’ll grow to like it. Or maybe we’ll think of a good nickname. Fuck it. We can do what we want. Old rules don’t apply anymore. Any names you like?”
“Let’s not rush into anything, let’s just pick him up and see where everything takes us,” she says, grabs both of my hands and kisses me.
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We pick up Warren and Jack looks genuinely sad to be letting him go. I say he can look after him or visit whenever he wants. He seems to be happy with being an honorary uncle, but happier that he and Robert have been put in charge of keeping everything in the Utopia project working. The head engineers.
I was correct in my assumption and I’ve been tasked with working in the garden. Planting, growing and keeping everything alive. Everyone in the project has to do a couple of days here every week and, oddly, I’ve been put in charge of making sure everyone does their fair share. I fucking love it.
It’s been nearly a month since I woke from my coma and everything is falling into a nice rhythm. Well, a sleepless rhythm. It turns out raising a small baby is very hard work. Kind of rewarding but mostly disgusting. It seems to mainly consist of cleaning up sick and shit. Flick has risen to the occasion and is a brilliant step mother but any plans for more children have gone out the window. We have to take it in shifts to look after him because of our work. I’m surprised she hasn’t run away. But she is genuinely great.
The time we do get together, we tend to sit in the rec deck, staring out of one of the aft facing rectangular viewports, drinking beer or the home grown equivalent. Tonight, we have Warren with us because Jack is busy dealing with engine troubles on one of the smaller ships and couldn’t babysit.
Through the viewport you can see about half of the Utopian project. It’s a crazy sight. I look at Flick, her beautiful flickering red eyes staring out at the universe, and to my son, and smile contentedly. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this good. It could be the tiredness, but I don’t think so.
The world as I knew it is gone forever. I miss a lot of things about it and a lot of people. Especially Jacob and Terrell. I will never have friends like those again. I’m forever in their debt. They always had my back, and I always had theirs. I loved them deeply.
Ez. I wish I could have made up for leaving her like that. But, at the time, I didn’t think that the world would end. I thought I’d get back to Earth and try to fix everything with our relationship. But it wasn’t to be. I will do everything to make sure our son grows up happy and knows who you were.
After everything that’s happened, I never thought I’d have anything close to a happy ending. If this is how and where I’m going to live the rest of my life, and I’m content, what more could I ask for?




39

I pat down the dirt and stand back to look at my work. I smile, really pleased with myself.
“It’ll fall over,” Greg says, in his usual, overly critical way.
“No, it won’t. This time it’s definitely deep enough. It’ll be fine,” I reply, annoyed that he keeps bursting my bubble. It has to be said he knows his stuff, probably because he’s been with the Utopia project from the start. It’s still annoying.
“I do hope, for your sake, it stays up. A third time would be very embarrassing,” Greg says and walks back to the far side of the garden.
It’s only a metre tall, but soon it’ll be the utopia project’s first apple tree. One of Sunspot One’s crew had it in a small pot in her quarters. It had only just occurred to her that if she planted it in the garden it would actually grow. It’s a good feeling knowing that everything I’m doing is for the benefit of not only us but future generations.
The ground beneath my feet vibrates and the leaves on the apple tree rustle. I stand up straight and look around, wondering what caused it. Other people in the garden do the same but quickly go back to their work. The ground vibrates again and my tree falls over. I’m really not very good at this. I can hear Greg laughing in the distance. I don’t turn around. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.
Again, the ground vibrates, but more forcefully this time, followed by a loud metal grinding on metal sound. A sound that, after years of dumping all of the Earth’s rubbish in the sun’s corona, I’m very familiar with. The giant pneumatic ram at the back of the hangar that pushes all the waste filled cubes out into space has been activated. I stare in horror as it starts to move forward, ripping through the fertile ground, and turning it into a rumbling solid tidal wave.
“Run!” I shout but everyone already has that idea. The stairwell closest to me has already been blocked, and the only other one is at the front of the hangar. I run like I’ve never ran before. At the speed the ram is going there isn’t much chance I’ll make it, but I push through the pain starting to flow in my chest like acid. I now have so much to live for and I don’t want it to end like this. The ground under my feet shakes violently, but the open door to the stairwell is now within reach. I feel large chunks of dirt hit my back, almost knocking me off my feet. To the left of me, at quite a distance, I see someone running, obviously heading for the same place as me. There’s no way they’re going to make it and nothing I can do to help them. I run in to the stairwell door and turn around, panting.
“Come on Greg, Run faster!” I shout. Greg seems to put more effort in and I think he may have a chance. He gets to the door as the mud tidal wave hits, he jumps in vain hope and I grab his hands. An explosion of dirt throws me backwards onto the bottom steps and everything goes quiet. The dust and dirt settles, and I stare over the top of the mound filling the bottom of the stairwell and out of the door. The metal ram slowly moves back the way it came, its job now done. I stand up and realise I’m still gripping something tightly. Greg’s severed hands. He was a bit of a dick but he didn’t deserve that. I drop them to the deck, and climb over the mound of mud and back into the hangar. The garden is gone. All that is left of it are dirt tracks the ram was unable to expel. I feel sick. The gravity of the situation hasn’t hit me. I look out of the giant space door. Through the force field, what’s left of the garden is slowly expanding in a mess of dirt, plants and bodies.
I fall to my knees, my mind full of despair. Then, suddenly, I feel a perfect clarity.
Flick. I need to know she’s okay.
I stand up quickly and run back to the stairwell. I take the stairs two steps at a time, run as fast as I can along the metal gangway, barging past other survivors, and get back into the main part of the ship.
The rec deck is chaos. Everyone is terrified. I don’t care. I need to make sure Flick and Warren are safe. I make my way through the panicked crowd, up the ladder and to my quarters. I open the door and Flick is holding a crying Warren, trying to get him back to sleep. I walk over and hug them.
“I wish they’d shut up. Warren was sound asleep. Now I can’t get him to settle. What’s going on?” she asks.
“The garden, it’s gone,” I say.
“What do you mean it’s gone?”
“Pushed out into space by the ram. I don’t know what’s happened. I’ve got to go to the bridge. Stay here and lock the door,” I say.
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The bridge is on red alert. Matt Jelvus is pacing up and down and looking fraught.
“Thank god you’re okay,” he says as he sees me.
“Do you know what’s happened?” I ask.
“Not yet. We’re thinking maybe a malfunction. But we don’t have all the facts yet.”
“I’ve worked on a ship identical to this one. The pneumatic ram doesn’t just move by itself. It has lots of fail safes. Someone has to have been controlling it,” I say.
“You mean someone did this on purpose? I find that hard to believe,” Matt says, shaking his head.
“I’m just telling you what I know. One of the ships you picked up may well have had someone who works for Skylark on board.”
He stares at me for a second.
“Maybe. What we need to do is find out who was the last person in the thruster room, at the pneumatic ram controls,” he says.
An alarm starts buzzing.
“What’s that?” I ask.
Matt swiftly moves over to the station the alarm is coming from and quietly speaks to the woman sat there.
“It’s the sensor buoys either side of the Moon. Something’s coming.”
“Something is already here,” I say as a huge ship begins to fill the forward viewport.
Matt turns around and mutters something under his breath.
“The captain of the QE7 would like to speak to whoever is in charge,” the person sat at the communications console says to Matt.
“Put them on screen then,” Matt says.
A screen slowly lowers down from the ceiling. Sunspot Two never had one of those.
“John, go behind the screen. I don’t want them seeing any of the crew.”
I move to the front of the bridge, and look out at the perfect lines of the QE7. She is truly a beautiful vessel. Unfortunately, the long sleek lines are broken up by ugly rectangular bulks that run along the length of the ship. They start moving, and the tubes on the edges of them start pointing at us. I realise quite quickly that they’re weapons banks. Hastily added with no care as to whether they ruined the sleek lines or not. 
“They’re pointing their weapons at …” I start to say but am broken off by a voice on the screen.
“What you have done is an act of war,” the voice says.
“Act of war? We’re living here peacefully. I’m not sure what you’re talking about. We have no weapons here. Speaking of which, why does a civilian vessel need to be so well armed?” Matt says.
“Since you destroyed the Zeus. Thousands of innocent lives were lost. We tracked the only escape pod to this place.”
“I heard about the Zeus, and I’m sorry. But it had nothing to do with the Utopia project.”
“I don’t believe you. If you aren’t guilty, then why did the pod come straight to you?”
Matt stares at the screen and stays silent.
“I’ll make a deal with you. If you hand over whoever was in the escape pod, we won’t destroy this place.”
“I don’t believe you would. We’re all in the same situation. Fighting to survive. We have no issue with Skylark. They may not like our way of life, but we pose no threat. As far as I’m concerned, you started this by turning on the pneumatic ram destroying our garden, killing at least twenty of our people.”
“We did. As proof to you that we could destroy you without firing a shot. But where’s the fun in that? I will destroy your ships one by one unless you hand over the crew of the escape pod,” the voice says, defiantly.
“You don’t sound sure of yourself. Are you sure you’re in command? Why don’t you just leave here and say you never found us?” Matt says.
Why is he being so reckless? Does he want us to be blown up?
“I’ve had enough of this. Gunner, take out the outermost ship.”
Oh shit. The whole Utopia project is about to be destroyed because me, Flick, Robert, Jack and Warren escaped and accidentally blew up the Zeus. I can’t let that happen.
“No! I was in the pod,” I shout and run from behind the screen to give myself up.
The man on the screen smiles.
“I’m glad someone in your utopia has some sense. Who else was with you?” he says.
“No one. I escaped the Zeus alone. I didn’t destroy it,” I say.
“We’ll determine that when you come across to us. You have twenty minutes or we will start firing.” With that, the screen goes dead.
Blood drains from my face as I realise what I’ve done. On the one hand, I may have saved the Utopia Project but, on the other, unless I can get them to believe me, I’m going to die horribly.
“I can’t believe you did that. Thank you,” Matt says. I’m annoyed that he didn’t say “you can’t do that, there’s got to be another way.” But he just accepted it.
Matt looks at the guy sitting at the communications console. “He’ll be going in the pod he came in on. Code purple,” he says. The communications guy then says something into the mic I can’t make out.
“You have five minutes to say your goodbyes.”
“I can’t. Flick would insist on coming with me. Better she knows after I’ve gone,” I say, with a heavy heart.
“What about your other friends?” he asks.
“They’ll say the same as Flick. Best not give them the option. Better it’s just me. They all have skills you need. I’m just dead weight.”
He doesn’t reply to that, which hurts.
“Let’s get you to your pod then.”
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As I get through the doors of the cargo bay, I see a man in black clothes getting out of the pock marked pod. He walks up to me and shakes my hand. The scar on the left side of his face makes me feel uneasy, but I have no idea who he is or what he’s been through. I shake his hand limply.
“Everything is ready. Thank you for doing this, you will be remembered as a hero,” he says.
“To be fair, I’m hoping to talk my way out of it,” I reply, knowing that I’ve never talked my way out of anything. He raises an eyebrow and looks confused for a second.
“You don’t need to know how to fly this thing, once you push the lever to engage, it’ll be on auto pilot,” he says.
“That’s nice.”
“Good luck. There’s not much time until they start firing.”
I climb up the small ladder to the pod, at the threshold I take a final look back at the cargo bay. The man in black exits the room, shuts the cargo bay doors behind him and I’m alone. What the fuck am I doing? I’m about to kill myself. On purpose. If I hadn’t spoken up, I’d be dead, and so would everyone else. If I do this, only I’m going to be dead. I’m in a no-win scenario. I start to wonder if Robert would have done the same if he was on the bridge instead of me. He used to be an awful person. That’s unfair. Everyone seemed to get on with him except for me. He probably didn’t have any respect for me, back when everything was fine, as I was a truly shit shift manager. I think he would have put himself first and done what I’m in danger of running away from.
I close the hatch behind me and look into the passenger compartment. My dried blood is still on the deck. I close my eyes for a second. I don’t want to sit in the pilot’s chair. If I do, this is actually going to happen. 
A quiet tinny voice snaps me out of my flutter. I pick up the headphones resting on the console and begrudgingly sit down in the pilot’s seat.
“John, there’s no time. You have to go now,” Matt says through the earpiece, with a hint of anger in his voice.
“Fuck off, Matt. I’ve never been sent knowingly to my death before,” I say, suddenly furious at him.
“Sorry. But this was your idea.”
The space doors open up in front of me and I blankly stare at the engage lever.
“Now, John,” he shouts.
“If I somehow get out of this, I’m going to seriously consider punching you in the balls,” I shout back and push the lever forward.
No sooner than I’ve left the relative safety of Sunspot One, the QE7 fires one of its grapplers at the pod, and I’m being pulled into one of its many small landing bays.
The pod lands hard and its skids screech as they slide across the deck of the landing bay. With a lurch, it comes to a halt.
I look out of the view screen at the dark blue and gold landing bay. This ship really was for the rich and powerful, even where they parked looks posh.
A rectangular door at the far end opens and a man with a dark grey Skylark uniform walks through, flanked by four guards. If I lock the doors and refuse to leave, what will they do then? Probably cut the door open and rip me out with violent force. I decide to accept the inevitable and leave the pod of my own free will.
Just as I open the hatch, I hear a calm woman’s voice start counting down from the cockpit. I go back and look at the main console’s monitor. On the screen are numbers counting back from two hundred. Why would the pod start a random countdown? Oh no. Matt, you fucking bastard. I’ve come here to basically sacrifice myself so that thousands can live, but Matt Jelvus has made the decision to blow up the pod, and destroy the QE7. The glimmer of hope that I may somehow get out of this alive is gone. What do I do? Sit here and let the thing blow up? I’m no suicide bomber. Fuck that. I’ve got enough blood on my hands. But if I warn them, they will definitely destroy the Utopia project and with it the only reason I’m doing this. Flick and Warren.
I lock the hatch and slump back in the pilot’s seat, watching with bitter resignation as the five people approach the pod.  
The rectangular door opens again, and another four guards walk through, followed by a civilian female. This is a passenger ship. Skylark may have soldiers on it but it’s full of innocent people. I cover my eyes hoping it’s all a dream but knowing it’s not. I start to cry.
The countdown gets to a hundred, and I decide I have to look the civilian girl in the eyes. I don’t know why, maybe she’ll give me absolution for what’s about to happen, maybe she’ll clearly be evil and I won’t feel so bad. I don’t know what I’m thinking. I have ninety seconds left to live and I want a reason to stop this madness. It’s too late. The decision has been made for me. Matt knew that when I offered to come here, he had a chance to save his dream by sacrificing just one of his own. I would be stuck with an impossible decision. The thousands on the QE7 were of no consequence to him. He was happy that the Zeus had been destroyed because suddenly there was less of a threat. But taking out the QE7 on a whim feels different, like someone who has lost their mind and gone mad with power. Maybe leaders need to make hard decisions like this, but not leaders of a utopia. They’re supposed to be better than that.
I wipe my eyes and look once again out of the view screen. The civilian girl is staring right at me with her blue eyes. No absolution but definitely not evil.
I quickly unlock the hatch and jump out onto the deck.
“Run! It’s going to blow!” I shout.
Everyone turns and runs for the exit and I follow, but I’ve left it too late. I hear a subdued bang behind me, knowing that it’s the beginning of the end. In the circumstances, it’s the best I could have hoped for. I tried to save everyone at the last second, but it was too late. That sort of eases my conscience.
I stop running when I realise there hasn’t been another explosion. I turn around to see the pod in flames. The cockpit then falls off and rolls pathetically on the deck.
“You would have been killed if you’d stayed in there any longer,” a very familiar voice whispers in my ear.
“Hi, Ez,” I say.
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All eight guards are now surrounding me and pointing their weapons at my head.
“Ma’am, you need to stand out of the way so we can dispose of this vermin,” the grey suited officer says.
“No. I need to speak to him, alone,” Ez says.
“But the Utopians have just tried to destroy us. We need to retaliate.”
“Honestly, Ed. If this is the best they could do, do you really think they could have destroyed a super destroyer like the Zeus? No action is to be taken against the Utopia project unless I expressly order it.”
“But if we attack now…”
“Do I need to repeat myself?”
“No, Ma’am. No action is to be taken unless you order it.”
“Good. Now escort this man safely to my office. I’ll be along shortly.”
I take a fleeting look at Ez as I’m escorted out of the landing bay and into the corridor. Her eyes are wide but her face is showing no emotion.
I’m in shock, but it’s a numb shock because I don’t really believe what’s happening. Part of me thinks that the ship exploded the way it should have and I’m now in some sort of afterlife, where everything will now be fine and dandy. When I get to her office Jacob and Terrell will be there, and we’ll party into the night. Or, maybe, my brain really has been damaged beyond all repair. If that’s the case and I get Ez, Jacob and Terrell back, I welcome it. But I have a new life now. I love Flick, and I love our new life with my son. Ez’s son. Oh fuck. She’s supposed to be dead. I was told in no uncertain terms by her father that she was. That was his reason for torturing me.
“We’re here. We’ll be waiting outside, so if you try anything, you’ll be dead in an instant. And let me make this clear: once she’s finished with you, you will be executed. Slowly,” Ed says.
I look into his eyes with a manic stare. “As long as you enjoy yourself, make it as slow as you like,” I say.
The door opens and he forcefully pushes me inside.
The lights flicker on, and I’m standing in a room too large to be called an office. Beautifully decorated with an overly large desk at the centre. The turquoise walls are full of shelves stuffed with books, and pictures of people on every wall. Not just any people. Ez’s family. It’s the office of a proud father. The only version of him I’d seen was a man who didn’t approve of her daughter’s choices in boyfriend, the complete psychopath who happily killed my parents and their protester friends, and who nearly tortured me to death. If I were to walk in here without knowing the man, I’d think he was a decent human being.
The door opens behind me and I turn around.
“John?” Ez says.
I look at her, take a few steps back, hitting a chair and nearly losing balance.
“You’re supposed to be dead,” I say.
“So are you,” Ez says, her voice wavering.
“Your father said you’d died. He said you never came out of the coma,” I say.
“He said the same about you. He said your ship was found with all hands lost. When did you see him?”
“When he was torturing me on the Zeus.”
We stare at each other for a few seconds in silence. She runs over to me and hugs me; I hug her back. Everything feels perfect.
“I’ve got Warren,” I whisper in her ear.
“Who’s Warren?” she replies.
“Um, our son?”
Ez lets go of me and takes a step back.
“Impossible. My father had our son on the Zeus when it exploded.”
“Your father used him to taunt me while he was torturing me. I escaped with him.”
Ez’s eyes begin to water and a huge smile crosses her face.
“He ... he’s really alive?” she asks
“He really is and he’s wonderful,” I say and smile back.
“Who told you he was called Warren?” Ez asks.
“Your father.”
“That figures. He didn’t like it that I named him after you.”
“You named him John?” I say and my heart melts a little bit.
“Father said you were dead. I wanted to honour you. Where is he?”
“On the Utopia project with Flick,” I say, surprising myself that I told her that without any prompting.
“Who’s Flick?” she asks.
“She’s been tasked with looking after him,” I lie.
“I want him back. But I have a few questions first. I’m sorry about this. I trust you, but a lot has happened. You’re going to have to put this on,” she says and pulls a small silver bracelet from her pocket.
“I’ve had enough devices attached to me in the last few months, I’d prefer not to.”
“It’s a simple lie detector. It won’t hurt. It’ll convince people here that you’re not the enemy,” she says and attaches it to my wrist.
“Fire away.”
“Okay then. You say you escaped the Zeus. Why would you have wanted to escape? They rescued you from certain death. Everyone had to do their fair share but, from what I was told, it was a good place to be.”
“You’ve been told lies. For the crew it probably was a good place. Anyone rescued was used as disposable slave labour. Flick, she was forced into being a sex worker. If she had refused, they would have killed and recycled her. They turned our dead into a grey paste to feed us. But only us. Your father, the head of Skylark, was torturing me for no other reason than he wanted to.”
“You’re exaggerating. He wouldn’t do that. I’m sure it was more like questioning.”
“There were no questions. Just stabbing, cutting, and a device that stops you from passing out. Which also makes you relive your worst memories.”
Ez looks down at the bracelet. The light has stayed a steady green. She closes her eyes
“There’s no way you could have known about Rupert’s device without first-hand knowledge. I can’t believe my father would do that. I’m so sorry.”
I think about telling her that he also killed my parents but it would be salt in a freshly open wound.
“When the sun died and my father came out as the head of Skylark, I was shocked. But he was my father. I had to believe he got where he was by being a legitimate businessman. Deep down I knew something didn’t sit right. I worked for Skylark for years. I knew how ruthless they could be. But it was the end of the world. Billions were dead. I had more to think about. He made me his second in command. I didn’t want to do it, but I realised it put me in a position where I could help everyone left. I thought that’s what we were doing. The Utopia project was the enemy of peace. They were supposed to be the ones causing all the misery. But when I saw it, saw how small it was, I knew they weren’t a threat to anyone. Something was very wrong,” she sighs.
“It certainly isn’t the enemy of peace. But the man in charge may be. I was giving myself up to you of my own free will. I had no idea that the pod was set to self-destruct. He obviously didn’t trust that you’d keep your word and wanted insurance. That’s not what I would expect from a man of peace.”
“No. But these are difficult times.”
I hold out my hands and she takes them. We sit in silence for a minute or two.
“Did you see Jacob or Terrell before you were evacuated?”
She smiles. “I did. They were sat with me when I came out of the coma. Not the faces I would have expected to see but welcome ones. They helped me out for a while when I was released from hospital, but when it started to get cold, I didn’t see them again. They had no idea where you’d gone, until they saw Bruce in Sunspot waste’s carpark. They were a little sad and a little disappointed, I think.”
I feel bad about not telling them. But they would have talked me out of it and, at the time, I didn’t want to be talked out of it.
“I feel terrible about what I did. I have no excuse for just leaving like that,” I say.
“To be fair, it was a really shitty thing to do. But you would have been back after three months, and we may have been able to fix it. No one expected the sun to go out.”
“That was your friend Rupert’s fault. He killed my crew and killed the sun. Skylark had driven him completely mad. As crazy as it seems, I regret not being able to rescue him from the Zeus. He believed he could reignite the sun.”
“He’s here. But he’s going by the name Tim, now. Just in case. He was brought over when we docked with the Zeus. There’s no relighting the sun. It’s on the verge of going supernova. When it goes, the shockwave will wipe out everything in this solar system. When Rupert saw that I was now in charge, he promised he would help. He’s nearly finished the device.”
“A device to do what?”
“To fully kill the sun.”
“He really wants it dead, doesn’t he? How long until it blows?”
“A few days at most. Our best scientists had been working on a solution without success, but Rupert got everything on track. He’ll be setting off as soon as it’s ready.”
“Do you trust him? When he killed the sun, he wanted to wipe everything out. How do you know that’s not what he’s planning now?”
“That doesn’t make sense, John. He only has to wait a few days and that’ll happen anyway. I truly believe he wants to help now.”
“I don’t trust him and I think you’re blinded by your old friendship,” I say.
“Maybe, but you just said you regretted not rescuing him.”
“That’s when I thought he was dead.”
“You never change, do you?”
“Nope. I’ve been through a lot, but I’m still basically an idiot,” I say and smile.
Ez hugs me again.
“I missed you,” she says. “Come on, I’ll take you to him and you can see for yourself.”
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“Hello, John, my old friend,” Rupert says in a way that makes my skin crawl. He’s looking healthy and has put on a good deal of weight since the last time I saw him. He wheels up to me in an electric wheelchair that looks state of the art.
“I’ll leave the two of you alone for a bit. I have to make sure Ed doesn’t disobey my orders and shoot at the Utopians,” Ez says and leaves the room. 
“She’s brilliant, isn’t she? I was so happy to find her in charge. Skylark finally has a conscience,” Rupert says.
“Do you really want to save everyone? Or is this a final push to wipe everything out?” I ask bluntly.
“There’s no way I can answer that in a way that will satisfy you. Just know this: I regret what I have done. I’m going to fix what I can. The device is being loaded into the only ship on the QE7 with a light drive as we speak.”
“I’m coming with you,” I say.
“Why would you want to do that?”
“Because I don’t trust you, and I want to make sure you do what you say you will.”
“If you must. But it’s going to be dangerous. The solar flares are out of control. It could be a very short trip, in both senses. When the ship hits light speed, it’ll be just under ten minutes before we get to the sun. No time for bonding or laughing about the past,” he says with a crooked smile.
The door opens and Ez walks back in before I can get out a suitably acerbic remark.
“Are you two getting on?” she asks nervously.
“Very nicely. John has said he wants to come along for the ride,” Rupert says.
Ez pulls a face of exasperation, then sighs. “I guess it’s the only way you’ll put your doubts behind you.”
A bad thought pops into my head.
“Ez, do you remember the first time we met?” I ask her.
“At the ball?”
“Do you remember the rumour you told me about him? The one I wouldn’t shut up about?”
Ez starts to look uncomfortable.
“Yes.”
“It’s true. Not just machines, though. It’s also …”
“This is not the time for a petty vendetta, John. Grow up,” Ez shouts.
“The device is ready and being installed. We should be ready to go in an hour,” Rupert says in a very professional way.
“Good. Get down there. We’ll meet you in a few minutes,” Ez replies.
With a tiny buzz, Rupert smoothly leaves the room.
“Ez, I’m sorry.”
“I know you’re hurting over your crew and your friends. I know Rupert turned into a monster and he’s responsible for everything. I genuinely don’t know what to do with him once this is over. But this has to happen or it’s the end of everything. You need to let it go.”
“I will. I promise. You may want to call the Utopia project and tell them that you’re not going to destroy them. They’re probably panicking right about now,”
“Fair point.”
“And when I get back, I’ll make arrangements to get our son brought across,” I say.
“That’ll be wonderful. We can finally be a family.”
The blood drains from my face. Flick. Fuck. I don’t want to think about it. I love her. But I’ve loved Ez for longer. Only when I thought Ez was gone did I allow myself to fall for Flick. Push it away. Deal with it when you get back.
“Absolutely,” I say.
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The ship in the dock is tiny. Bigger than the escape pod I came in on but only just. It looks like a stumpy missile, with another missile attached to the top. I’ve never understood why the faster ships need to be so aerodynamically shaped. A box with the right engine would do the same job in space.
Rupert is waiting by its open hatch as Ez and I enter.
“This is what’s taking us to the sun?” I ask Ez.
“It’s a K-327. Only three were ever made. One of the QE7’s passengers is rich enough to own it. He wasn’t very happy that we’ve taken it off his hands, but there isn’t a faster ship. We need to get this done as quickly as possible. John, if you’re worried, you really don’t have to go,” Ez replies.
“I do. I hope he’ll do the right thing, but I’ve still got a bad feeling,” I say, knowing that the bad feeling is more about me running away again, rather than face a situation that I could have smoothed out if I had a spine. Instead, I’m going on a suicidal mission to the sun, with a man that I hate. I really am a fucking idiot.
“Are you coming?” Rupert shouts across the bay.
“In a minute,” I shout.
Ez looks me hard in the eyes. I forgot how piercing they were. Everything about her is beautiful.
“What if you don’t come back? I don’t think I could lose you again,” she says.
“I’ll be back. I’ve only fucked up one mission to the sun so far. We’ll say that was a trial. I’ll get it right this time, I promise,” I say.
She kisses me hard on the lips. I kiss back and it feels wonderful. I suddenly feel very guilty.
“Good luck,” she says.
“See you very soon.”
Rupert wheels up the ramp, and I follow him on board. He positions himself where the pilot’s seat used to be.
“Are you sure you know how to fly this thing?” I ask, as I sit next to him at the co-pilot’s station.
“There are a lot of things you don’t know about me. You have only witnessed the bad, which, to be fair, has only really been since I’ve known you. I was a good man until Skylark killed my family. I’m sure that would have made you snap too.”
“Yeah, I probably would have. But killing billions of people wouldn’t have been my first plan of action. Anyway, can you fly this thing?” I say.
“I have a first-class pilot’s licence.”
“That’s more than I have,” I say.
“It’s a good job you’re not in charge, then. Hatches are closed, we’re ready to go. Are you ready?”
I strap myself into the seat and stare out of the forward viewport.
“I guess so,” I say.
Rupert presses a few buttons and pushes a lever forward. The ship lurches and my head hits the head-rest as we speed out of the dock.
The Utopia project is now in front of us in all its cobbled together glory but veers sharply to the left as the ship changes course and heads past the Moon, in a direct line with the blue sun.
“Light speed can make you feel very sick, John. Almost always the first time. I’m assuming this is your first time?”
“It obviously is. I’ll be fine. I have a strong stomach.” I lie.
“I won’t hold it against you if you don’t. Coordinates are set, let’s kill the sun.”
The second the stars elongate, my stomach turns. The straps are holding me in so tightly that I can’t lean over and vomit on the deck. I’m forced to do it sitting upright and manage to cover my shirt and lap. The nausea takes my mind away from what’s going on around me for a second, until I raise my left hand. Three or four other hands follow it, then all join together when I hold it still. I look away from it, but my vision does the same. My stomach starts to turn again, and I decide the best thing to do is close my eyes and pretend this isn’t happening.
“Are you … are, ARE you, you, YOU okay … you okay … okay, John, John OKAY, John?” Rupert asks, his voice repeating and overlapping itself at different volumes. As if three of him were whispering, speaking, and shouting over each other. It sounds nightmarish. I feel like I’ve taken all of a bad batch of hallucinogenic drugs. I try to reply, but I can’t get anything except jumbled nonsense out of my mouth.
A high-pitched whine cuts through my disorientation, which then descends into a deep rumbling as the ship slows from light speed. My stomach instantly settles, and my vision returns to normal.
The screen is completely filled with the angry blue sun, shooting tendrils of solar flares in every direction. I’ve been this close to the sun before, when I was dumping the Earth’s waste, but it was never this violent or terrifying.
“This is going to be harder that I thought. The sun looks like it’s already going into supernova. I don’t think I’ll be able to keep the ship still long enough to calculate the coordinates and fire the missile,” Rupert says and quickly turns the ship to avoid a solar flare.
“That was close,” I say.
He moves the lever again, veering us to the right as another flare shoots past.
“John, you’re going to have to pilot the ship while I make the computations. There’s no other way.”
“I’ll do the best I can, but we’ll probably die.”
“Just grab the two levers, if a flare comes towards us turn away from it,” he says.
“How long for?”
“Until I tell you. Are you really this stupid?”
A bubble of anger shoots through me, but I hold it down. It really would be stupid if I let it take hold.
“Yes. Now do what you have to do,” I shout.
The two levers move out of the console and I take hold of them.
“She’s all yours,” Rupert says, and wheels back to the missile controls. Shit. I’m now in control. The fate of what’s left of humanity is now literally in my hands. Fate is as much of a fucking idiot as I am.   
I jerk the control levers to the right as a flare approaches; the ship moves away from it, but I’ve turned too far and into the path of another flare. I manage to pull above it, but the manoeuvre lines the ship up with another blue fire ball. I push the levers forward, with the hope of flying underneath it. Sparks and smoke fly out of the console as the flare hits us almost head on. A piercing alarm goes off and we’re spinning out of control.
“That flare has hit the missile and knocked out the release clamps. It’s going nowhere,” Rupert shouts.
“Have you got the targeting sorted out?” I shout.
“Yes, if we launch it, it will go where it needs to. But we can’t fire it unless we release the clamps.”
“Shit. What can we do?” I ask, knowing what I’m going to be asked to do.
Rupert wheels back into the pilot’s station, and easily regains control of the ship.
“Two options: We could fire it, but we’ll be dragged along with it to the sun, killing us both, but saving humanity.”
“Not ideal,” I say.
“Or, you go out in a space suit and manually release the clamps from the outside.”
There it is. Going outside in a space suit is not something that I want to do. Not this close to the sun. The memory of crawling over the massive hull of Sunspot Two with Kerry pops into my mind. She knew what she was doing and was fully in command of the situation and still got a huge dose of solar radiation.
I look at Rupert. I believe now that he is genuinely going to do his best to save everyone left. He looks back at me, his eyes wide, hoping I’m going to say yes to going outside. But those are the same eyes that stared at me as he calmly slit Kerry’s throat in cold blood.
“If I go outside and do this, the solar radiation will kill me in minutes,” I say.
“I can’t do it. My spine is snapped. It’s better that one of us survives. I can offer my vast scientific knowledge to the new world. You have nothing to offer. If you die saving everyone, your name will go down in history. You will be remembered as a hero; I’ll see to it.”
“You’ll finally get to slit my throat,” I say.
“What are you talking about?”
“One by one you slit the throats of my crew in front of me but didn’t get past Robert. You finally get to kill me.”
“You won’t let go, will you? I deeply regret what I did. I wasn’t the same person. I was broken. But we don’t have time for this, the sun could go at any time. You have to get out there.”
All I want to do is punch him in the face. But he’s right. I don’t like it, and this is all his fault; but there’s no time, and he does have more to offer the future than I do.
I stand up and go into the back of the ship and pull a space suit out of the storage locker. I quickly strip down to my underpants, as the idea of wearing my vomit covered clothes under the suit isn’t very appealing. It’s a more advanced space suit than the ones on Sunspot Two and can easily be put on with just one person. But the constant veering of the ship to avoid flares makes it a bit tricky. I click the helmet in place and look at the radiation monitor on my left wrist. Green. That won’t last long once I’m outside. On my right wrist is a small toolkit with various multi-tools, a small crowbar and a jet-injector with a crossed-out radiation symbol on it.
“I’m ready. What do I need to do?” I ask through the suit’s intercom.
“The missile is attached by four clamps. All you have to do is prize them open, then let me know when it’s done. I’ll fire it. If you do it quickly enough, you may surv …” Rupert trails off and stares out of the forward view screen, mouth agape.
“… The solar flares have stopped. We’ve got no time left. You have to get this done, now.”
I awkwardly run to the airlock at the back of the ship and attempt turning the wheel to open it but it’s jammed. I haven’t got time for this. I need to think fast. The tool kit. I grab the small crow bar and push it through the spokes, using it as a lever. Thankfully, it gives and opens on the third try. Bending down, I squeeze into the tiny space and close the door behind me. I get claustrophobia in a space suit, so the airlock makes it feel doubly bad. My breathing gets heavier and ragged as the air hisses out around me. All I have now is fear. I don’t want to touch the outer hatch. If I do, I know it’s the beginning of the end for me. I also thought that in the pod on the way to the QE7, but to think it twice in one day doesn’t bode well. I don’t want to start the journey and I can’t bring myself to open it.
“John, I estimate the sun has around ten minutes left, you need to get a move on,” Rupert’s metallic voice in my helmet says, startling me enough to turn the wheel and push it open.
I move my right arm outside of the air lock, and pat around for something to hold on to. My fingers touch something that feels like a handle, so I grab hold of it tightly and swing myself out.
Pulling myself up to the top of the little ship, I see that there isn’t as much damage as I’d thought. The missile is a little singed, but that’s about it. A hand hold runs the length of the ship, which is conveniently just underneath the clamps. This should be easy. I realise that there may be a chance of survival after all, if I’m quick and don’t freak out.
I glance at the radiation monitor on my left wrist, and already it’s on yellow. I need to be very quick.
The clamps holding the missile to the ship look simple enough, I thought they’d be more advanced considering the ship. There’s a hole at the tip of each clamp, which I would assume is for putting some sort of pad lock through if you wanted to lock them off, but nothing’s in them today.
I pull out the crowbar and stick it through the gap between the clamp and missile, then pull it towards me. It opens with surprising ease, so I move toward the front of the ship and to the next one. Same again.
The hand rail stops just before the forward view screen, so in order to get to the starboard side of the ship without going back on myself, I’m going to have to let go and push myself across. It would be far safer to go back and follow the hand rail around the stern of the ship, but there’s no time. The needle is closing in on red.
The handrail on the starboard side of the ship is in sight, and only about two and a half metres away, so I push off without much thought for my safety. Briefly, I see Rupert through the glass of the cockpit, he smiles an odd smile and waves at me. For a second, I wonder what the smile means, but it’s a second I don’t have. I grab out at the starboard handrail, missing it with my left hand. Shit. I put my right arm out, and manage to grip the very end of it. Pulling myself in tightly to the ship, I let out a sigh of relief.
I’ve been concentrating so hard on the job at hand, that I’ve only been staring at the hull of the ship. At no point have I looked at the terrible majesty of our blue sun at the end of its life. I turn my head to the right and what a sight it is. Beautiful, powerful, and in its death throes; still deadly. Blue flames dapple the edges but, at the centre, a Jupiter sized whirlpool of fire is forming around what looks like a black hole. I can’t stop looking at it, something about it is drawing me in, hypnotising me. I want to let go and surrender myself to it.
The radiation monitor’s needle is now well in the red, and I understand that the levels in my suit are fogging up my brain. I flip open the tool box again, pull out the jet-injector and administer a dose into my left arm. As the needle moves back into the yellow, the fog clears a little bit. I clip the injector back in its housing and pull out the crow bar. Two clamps to go.
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The clamps on the starboard side are more singed than the two on the port side but just as easy to prize open. As the final clamp is unclipped, I radio Rupert.
“All four clamps are done. Give me a minute to get inside and fire away,” I say.
“I’m sorry, John. I’m afraid there has been a change of plan. I’ve magnetised the airlock. I’m afraid you’re not coming back in,” Rupert says calmly.
“What? Why?” I shout.
“Simple. You don’t deserve to live. Ez would be better off if you were taken out of the picture. Happier in the long run, I should think, too.”
“I tried to save you. After everything you did. I still tried to save you from Skylark.”
“I get no pleasure in this. Actually, that’s not true. I do regret almost everything I did, but in the many conversations I had with Ez at work, your friends Jacob and Terrell were always the bane of her existence. She thought you loved them more than you loved her. You spent most of your free time with them. So, although I regret wiping out most of humanity, I don’t regret wiping out those two. In fact, I’m glad. And don’t think you can keep hold of the hand rail all the way back, light speed will liquidise you. Goodbye, John,” he says and, with a beep, communications with him are cut off.
Fury burns inside of me; I don’t think he could have said anything that would have hurt me more.
The missile’s tail starts to glow red and I know that this is really the end for me. I could hold on to the rail and hope he’s lying, but it seems doubtful. Which death would be better? Being liquidised sounds like I’d be in horrifying agony before I die, and I imagine I’d be unconscious by the time the solar radiation killed me, so I should just let go and let it happen.
Why am I accepting this? This man destroyed everything, he’s going to be a hero when he gets back, and his identity kept secret. He shouldn’t be allowed to live and play happy families with Ez, or with anyone. I couldn’t kill him before; I wasn’t a killer and I didn’t want to be. But whether I like it or not, I am now a murderer. I jam the crow bar in the hole at the top of the last clamp, locking it to the missile, then push away from the ship and watch as the missile fires up. It launches and, with it, the little ship is helplessly dragged towards the sun.
“John, what have you done?” Rupert shouts though the intercom. I don’t reply and watch as the ship gets further and further away, all the while he’s ranting and raving about how he’s going to get me and kill everyone I care about. There is a small flash that coincides with his shouting turning to static. From the flashpoint, a red wave slowly envelops the surface of the sun. It turns from blue, to grey, and, finally, to black.
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“Can anyone read me? This is John Farrow. Please respond if you hear this.” I have no idea if the space suit’s communications system was linked to the ship that I just destroyed or, if not, has enough range to reach anyone on the QE7 or the Utopia project. All I hear is static.
I’m floating alone in space, millions of kilometres away from anyone or anything that could possibly rescue me. The radiation metre is reading red again, so I pull out the jet injector and give myself another blast of it. The liquid in it has almost run out. I doubt I’ve got more than one hit left, which probably gives me about half an hour before I’m a dead man. Even though the sun has been killed off, it turns out the solar radiation is still trying to murder me. On the plus side, I’ve got enough oxygen to last a day.
“Hello, can anyone read me? This is John Farrow. The only surviving member of an expedition to stop the sun going supernova. I’m here, just floating in space, alone, quite near where the sun used to be. Please, if anyone could find it in themselves to rescue me, that would be pretty great. I know it’s unlikely that anyone can hear this and I’m talking to myself, but I don’t want to die out here. The radiation levels will probably kill me in half an hour, but if you know someone with a ship that has a light drive, you could get to me in ten. Just saying. I’m just going to keep talking because there’s nothing else I can do. I’m sure I’m close to the part where my whole life is supposed to flash before my eyes. It hasn’t yet. And I hope it doesn’t. I’ve already had enough of it forced back into my brain. There is some of it I’d like to relive but not that. I’d like to spend time with Jacob and Terrell. Horrible as it is to admit, as much as I love Ez, they are the only people in this new fucked world that would have made everything make sense. Imagine if they’d survived and we’d been able to get into scrapes together in order to survive. If I hadn’t run away in the first place at least we would have perished together. But now, I’m floating in space, alone, and know I’m going to die really soon.”
The static in my earpiece gets suddenly louder.
“Hello? Is someone there?”
I listen deeply into the static and am sure I can hear a voice. Just not what’s being said.
“I’m sorry, I can’t make out what you’re saying. Please boost your signal.”
The static lowers in volume, and then goes silent. I guess I was just getting my hopes up.
“This is the SS Leviathan, do you read us, John Farrow?” a loud female voice shouts in my helmet, startling me.
“I read you loud and clear. Can you be of any assistance?” I ask, getting my hopes up.
“It will take us more than a week to get to you, but we could bounce your signal to someone who might be able to,” the voice replies.
“That would be brilliant. Is there any way you could get in contact with the QE7?”
“That’s a Skylark ship. If we contact them, we’ll be detected. It’s too big a risk. I’m sorry.”
“Shit. How about the Utopia project?”
“We are in contact with the Utopians. But due to Skylark being actively between us and them, we haven’t been able to get there. I’ll see if I can put you through,”
I feel a sliver of hope. Hope is good, but hope has always had a way of screwing me over.
“I’ve got the Utopia project’s leader for you. He sounded genuinely surprised that you were still alive,” she says.
“I’m sure he is. Put him through, please.”
“Putting you through now.”
“John, I’m so glad you are still alive…”
“Fuck off, Jelvus, and put Flick on,” I say.
“I’ll get her,” he says and disappears. I can hear the sound of quiet chatter in the background, I’d imagine it’s the crew on the bridge of Sunspot One, wondering what’s going on.
“John, is that really you?” Flick asks.
“It is.”
“Matt said you’d sacrificed yourself for the good of the Utopia project. I didn’t really believe him. It seemed oddly out of character for you.”
“You were right not to. I went over to explain what had happened, but Matt set the auto-destruct on my pod. Luckily, it did no damage or you’d all be dead.”
“Why did you go without telling me?”
“There was no time, and I thought you would have wanted to go with me. I didn’t know if I’d be coming back.”
“Where are you now?” she asks.
“Floating next to the sun.”
“Is that some sort of euphemism?”
“Nope. I’ve got about thirty minutes before I die of radiation poisoning. I was hoping that one of the Utopia project’s ships might have a light drive.”
Flick asks Matt if they have one. I don’t hear the response.
“The fastest ship we have could get to you in three days. Assuming we could get it past the QE7 without being shot down.”
My heart sinks a little.
“That wouldn’t happen now. But I’ll be long dead by then,” I say.
“I can’t lose you again, John.”
I don’t have time to explain everything to her, but she deserves the truth.
“I love you, Flick, but Ez is on the QE7. She is now in command of Skylark. Nothing is going to happen to the Utopia project. It’s safe. You’re safe.”
“Ez, as in the girl you were looking for, the mother of Warren? But you said she was dead.”
“I was lied to.”
“So, you’re going back to her then?”
“Doubtful. Unless someone can rescue me in the next twenty minutes.”
“I’m sorry. I let my emotions get the better of me. I’ll contact her now and see if they have anything that can hit light speed.”
“They don’t. I used the only one they had to get here, then promptly destroyed it. On the plus side, I did stop a shock wave that would have wiped out the solar system and everyone in it.”
“So, what can I do?” Flick says, with desperation filling her voice.
“Nothing. Just talk to me. Maybe get Ez on the line. Let me spend my last few minutes with the people I love,” I say, feeling completely hopeless.
“I’ll do that now.”
In the silence, I can hear my heart beating loudly in my ears. I start to notice the sensation of pins and needles slowly enveloping my whole body, and my brain is beginning to fog up again. The radiation monitor is now well in the red, so I open up the tool kit and pull out the jet injector one last time. My hand eye coordination is off and it slips out of my fingers. I hopelessly watch as it floats away into space. I smile as it disappears from view.
“John? This is Ez. Are you alright?”
“I think so. Rupert tried to kill me, so I killed him back. Ez, meet Flick. Flick, meet Ez.” I say, but I struggle to get the words out.
“You sound drunk,” Ez says.
“The radiation must be affecting him,” Flick replies.
“I think the radiation is …” I can’t think how to end the sentence. The words won’t come to me.
“We can get someone to you in less than twelve hours. Is there any way you can hold on for that long?” Ez asks.
“I don’t think so. I can make for try, if you need to.”
I’m no longer sure what I’m saying. The stars ahead of me have disappeared, and in their place are giant blurry orbs. I can hear voices in the distance, are the orbs saying my name? I can’t focus enough to know for sure.
The sad voices are getting further away, but a slow rhythmic beeping takes their place. A dreamy chorus with all the reverb in the universe starts singing a beautiful repeating lullaby to me. I smile and try to make out the words. A lethal dose of something? The lyrics are quite dark for something so pretty. I don’t know, maybe I’m hearing them wrong. I think I need to close my eyes for a bit. Sleep always makes me feel better. I’m very tired, it’s been a busy day. Time for …
THE END
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