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Аннотация
When the crew of the deep space merchant vessel Riyadh emerge from cryogenic sleep, they expect to wake at Talus, the last jump before home. Instead, they find their ship docked at an uncharted Soviet space station under quarantine with no communications, failing life support and their Chief Officer missing.
Stranded millions of light years from Earth, Captain Tor Gjerde has little option but to lead a salvage expedition to the seemingly abandoned station, but once aboard the decaying hulk Tor and his crew discover the terrible fate of Murmansk-13 and the horrifying legacy that remains lurking within its gloomy corridors.


Richard-Steven Williams
MURMANSK-13


Prologue

The violent shaking of the cabin jolted Jamal from his catatonia. The fuzz of the reverse thrusters was dimly audible beneath the rattle of steel shackles on steel treadplate. Jamal could feel his body being slowly pressed into the thin rubber padding of the bench, numb buttocks and tense back muscles contacting with near body temperature metal.
The thrusters were firing oddly, unsynchronized, almost spastic jolts like flame outs. Jamal looked around as sixty five impervious Slavs gritted their teeth. Beside him, Igor sweated; beads formed little rivulets across a weathered forehead. He never lowered his eyes though, even when the guards hurriedly lashed themselves to their jump seats at the front of the cabin — knowing something was badly amiss.
We’re about to crash. We’re about to crash and all I have to brace me is shackles and handcuffs.
Jamal wished he could greet the thought with the stoic veneer his fellow prisoners were mustering, but knew he would not. All of them shouldn’t be here, or at least so they protested, but he really shouldn’t be here.
What did it matter? What value spending the last few moments of your life in bitterness, except when it was all that was left. Jamal had left his family home; ailing widowed mother, two sisters and his brother in Compton, Los Angeles three years ago. Left a fucking hero. And never came back.
Never would now.
These chains are going to rip your hands off, there will be nothing to stop your face smashing into the bench in front, teeth will meet metal, a shattered bloody mess of exposed nerve endings and shredded gums. Maybe if I’m lucky I’ll just hit my temple, stove my cranium in and lights out.
One of the guards leaned into the cockpit precipitating a hurried exchange in Russian; panicked voices drifted into the cabin. Jamal didn’t understand, he’d never learnt the language, always hoped he’d never need to. As soon as I start learning the language, I’ve given up. He never actually thought he’d be trooped off to the Celestial Gulags, not an American. He’d been given plenty of false hope to bolster his stubborn disregard for the language. Lawyers, flown in from the States, had made his life comfortable in detention; single cell, translators available, unlimited phone calls to the embassy and from there home. It was all a matter of time said the small Jewish man with an affected Brooklyn accent.
Then Moms died, it was an inevitability, he’d seen it coming, in some small dark nook of his mind he’d hoped — had all else fail — it’d be his ticket to freedom. They wouldn’t hold him from her funeral, not on some flimsy pretext, a political powerplay as his lawyer called it.
He’d woke, his body covered in gooseflesh one night, a roar of voices and memories flooded his head, tears involuntarily stung his cheeks. She’d gone, his Moms and he’d sensed it from half a world away.
Visits from his lawyer quickly receded after he spent the day of his mother’s funeral in a detention cell outside of Moscow. There were difficulties, inconsistencies. The Russians were sticking to their guns, they weren’t going to be strong-armed by America.
“After all Jamal, you did break the law.”
That was the last thing his lawyer said to him, after the mock-trial as Jamal sat, shackled in the visitors room of the holding centre in Krasnodar. It didn’t seem to matter that he hadn’t, maybe if they told him enough times he’d broke the law he’d simply start to believe it and shut up. Exonerate the nation from their responsibility.
They needn’t have bothered, he simply gave up after that, he remembered placing his cheek against the cold Formica table and crying. Tears pooled on impenetrable plastic.
The tears were back now, bitter tears stinging heated cheeks. He’d never cried as an adult, now he’d cried three times in three months, maybe four. He’d lost count how long he’d been in transit, or left to rot in the holding centre.
“I’m fucking innocent.” He had to hear the words, had to vocalize them. He swung his arms as if to throw a punch, the sharp steel edges of the cuffs tore skin. The scratching pain in his wrists bore some form of release.
Igor looked at Jamal, looked down on him, both physically and metaphorically. You’re weak and hysterical, like a woman was the big man’s appraisal. Jamal tried to steel his emotions in the sneering gaze of the giant, ogreish Slav, but his jaw betrayed him, his body convulsed as if to sob, then collapsed limp. He felt his enervated muscles scream.
Jamal allowed the increasing G to push him into the bench, the misfiring thrusters the only sound he was aware of. No muffled prayers, no sobbing, no human indication that oblivion approached. With what little movement deceleration allowed him, Jamal turned to the stars and enjoyed the odd sense of purity of his final moments. Shared condemnation in a cabin bereft of dreams, bereft of a future.
☣☭☠
The strident sound of the stations klaxon tore Katya from a forgotten dream. Her heart thundered in her chest as she grasped at cigarette smelling bed sheets. Where was she? A wave of nausea proceeded foggy memories of the night before — snippets of her leaving party, parched mouth and furred tongue.
What was that sound? The wailing klaxon filled her cabin, double berth but hers alone. Claustrophobia tugged at her senses, seven shorts wails, followed by one prolonged. General alarm, no command over the PA. She had to muster at her emergency point.
She rolled out of her bunk, catching her foot on the incongruous mock mahogany bedside table that lay at the wrong end. Katja hopped, tried to will away the familiar pain but merely promulgated the throbbing headache that was only worsening under the sounds of crisis. Her brain seemed velcroed to the inside of her cranium.
The severity of the situation caught up with her sleep and drink addled conscience, snapping her to some form lucidity. She stood in day old panties and an alcohol stained tank top. Got to get on some clothes.
“Shit, shit.” Fag buts were strewn over her lab gear, professional, but what did she care, she was going home today. She hoped.
She tugged on her station issue gray velour jumpsuit, Murmansk-13 insignia on the upper arms, an abstract of the Starburst constellation with the station silhouetted against the nearby red supergiant. She limped to her cabin door and pulled on grippy soled slipper boots, also station issue. Tentatively she peered into the habitation corridor.
District Three was dormant save for the incessant klaxon, deafeningly ignorable. Emergency strip lights lit an empty space, a plastic veneered corridor devoid of charm gently curved into the dim distance. Katja felt a first pang of fear, a sick emptiness in her stomach. This wasn’t like the frequent false alarms and drills, there was a wrongness here.
Where the hell was everybody else?
She lifted her feet, doubtful she’d reach a jog but quickly burst into a sprint. Adrenaline brought sobriety and clarity. She padded down the corridor, aware her booties no longer made that suckering sound they had when new.
Habitation appeared deserted, she reached the lifts but recalled her basic station familiarization to avoid the use of lifts in cases of emergency. It had been a day spent with her fellow newbies being shown around District Three by the district safety officer, a young jobsworth barely three years her senior who relished his authority.
She burst through the doors to the stairwell, ringing with the call of the klaxon, and headed up. After all, up was out. How annoying that the idioms of the safety officer were of practical use.
Katja powered up the stairs, but the heady concoction of adrenaline and fear was soon betrayed by her body. Three months of uninhibited station living; work, alcohol and isolation — not to mention gym and recreational avoidance — had not left her in the in the lithe condition she’d sailed through her medical in. As a teenager she’d been prone to puppy fat and it had returned with vengeance once she was hidden from the critical eyes of her mother and peers.
She paused, pulling at the fabric of the now too small jumpsuit. How long was the appropriate evacuation time? Fifteen minutes? It already felt like half an hour had passed, though it had probably been less than five. She pressed on as sweat beaded on her body, rolling in the void between skin and velour. Passed two floors of abandoned promenades, the recreation atrium and two half floors of soundproofed wiring cofferdams.
The fifth floor up was Laboratories and Medical Bay. Katja’s workplace. Double doors rocked on their hinges by some phantom zephyr. Her heart was racing again, and not through exertion. She pushed through the doors.
The klaxon sounded distant now. The labs and medical bay were afforded a large wide corridor that formed a general reception and waiting area, anti-septic white, some banal paintings made the walls blander. A second pair of double doors opened into a circular ward, a warren of laboratories ringing a single general medical ward currently appropriated for triage until the other Districts were shutdown.
Katja walked passed rows of keypad protected laboratories and frosted glass. Bleach tempered with a faint metallic tang wafted through the air. The sense of wrongness was amplified by the disorientating bend of the corridor, depth of sight stolen by a trick of the eye, the sameness of the walls. A single grey stripe, hip height on white. The whole thing felt like rounding a blind corner, unknowing.
She stopped, thought she heard something. One step, another, her own. Her booty suckered for the first time in weeks and she looked down. Blood, arterial spray, spattered up the walls to shin level, a great gout smeared in three shades on the floor. How had she not noticed that before?
Somewhere along the corridor she heard a rustling, then a whimpering, the latter sound her own. She slapped her hands over her mouth and whirled around, backpeddaling from the unsubstantial threat.
The curve terminated in an architecturally discordant corner, heel slipping into its nook. She felt the whoosh of a door open up behind her, an arm grabbed her shoulder and she felt herself being pulled forcibly backwards. Katja’s hands fell away from her mouth, flailing, a rabid weep parted her lips as the door clattered shut.
☣☭☠
The wormhole throat opened before them, a perceptible tear of black on black. Pinpricks of occulting starlight indicated an almost successful traversing. Vasily Korobov primed the inertial dampers and azimuthed his reverse thrusters. His co-pilot Grigory flittered through a laminated checklist. It was a manoeuvre he’d carried out countless times before, cost cutting crash stops on short jump sequences, bounce the envelope and save fuel in shortened approaches. A total fly-by-night operator move, little room for error and each minor fuck up a cheaper law suit than extraneous burning of Syntin. Or else the company went bust, Vasily had flown with both.
“What’s the channel here?”
“Thirteen, she’s ready to go.”
“Open comms as soon as we exit the hole, we’ll be right on top of her.”
“Don’t want to scare her now,” Grigory replied mirthlessly and donned the cumbersome communications headpiece. “Arrival checklist complete.”
“I’ll sign her up when we dock.”
Vasily went through his final idiosyncrasies, little flinches and twitches, some professional knob twirling and other affectations. Ten years ago, he’d have never dreamed he’d be flying missions in space, or more exactly how stunted his promising career had become. From ace Soviet test pilot and early deep space pioneer, marriage and alcoholism had busted him down to prison transport. He’d bounced from one time chartering company to the next, always under false papers and aliases, jumping as soon as his bosses caught on. Some had been less discerning, Vasily liked working for them best, they tended to be the less scrupulous businesses. Turning a blind eye to his revoked license meant turning a blind eye to safety and protocol. He’d been left at some spaceport or another with no ticket home and his keys to an auctioned off personnel carrier confiscated more than once.
It was what it was, flying was all he knew, the only difference these days was he was flying rust buckets with space cadet dropouts and his means to an end required a means to an end.
Vasily turned to Anton, flight engineer. “Kill the EM drive as soon as we’re through the throat, company is counting particles.”
Anton was old, a significant paunch was bisected by his control panel. A greying tonsure haloed a chubby face and conflicting black moustache. He moved slowly, an unburdened man. Vasily suspected Anton no longer maintained a valid Engineers ticket but he knew little of the man, he rarely communicated with anything other than body language and grunts.
“Exiting the throat in three, two,” Vasily reached for the thrusters lever. “One.”
He gunned the lever, full throttle and in one swift movement activated the inertial dampers, the otherworldly hum of the Exotic Matter drive fell away. Grigory reached for the communications button, then paused. “What’s that?”
Vasily followed the plane of Grigory’s fingertip, Murmansk-13 lay silhouetted against a backdrop of stars, large close stars, Class K’s and weak M’s, and the distant blue giants of the starburst galaxy. Spectral red and white mosaics on blue-black marble. Beneath the station, the chlorine rich planet Tsiolkovsky-6 hung like a cheap bauble and beyond that was the systems dying red supergiant. Vasily saw the subject of Grigory’s attention. “Are those lifepods?”
“Comms, Grigory hail the station,” Anton had got up to look at the hubbub and then froze beside Vasily. “Anton?”
The fat engineer was looking at the thermal detector. “Oh shit.”
Vasily switched the inertial dampers off and tried to lift the personnel carriers nose, with cold rockets and a cooling EM drive he was a sitting duck. Autocannon fire skittered across the nose, clipping docking clamps. For a moment he paused in disbelief. “We’re under fire.”
“Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is Prison Transport Vessel 4-Yza. We’re under attack, request emergency assistance.” Young Grigory was admirably calm.
“Who’s firing on us?”
“I can’t see. Shot’s from the starboard beam. Small rounds.” Vasily tried to turn her to port, put the station between himself and the unseen aggressor. But the vessel lolled to her side slowly, showing her underbelly. A second volley of rounds clattered like large hailstones off her keel, reverse thrusters began misfiring.
“Thrusters are fucked.” 4-Yza began corkscrewing, instead of the slow, gentle parabola to the docking ring whilst she matched orbits, she began twirling like a sycamore seed. Vasily fought to bring her level so they could reassess the approach, but the personnel carrier had never been designed for finesse manoeuvres. “Play dead, kill everything!”
“Ten clicks to Murmansk-13,” Grigory looked at the Vasily. “It’s not going to work Captain, we’re in her orbit and exceeding her velocity.”
Vasily tried to use the ailerons to bank, control his spin, a useless affectation of his test pilot days and pointless in hard vacuum. He wondered where all the old flyboys were today, probably on deep space cruisers or cushy desk jobs, heavily decorated ceremonial attire, growing fat in Mother Russia.
As the personnel carrier rolled he thought he saw the corvette firing at them, black against the blackness of space, shark-like as it hunted. Was it attacking the station?
“Murmansk-13 Control: Mayday, mayday, mayday. This is Prison Transport Vessel 4-Yza. We’re out of control. Requesting emergency assistance. We’ve been fired upon.”
The distress message was met with a fuzz of static then a moment of silence. Vasily switched the inertial dampers back on, tried to abate her speed. Sharp insensible noise burst from the radio. “…sssss… sssss… ss thi… contr…. we hav… lems on bo…. tion on f…. loc… n…. full… tine situ… ion.”
“Five clicks.” Sweat glistened the baby faced co-pilot, he coiled his head set wire around his middle finger, the fingertip turned purple then white. “Please repeat Murmansk tower, you’re breaking up.”
Vasily watched the great silo districts of the station pirouette in his windscreen; she looked like a spider looming in the shadows and like a helpless fly they drifted towards her.
As the stations docking ring twirled by, Vasily saw something fundamentally alien jut out from the framework of Murmansk-13 beneath them. The object was huge and rectangular, devoid of any aerodynamic consideration. Random arrays of polyps seemed to blister from the dark, shimmering surface, coppery-black like haematite. Before Vasily could get a better look the docked vessel disappeared. Then all he could see was the machine-gun rapid passage of lit portholes, visible now as 4-Yza drifted closer to impact.
“4-Yza, abort dock, station on lockdown, full quarantine in place.” A faint voice, mechanical through a blizzard of white noise reported from control.
“We can’t dock, we can’t abort. We need assistance!”
“Station on full quarantine, unable to assistsssssssssssss.” The voice faded away.
Vasily snatched the handset away from Grigory, wrenching the coil around his finger. “There are lifepods launching from your station!”
“One klick.”
Vasily felt heat rise to his cheeks, his voice crackling. “We’re going to fucking crash into you!”
One of the guards had opened the cockpit door behind and was talking to Anton, the last thing Vasily Korobov heard was his engineer’s frantic directive. “Brace, brace, brace.”
☣☭☠
The twisting vista of stars disappeared into greyness. The guards sat, arms crossed, cradling their shoulders while the prisoners were afforded no such luxury. Anticipating imminent collision from the ashen faces of the Gulag agents, Jamal tried to relax his muscles, tried to free his mind. But the injustice burned through.
Other prisoners tensed, some tried to adopt the brace position as best they could. Jamal doubted it would matter. He could now make out rivets on the structure outside, dimly lit viewing ports and yellow Cyrillic. They were heading in at a shallow angle, but at far too great a velocity to dock or pull up. Jamal had observed enough docking procedures as he was slowly bounced through space to tell this was abnormal.
Much as the Gulag archipelago had penetrated deeper and deeper into the wilderness of Siberia sixty years before, so had the Celestial Gulag into the vast blackness of space. Jamal imagined those early prisoners of the Soviet, occupying their minds with the terrifyingly mundane activities of a journey that separated them from once normal lives — much as Jamal had; studying standard procedures for docking a deep space prison transporter.
Jamal could feel a pull, his buttocks sliding on the bench as the personnel carrier slewed to port, trying to minimize impact. Jamal slowed his breathing, fixed his vision to one point; a yellow fire extinguisher with a white label covered in Russian Cyrillic in red and images of stickmen too small to fully discern. He felt a screech, ablative heat shields being pulled off, bolts sheering. Handcuffs dug into dark flesh, he clenched his fists, willed his hands to become smaller, or the stainless steel to part.
The pilot had done an admirable job skirting his wings from the docking rim on first impact, the wing tip disengaging like a fencer. However, there was simply too much metalwork to avoid. Jamal was jolted hard to port as the starboard wing tangled with the spoke-like stanchions attaching the docking rim to the superstructure. The vessel veered hard to starboard, smashing into the rim — then cart wheeling, port wing first into a lower part of the rim structure.
Inside the cabin it played out in slow motion, dim lighting blackened altogether. Jamal managed to keep his eye on the retro reflective instructions of the extinguisher as he was first thrust in one direction, bodily pressed into his neighbouring inmates, then thrust in the opposite direction. He felt joints hyperextend to their limit, bones and tendons threatening to snap, limbs pulled in unnatural directions as if controlled by a demented puppeteer. Guards items, radios, notepads, tasers and ball point pens shot from their bodies like buckshot, smashing teeth and opening ragged gashes. At some point the fire extinguisher parted from its original bracket and found a new one in the guards skull beneath it, crushing everything above the lower jaw.
Jamal lost consciousness for a moment, when he awoke guttering strip lights illuminated banks of groaning, dead or injured men and gore spattered bulkheads. In the grim shadows of the benches he counted at least three dismembered hands in the foot space, covered in deep lacerations, and two boots he couldn’t discern whether they were full or not. Calm, stoic and hardened men shook the grogginess of the impact away and began addressing injuries whilst others began to wail or sob.
One prisoner in the silhouette of the light lifted an arm, hand removed, flesh pulled away to reveal his radius and ulna. Blood fountained from the stump. “Epat Kopat Epat Kopat!” He cried before falling silent.
Jamal took a deep breath and looked down at his extremities, the heel of both hands sported deep gashes that covered his palm in sticky warm blood, red wheals and scratches ran up and down his wrists and lower arms. He was surprised to find his handcuffs had released in the impact; he didn’t know if this was by design, but it had clearly not spared all the prisoners their body parts. Jamal hadn’t yet registered the pain of his injuries, at some point his head had taken a blow by a hurtling object and he raised a bleeding hand to feel an egg sized welt beneath coarse, closely cropped hair.
He pushed himself up in the bench, beside him Igor lay unconscious but similarly freed, he’d slipped into the footwell that was slowly filling with dark, metallic smelling effluent. At the front, the only cognizant guard checked on his colleague and searched the flickering gloom for his taser, aware the third man was obviously dead and that he was sorely outnumbered.
Beneath the yells of pain and expletives Jamal could hear a hissing sound. The fuselage was punctured, that it wasn’t more profoundly damaged was a miracle, however he could sense the depletion of oxygen from the atmosphere. He was struggling to comprehend his surroundings and couldn’t figure out why. Functioning was becoming harder whether a product of the rarefied atmosphere or the impact to his head.
At the front he heard raised voices, the guard was telling one of the prisoners who’d stood up to sit back down, or at least that’s what Jamal interpreted. On the starboard side one of the prisoners was attempting to breach the airlock, struggling with the override mechanism. From Jamal’s perspective the airlock led directly into the hard vacuum of space.
The prisoner at the front now bumrushed the guard despite missing digits from both hands. The big man dwarfed the guard, pushing bleeding hands into an imploring face. His grey Gulag uniform coloured claret as the enraged skinhead smashed his face into the cockpit door release. The guard fell limply to the floor as the vitriolic prisoner gestured for his cohorts to follow him.
Jamal took a deep breath and braced himself, hooking a hand into the prison issue jumpsuit of Igor for no explicable reason or sentiment. The huge prisoner pulled the cockpit door release and was immediately blown out through the front of the personnel carrier, his body shredded by the twisted and serrated remnants of the cockpit, a few other prisoners slammed into the collision bulkhead as the fuselage rapidly depressurized. Jamal fought to maintain his hold on Igor’s suit as his body was pulled toward the door. Air vaporized to mist as pressure fell to zero and the artificial gravity failed.
The already damaged fuselage shrieked under the rapid loss of pressure and seemed to pull away from the docking rim, threatening to be thrown by the centrifugal motion of the station. Jamal felt his skin prickle as the temperature dropped, frost contrasted with his dark flesh. Blood began to boil in his veins and he knew he would be dead within a minute if he didn’t act. With Igor weightless, he grabbed his bench neighbour and pushed for the cockpit door like a swimmer pushing off the edge of a pool, a trail of floating blood droplets eddied in his wake.
Others quickly followed.
☣☭☠
Katja thrashed at her assailant, images shimmered through unshed tears. She felt her wrists grabbed mid pummel. Fully arrested, her stomach fluttered with fear. Teardrops tumbled down her cheeks, she was in a dark room, lit only by little pinpricks of coloured light and the lambent green of dimmed monitors.
The shadow before her was saying something, appealing. Blood rushed through her head. She pulled viciously at the shadowed figure grasping her wrists. At her second attempt, it freed her, she turned to the door.
“Stop. Katja.” She recognized the voice, it was Artyom and he was scared. “Don’t go back out there.”
She turned and fell into his arms in pure relief, gladdened to have finally found somebody. “What’s happening, Arty?”
“We lost containment,” his voice muffled in her shoulder. “The recon party are out.”
“All of them?”
“All of them,” Artyom kept his replies calm and gently released Katya from their embrace. He held her at arm’s length, hands on her shoulders. “At 12.16 am station time there was a power surge, for whatever reason it took thirty-two seconds for the districts auxiliary backup to kick in. By then they’d breached the doors.”
“Oh God.” Katya stepped out of Artyom’s reach and realized she was stood in quarantine control. Beside her a great wall of ballistic glass looked down on an empty ward. Wheeled beds lay askew covered in stained linen, each bore a human outline made up of pressure points where necrotizing flesh had wept into the material. The room was lit a sickly blue intended to pacify the infected.
“It was if they sensed it, the opportunity,” Artyom now stared into the quarantine ward, he spoke dreamily. “As soon as we lost power, they went for the doors.”
“But how, how is that possible? Their encephalopathy was so advanced, neurodegeneration so complete.” She tasted old alcohol on her breath, stomach acid burnt the back of her throat. “They should have been dead, not wandering around.”
“Should of, but aren’t.” Blue light uplit Artyom, colouring his skin a deathly pallor and casting great black shadows in his eye sockets. Horn rimmed Windsor glasses seemed to frame the empty looking cavities of his skull.
Katya tried to steady her racing mind. She reached for the water cooler. It shimmered an eerie blue green as bubbles raced upward. The flimsy paper cup shook violently in her hand, tepid, stale tasting water spilt onto the darkness of the floor. “Can we turn a light on?”
“I wouldn’t.” Artyom turned to Katja, a featureless shadow with tousled hair, then sat vacantly at the control console. The quiet hum of electronics in the background.
Katja felt her enervated legs almost buckle, she pulled the second wheeled office chair beside Artyom. “I saw blood in the corridor,” Artyom turned and looked at her, but remained silent. “Where are they now?”
“I… I don’t know,” he replied in a breaking pitch. “They got out, at first… At first we thought we could contain them. We tried to evacuate the ward, bring some guns in but they were on top of us too fast.
“I saw friends… I heard their screams and I ran. I didn’t think I could help them. I hid in here. For a while I heard scraping on the door, I didn’t want to check who was there. They didn’t say anything.”
Artyom cried and Katja draped an insensate arm on his shoulder. He lifted his spectacles and jerkily dried his face with his lab coat, carefully replacing the glasses on the bridge of his nose in an attempt to normalize his distress. “The two guards who were the first at the door when the system went down, they only had tasers. I saw them being attacked, it was ferocious, savage. They just tore and ripped at them, with their hands, fists. Teeth. I watched them bleed out on the floor, horrid ragged wounds in their necks and faces. One of them had no nose, no ears.”
Katja tried to process the information, understand it. She tried to transfer the visceral imagery into something analytical, something cold and usable. Sanitize it. Instead her brain produced mugshots of her friends, eviscerated. Their masticated features pulped and shredded.
“Then they got up,” said Artyom.
Katja took a moment to register the words. “Who got up?”
“The guards, about a half hour after they’d bled out.”
“What do you mean, they got up?”
“I mean they got up. It was slow, but they picked themselves up, skin deathly white, and wandered out.”
Katja looked at her acquaintance and wondered if he’d lost his sanity. “That doesn’t make any sense, Arty.”
“I know.”
“Are you sure they were not just badly hurt?”
Artyom stood and moved back to the window, he gestured for Katja to look. Dread reluctant, Katja joined him at the window and followed his gaze. A giant black slick of blood the size of a family sedan coated the floor beside the containment door. The blood seemed to trace an arc — the imperceptible rotation of the station. “Two men.”
Katja refused to cogitate the notion. “Where is everybody else?”
“When it became apparent that we’d lost containment, station command called for full evacuation to district-12 and station-wide quarantine. One of the muster points got jumped by the recon team… I guess they panicked and evacuated the station headed for the standby vessels. As soon as one station jumped ship, everybody began abandoning ship.”
Katja could see Artyom’s unease as he fidgeted with a plastic pen lid, addressing the cathode console screen. Without another word he gestured with the lid to the screen. He’d apparently hacked into station ops radar, tiny green vector lines slowly arced away from the centre of the display. Four much larger vector lines circled in counter rotation. The little green vector lines disappeared.
“Four Deep Space Destroyers, they took out the standby vessels first, they were dead in the water. Now they’re picking off the lifeboats.”
“They’re firing on civilians?” Her voice was tiny, despite herself a huge yawn cracked her mouth, her mind was growing fuzzy with overload and incomprehension.
“The Soviet just dropped the concrete sarcophagus on us.”

Chapter 1

Two crisp blue ethereal lights seared his retinas. He was awake, or at least he thought so. He did not breathe and his heart did not beat and he was so very, very cold. The cold was a blueness that stole to the very core of his being and held him in a state of hibernation, it swaddled him in the frozen amniotic fluid of a dead womb. He felt drawn into himself, like a tiny operator of a much larger and dormant machine, unusable. His conscious barely registered anything beside his most primal functions and a distant sense that something was amiss, a realization buried so deep in his mind he couldn’t even begin to comprehend it.
Was he dreaming? Around him a shadow moved at great speed, or so he thought, flickering back and forth. He was struck by an inexplicable helplessness. Time passed and eventually the two, crisp lights were extinguished. He returned to his slumber.
☣☭☠
Torsten ‘Tor’ Gjerde gagged as the watertight lid of the cryobed suckered open. His body convulsed at the sudden exposure to air, gooseflesh prickled icy skin. He pulled the nose clip from his face and removed his breathing tube. He sat up and allowed his olfactory senses to be overwhelmed by the smell of auto-clean astringent and dry ice. He shivered, disorientated in his neoprene pants, legs dangling from the side of his bed. He rubbed at strangely parallel floaters that throbbed in the back of his eyes, turning from yellow to green.
“Good to see you’re awake, Captain.” A female voice, prim and British, unfamiliar to his groggy memory. The merest hint of something else, foreign and exotic was buried within her accent. She dried him down roughly with a terrycloth towel, then wrapped him in a thermal blanket as he sat as helpless as a babe. He tried to fuss her away, say something, but his utterances came out garbled and slurred.
“Give yourself a little while, in fifteen minutes you’ll be feeling fine.” The female rushed to administer to another waking crewman.
Tor sat and rustled in his thermal coating, dumbfounded. He was in a brightly lit and antiseptic white bay. Around him lay fifteen raised platforms with translucent blue pods atop. Some were closed and occupied, others lay open; their stupefied inhabitant sat glistening and dangly-legged like him.
He was the Master aboard the DSMV Riyadh, memory flooded back as he watched his crewmen gather their bearings. Pods opened at set intervals allowing the ship’s doctor to provide care and comfort. He reached for names to put to pallid faces as the cold leeched from his body. The room would be heated to just above body temperature. Protocol returned to him. He shivered once more.
Determined not to be remembered in his current state, Tor made a furtive attempt to regain his balance, slithering from his platform. The floor was cold and unforgiving, wet feet slipped on the seamless surface. He jammed his hands into the side of the pod, thrusting his thermal blanket apart, naked save for the shorts beneath.
He quickly gathered the foil material around himself again, hands smarting, dignity zero. Tentatively he tested long idle muscles. Like the first strides of a brittle morning run, his calves ached his thighs taut and recalcitrant.
Tor shakily padded around his platform, drawing the ire of the female doctor. “Captain, you really should wait until all your faculties are warmed up before you start walking around.”
Tor stopped and eyed the women suspiciously, she was young, perhaps late twenties, but her stern face and sharp features held an ageless quality. She was not unattractive, but the plain, long, unnaturally straight hair that framed her pinched face gave her a severe appearance. She wasn’t the ships usual doctor. “How long were we out?”
“Eight months, fourteen days,” she replied flatly as she attended to Jan Nilsen. The Chief Engineer looked newly thawed. He stared at Tor with misty eyes and agape mouth.
“Everyone okay?” Tremulous words scratched at his dry throat.
“Everybody is fine, life signs normal.” For the first time since he started speaking to her, she looked up from behind Nilsen and met his eye. “Please, Captain. Sit down.”
“If it’s all the same to you, Doctor…?” Before she could reply a commotion in the bay drew both their attention.
One of the pods had malfunctioned, the cryo fluid had drained, but the pod failed to open. Inside the frantic deckhand beat at the blue Perspex with little more room than a coffin. The Doctor rushed to the bed, releasing the small Filipina. Angela Tala Herrera sprang from her pod, barely any indication she’d spent over eight months suspended in a liquid nitrogen solution — even her Grace Jones fade had retained its rigidity. Throwing her breathing tube and nose clip aside, she punched the pod. “Fucking piece of shit,” then turned and saw her Captain looming over the tableau. Wide eyed she said: “Good morning, Captain,” before doubling over and vomiting brown-green bile over the pristine white floor.
With the Doctor preoccupied, Tor knew a name would not be forthcoming. “Carry on,” he said as she rushed away. “I’m going to the bridge.”
☣☭☠
Stiff legged, Tor made the short walk down the arterial corridor, rubbing his eyes in response to the dazzling white light. Long closed, they were slow to react to the imperceptible changes in light intensity. The Medical Bay had been tailored to newly awakened deep spacers in a way the rest of the ship wasn’t. A sudden memory jarred him, the blue lights and shadows, had that just been a dream? He closed his eyes and charted two fading parallel marks that traced a spastic path across his retinas, he’d barely registered them when he woke. Déjà vu, a memory on a memory, he’d probably stared into one of the bay’s strip lights before his sentience had returned.
Tor contemplated the stairs and the burning sensation down the back of his legs. Blood returning to normal temperature cascaded through his musculature, made him think twice. He called the elevator for the two flight journey to the bridge.
Auto lighting illuminated the bridge in a comforting wan glow. To the side, the chartroom was littered with starcharts annoyingly disorganized. Some had fallen on the deck, beside them a set of brass dividers. Tor returned them to the chart table, next to the large faux-leather bound ships log. He squeezed old droplets of water from shoulder length blonde hair. It once flowed down the length of his back, but upon receipt of his first command he’d been ordered to cut it. The company was still not happy with its length.
The hanging light above the chart table — green painted like a billiard hall with ornate brass filigree, hung at an odd angle. Out of place. Tor stared at it for a moment.
Various instrument panels winked, pallid greens and reds. The auto pilot would be engaged for another day, time to allow the crew to adjust to their waking surrounds, assess their position. If for some reason the crew remained dormant fail safes were designed to cut in at that point, a distress would be broadcast and the ship placed into a stationary orbit around the nearest safe object.
Tor pressed the power button on the ships video printer. The grey cathode tube lit up, spooling out green nonsense text as part of its warm up procedure, each bit accompanied by a digital tapping sound. Beside it he let the noisy ribbon printer sit motionless so as to enjoy the comparative quiet of the bridge.
So far everything appeared normal, windscreen shields were down to protect them from micro meteoroid strike. Many early deep spacers had died, completely unaware in their rudimentary cryobeds, after a pea sized piece of space junk or rock pierced their windscreens and pressure bulkheads failed. Later vessels had inbuilt fail safes that would keep the crewman in cryo for as long as it took for assistance to be rendered. In deep space that usually meant freezing to death or hypoxia after the ships cryo fluid ran dry. Tor always considered waking from cryo another death avoided. This had been his seventh time on a sleeping voyage and his second longest.
Tor opened the bridges cooler, predictably empty, a faint smell of old UHT milk, long removed. The coffee table above was poorly stocked, powdered milk and creamer, cheap instant coffee granules. An unwelcome offering for renewed awareness. They should wake the galley a day earlier, he thought, that would be his grand suggestion at the Master’s Conference.
Pretty weak, but he didn’t much care.
The Captain’s seat was set back and to the starboard side of the helmsman’s position which lay dead centreline. Gimballed for comfort, the mechanism had long since seized up and chunks of yellow upholstery burst from seams in the greying cover. He took a seat and pulled out a packet of Prince Golden Taste cigarettes he’d stashed in one of the torn seams, more upholstery tumbled to the deck. Rattling the packet before opening, he counted three left and the lighter he’d stowed within.
Tor squinted at the chronometer as he lit up, momentary flame-light cast eldritch shadows in the dim. October 12th 1992, they should have docked at Talus Station two weeks ago, that was a significant delay but not uncommonly large. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss, a nagging sensation that things were not quite in place. He brushed the feeling aside, the product of a skipping mind as synapses thawed.
October 12th 1992, he’d missed Olaf’s birthday. Another. Soon his son would be a man and birthdays would become meaningless dates, shop bought birthday cards fulfilling a calendar obligation. He’d missed his wife’s too. Slowly, inextricably, Lucia was catching up to him in age. After sixty-three months spent in cryo and the reduction imposed on metabolic rate, Tor’s forty-three years could effectively be counted thirty-eight, or so he liked to think. Lucia, however, would be older.
He tried to shake the sense of loneliness away. They always liked the presents he brought home and he supposed that meant something. Money and lifestyle had taken him into deep space. He’d joined as a cadet in 1980 as the industry blossomed after the Iban arc discovery. The race to deep space had broken the prestige of the cosmonaut and turned it into a workaday profession. People from all walks of life were now aspiring space farers.
While the cachet quantitively faded, the fiscal reward remained high. He’d been away nine of the last twelve years and he’d quickly learned to live with solitude. Suicide was uncommonly high for all those blue collar cosmonauts, the frontiersmen were dying or retiring out as the industry streamlined and professionalized. Tor was the last of his alumni still ‘at-space.’
The last not growing fat behind a desk. Or dead.
Tendrils of cigarette smoke laced upward. The armrest of the chair dug uncomfortably under his ribs. He tried to adjust his position, but found himself being gently, but relentlessly, pressed into the arm. His body, the chartroom lamp, they were being pulled to port as if the Riyadh was pivoting — spinning. Then he noticed the quiet, the familiar cadence of the engines were white noise to a man who’d lost so many years on spacecraft. Now he realized there was only silence, silence and the faint click of electronic bulbs.
Tor pushed himself out of his chair just as the elevator opened, dispensing piercing white light onto the bridge. Jan Nilsen and his second engineer Oscar Pettersson stood ashen faced in the elevator light. “Tor, there’s a problem in the Medical Bay. You better come quick.”
☣☭☠
“What do you mean he’s gone? Doctor…?”
“I mean he isn’t here.”
“How did you not notice that before? Doctor…?”
“I was attending to the rest of you.”
“You were awake a whole fucking day before the rest of us. Doctor…?”
“I assumed it was an empty cryobed.”
Tor stood in the doorway of the Medical Bay, Pettersson and Nilsen behind him. The whole crew were now up and in their jumpsuits and doing their best to avoid looking like they were eavesdropping on the flustered Doctor and the Captain still dressed in only a thermal blanket. Tor took a long drag on his cigarette, trying to calm the onrush of anxiety and inventory the consequences of the Chief Officers absence. Nobody had turned turtle on a voyage Tor Gjerde had captained, but that was the first conclusion he was drawing.
“Will you put that out? This is a medical ward.” The Doctor gestured to the cigarette in Tor’s hand.
His face twisted into an angry gurn, cheeks flushing. “This? I’ll extinguish this when you tell me where my fucking Chief Officer is. And what the hell is your fucking name?”
The Doctor smiled in victory and uncrossed her arms. “Smith, Rebecca Smith and as to where your Chief Officer is I obviously do not know. I can furnish you with his name though.”
Tor extinguished his cigarette, crushing it into the deck and languidly ran his palm down his face. “Thank you Doctor Smith, that won’t be necessary.”
Doctors routinely saw themselves above Captains on voyages. Better trained and better paid, they usually entered deep space manning pools to escape some bad experience or malpractice. Smith was young though, probably one of those looking to experience-the-galaxy types. Those were the ones who could never hide their superciliousness.
Tor had flown the last six years with Dr. Pawel Tomarczyk, an ageing Pole who had ties to Solidarity. He spent his shore leave on service stations, never daring to return to Earth. He’d been an ornery prick to deal with, but the type of ornery prick Tor liked. He’d been replaced at Reticuluum with no explanation, he’d simply vanished into the station. Some of the crewmembers hypothesised the Politburo had finally caught up with him. Tor wondered if the chase had simply become too much and he’d spaced himself. Either way, he knew he wouldn’t see the old bastard again. He remembered that familiar sadness.
“Are you sure he was even in the cryobed in the first place? Or has he been missing for the last eight months?” Condescension was never the answer with Doctors, but she was young and a woman, maybe he could cow her.
“I iced him and counted him up.” She waved a meaningless clipboard at Tor’s face.
“But didn’t count him yesterday?” The Doctor pursed her narrow lips but remained silent. Eyes squinted daggers at the Captain, suddenly she looked very young.
Tor took a step beyond the Doctor to address the bay, twelve men and women kicked their feet in the body warm room, trying to look very interested in the deck. “Okay, you all heard that, the Chief is missing, we’re going to conduct a manhunt. Each person keeps to his department. Engine guys search the engine, galley guys search the galley, stores and habitation. Bosun, you and Tala search corridors, wiring ducts and take the cadet. Don’t break anything. Everybody keep a close eye on logs, especially on the airlocks. Hopefully he’ll turn up but be careful, stay in your groups. This isn’t a drill.”
He watched the crew buddy up, they were all familiar with each other, all on the same long haul rotation thirty-six month contract, no outliers or animosity as far as he knew. They were a good crew, capable if not exceptional. They’d conduct the search well, but if they found anything it’d almost certainly be a corpse. He could sense the paperwork and delays ahead.
Tor stepped aside to allow the crew to filter out of Medical as wiry Jan sidestepped beside him. “We may have a bigger concern, Tor,” he said in an ululating Troms Norwegian dialect, low and gruff at odds with his gaunt physique. “The engine is idle, she’s been offline a while. Totally cold, could be seized.”
The blood drained from Tor’s face. “Could we be at Talus?”
“Not a chance, Skip. Thrusters and rockets haven’t fired for months and there’s something else.” Nilsen’s stubbly face was equally pale. “In eight months, the EM drive was never activated.”
A rushing sensation filled his ears. Where the hell are we?
Beside the Doctor, only two men remained in the bay, duties unassigned. Bulgarian Navigation Officer Atanas Mihailov and Radio Officer James Stewart, Brit. “Everybody else on the bridge.”
☣☭☠
Chief Officer Nikolai Falmendikov wasn’t missing. That much was apparent. The search had been called off and the remaining compliment of the DSMV Riyadh had congregated on the bridge. Backs pressed to the far bulkhead, furtive eyes looked at the grim faced Captain and Chief Engineer. Pettersson and Doctor Smith had absolved themselves of responsibility and melted into the crowd. Mihailov and Stewart busied themselves, avoiding eye contact and ignoring hushed questions.
The lights, the fucking lights. It must have been then. A disquieted hush fell over the now fully illuminated bridge.
“I don’t know how much you’ve heard, or what is already making the rumour rounds,” Tor kept his voice neutral, made eye contact with each of his crew in turn, following the line they’d formed around the elevator. “Chief Officer Nikolai is not onboard and we’re not at Talus.”
The crew murmured their displeasure. Tor braced himself for his next revelation. “In fact, we don’t appear to be anywhere near Talus.”
Expletives and gesticulations coloured the anxious atmosphere, Tor let them vent, they had every right, they’d all been away from home for almost three years, Talus was the final stop off before a jump to Sol. They’d all awoken to thoughts of home and family, plans three years in the making or longer about to come to fruition. Now they were here.
“Where are we then, skip?” Boson Jovan Peralta asked the question sincerely in a lilting Filipino brogue, his lopsided face squinting out from behind Doctor Smith. He’d been a boson at sea before the big drive to convert one of the world’s largest seafaring pools into a spacefaring one took many Pinoy into the far galaxy. Naturally servile, utilitarian and cheap the Filipino ‘spacemen’ as they liked to be called, were the workhorses of many a deep space vessel.
Tor winced at the inevitable question, he imagined Mihailov did as well. “We’re not totally sure.”
The expletives grew louder, the gesticulations more animated. Heads turned to Mihailov who worked feverishly in the chartroom, the Navigation Officer was working from the track recordings obtained from the flight recorder. But they’d ended in hard, empty vacuum. Now he was correlating bunker usage figures, but consumption calculations weren’t the usual concern of a deck officer. Regardless, all his calculations kept ending in the same segment of unpopulated space.
Except, they weren’t in unpopulated space.
Tor waited for them to quiet. Nilsen put a hand on his shoulder and stepped forward. “Looking at the fuel consumption it appears we haven’t left Reticuluum.”
Now the crew were angry bordering on murderous. Eight months and they’d barely moved, at least by deep space standards. By Mihailov and Nilsen’s calculations they’d probably travelled eight hundred thousand miles on thrust and inertia alone.
They had every right to be pissed. Tor was pissed, but he couldn’t betray his own emotions to an already mutinous and indignant crew. Deep down he knew any anger directed at Falmendikov would soon colour him. After all, he was in command, it was he who ultimately bore responsibility for the voyage, particularly in the absence of the Chief Officer.
Tor scanned the faces of the crew, his gaze quickly averting searing eyes that weren’t engaged in some impassioned discussion with their neighbour. Doctor Smith tried to remain cool and impassive, she looked glassy-eyed ahead, avoided pouring any further petrol on the fire. Tor supposed he was thankful of that, though she’d provided no further insight into how Falmendikov had managed to override the Cryo program.
Finally his eyes rested on Peralta. He was uncommonly young looking for an old hand, although the drooping features on his right side gave him a permanently sad appearance. No one could be hurting as much as the Bosun, he was on his last trip and had double stinted with another vessel. His demeanour remained remarkably neutral though, he respected seniority more than any man Tor had ever flown with, but without the flawed obsequiousness many of his countrymen observed. As a result he was one of the few Filipino’s Tor knew was roundly respected throughout the fleet. He also abstained from the furious discussion around him. “Why are we here Captain?”
Peralta’s raised voice, but cordial question hushed the ranks. At first they turned to the Bosun, then Tor.
“We haven’t begun to investigate the motives of Chief Officer Nikolai, but I think it’s safe to assume two things.” Tor moved to the bridge control panel, his back to the crew. “First, he’s brought us here and second, he has done so for a reason. As for your earlier question, as to where here is.” Tor pressed a button, the windscreen’s iron alloy shield slowly lifted revealing a huge, monolithic gunmetal grey structure beyond pitted glass. Warning and directional lights were long since deactivated, portholes lay dark in the distance, little dead eyes peering back at their miniscule seeming ship.
Great ablated scars like silvery stretch marks, ran across the large central portion of the structure, at least one click from the docking ring their emergency clamps had affixed to. It was hard to get any kind of fix with so much metalwork cluttering the radar — multi-path returns blotted the screen in inscrutable patches of lurid green.
The dead space station twirled in a slow centrifuge against a glittering backdrop of juvenile stars, accreted within the hyperactive foundry of the Starburst galaxy. In the mid-ground, a great nebulae of cool ionized gases mottled the darkness in an oil slick of colours while nearby, at less than sixteen AU, a vast solar flare flicked like a devilish tongue from the surface of an ancient Red Supergiant. The star sloughed away energy and mass from its fragile helium shell, bathing the bridge of the DSMV Riyadh in its cold, florid, dying light.
Tor spent a moment contemplating the preposterous composition of fallible manmade metal and the unstoppable fire of space.
“What the hell is that?” Angela Tala Herrera’s affected American street accent tore the Captain from his reverie.
“We don’t know.” Tor turned to the crew, faces and jumpsuits a disturbing blood red. “We saw Cyrillic lettering on one of these outer structures and the outline of a hammer and sickle so we can assume it is Soviet.”
“It looks dead.”
“It’s not on any of the Star Charts.” Mihailov emerged from the chartroom, he looked drawn and exhausted, pencils behind both ears. He flexed weary fingers and rested against the door frame. “Need to know place, military or R and D.”
“Either way our presence doesn’t seem to have drawn a response as yet,” Jan Nilsen walked to the windscreen and pressed his thin, crooked nose against the glass. Each breath steaming his view. “Looks like he walked down and entered through that gash.”
“He’s in trouble though,” said Mihailov joining him. He pointed down to the ragged dark hole, burnt and deformed metal haloed the entrance, telltale dents and scars indicated some kind of impact in the docking ring structure. The high tensile steel lifeline Falmendikov had anchored from the Riyadh recoiled placidly in hard vacuum, severed.
“Hope his umbilical is okay,” replied Nilsen. The rest of the crew had massed around the Chief Engineer and Navigations Officer.
“Fuck his umbilical and fuck him.” Hernandez, the diminutive motorman pointed wildly at the lifeline, pushing through the crowd and jabbing his finger against the screen.
Tor knew the situation was on a knife edge. He’d briefed Mihailov, Stewart and Nilsen to preach calm but Hernandez was not a man accustomed to calm. The Mexican was known as a rabble-rouser with a litany of drug related suspensions on his record. On this voyage he’d already served a two-week unpaid suspension for some bar brawl on Snake’s Head. “Calm down, Hernandez.”
“No, fuck him.” He hit the glass, flat palmed, spittle flying from his mouth. “He’s flown us to some fucking Soviet trash heap in the sky — I should be home in a week.”
“Hernandez, back the hell down otherwise you’ll be home with another two weeks less pay.” Tor knew Hernandez was all show, had to be the tough man for the crowd, short man syndrome his father would have called it.
Hernandez withdrew to the crowds edge, Tala cuffed him on his way out light-heartedly. He gave Tor a beaming smile with snarling eyes.
“We have to make a decision on what we’re doing here.”
“Ain’t no decision to make skip,” Hernandez rubbed his knuckles and looked at the Captain, hair slicked back. “Cut and run, leave the Chief to his tomb.”
Murmured agreement resounded through the crewmen, Hernandez provided a voice for the chickenshits. Tor could sense trouble gathering imminently on the horizon. Anger sang through the ships compliment. “We can’t do that, Hernandez,” he said in a stern sing-song voice addressing the crowd before his gaze settled on the Mexican. “How are we for supplies?”
Hernandez shrugged noncommittally, the rest of the crew looked at each other.
“How are we for fuel, Exotic Matter, water recyc, food, cryo? What’s the status of the ship’s hull integrity, air scrubbers,” faces blanched in the redshift. “We aren’t moving till this ship is inventoried and I know what we can physically do. Ain’t no point heading into space and suffocating, or starving after drifting for months. Stewart, how’s comms?”
“Still down, too much interference.”
Tor nodded, he needed to take command of the situation and at least appear in control. Provide some sort of meaningful distraction, perhaps give him time to formulate a plan of his own and provide the crew with something tangible. Let the aggression diffuse; divide and conquer.
“I want a full report from department heads on my desk in three hours, galley, engines and medical. In the meantime Mihailov, you make a best estimate passage plan to somewhere at least familiar and Stewart will work on comms.” As minds turned to the potential severity of their situation Tor felt anger give way to anxiety. Was that better? “I know the situation is bullshit, but I’m in it too and you better believe I want to get home as well. We’ll sort this out, worst case scenario as soon as we get comms back up, we’ll get supplies our way. So keep calm, any dissension and I’ll have you put back in cryo unpaid. We’ve got to work together.”
Wearily the crew filed past the Captain back to the elevator, Jan Nilsen gripped his shoulder on his way out. James Stewart looked furtively behind him as the elevator door closed carrying the majority of the ships crew from the bridge. Stewart was young, a first trip officer from Liverpool. His broad Scouse accent gave him a cheeky aura that belied his competence. He’d served as a cadet under Tor on his last voyage, Tor had liked him enough to recommended him to the company upon completion of his officers training. Despite his experience, Stewart had never been backwards in voicing any concern and Tor respected that over new officers that would fly into the nearest star on the whim of a senior officer. His discomfort unsettled Tor.
With the crew out of earshot, he turned from the radio station where he’d been busily twiddling the various instruments knobs and lowered his headset around his neck. Intense eyes fixed almost conspiratorially on Tor. “Captain, I don’t think we’ll be getting comms back. I have no idea how long we’ve been here but it’s dead on every frequency, every band. Every damn instrument. Hi-beam, laser. Captain, I think the array is fried. I’m not sure if it’s the station or the star system, but it’s not just interference.”
Tor took a deep gulp, trying to fight the rising bile that burnt the back of his throat. “Can you fix it?”
“I’m a radio operator, skip, not a radio technician,” Stewart answered, twiddling the headset lead in his fingers. He’d left something unsaid.
“What else?”
“I didn’t want to say anything in front of the rest of the crew,” Stewart gulped and pointed to an innocuous box shaped instrument with an extinguished light and a short spool of printouts. “It’s the company’s positioning transponder.”
“It’s off.”
Stewart shook his head slowly and tore off the spool of paper, handing it to Tor. “It’s not off. It has been relaying the same fucking position since July 3rd. The company have as much idea where we are as we do.”
Tor rubbed his face and stared at the repeated position posted daily in the intervening months. He noted the absence of even static through Stewart’s headset. The Radio Officer averted his gaze and began flicking through a manual in four different languages the size of a telephone directory. A cold sweat beaded on the Tor’s forehead, a sudden panicked moment of terrible isolation.
“I’ll be in my office,” Tor said quietly, retiring to the elevator. As the doors closed he took one final look at the vast lifeless station they clung to, unable to shake the image that they were a parasite on a vast, dead host.

Chapter 2

Jamal hung in the darkness, his legs pressed deftly into the flexible aluminium panels of the air duct. The last dozen feet arced downward into District Six — Stores. In reality, it was one of hundreds of central air ducts that fed into the labyrinthine warehouse, but this had become his familiar route.
He listened and cringed as the thin panels he wedged himself in flexed. A dull metallic thunk. His legs burned, getting too old for this. Jamal shifted his weight and let the panel reclaim its form with a reflexive pop. Renewed silence, he dried the beading sweat from his palms and planted his hands at the base of the vent. Long ago he learned that, as awkward as it was, a headfirst exit from the vent was favourable — it afforded no surprises.
A gentle breeze flowed passed the duct exit, the vastness of the station and its slowly failing systems seemed to lend it an ethereal climate all its own. Artificial, but no less subject to entropy. After four years it had become Jamal’s world and slowly that world was failing.
Another one, another life.
The grating had long since been removed by Jamal’s own hand, the noise had meant it was a full day’s journey for a singular task. One of his early solitary foraging missions — before the prisoners learned that safety was only found in caste community. Now he peered out into the unlit warehouse, his eyes accustomed to the permanent artificial twilight that consumed most of Murmansk-13.
No keening, no unconcealed footsteps.
He slithered from the air vent, palms planting quietly on the gantry handrail. The catwalk appeared to float above the warehouse, suspended as it was by tensile steel cables lost in the shadows of the dome above. Jamal could feel the gentle play of the catwalk under his feet as he noiselessly dropped to the treadplate and crab-walked to his vantage point overlooking the warehouse.
District Six had been designed to be the storage, warehousing and supplies hub of Murmansk-13. A vast space the size of Three Rivers Stadium, the catwalk was suspended a hundred feet above towering racks at least thirty feet in height. They formed tight rows with space for warehousing machinery to fork various stores down from the loftiest shelves.
In one shadowy corner a long disused truck bore the scars of carnage from the final time its engine was fired up. The runners soon learnt that the forklifts racket only drew unwanted attention.
Spaceward, great slated viewports bathed the floor space in blurry blocks of red light. The cubed light skittered into the racks and diffracted into bloody shards. A single large circular corridor ran off into the distance, to the docking ring, a byway for newly arrived freighters that would never come.
These days the racks were emptier, the spoils higher. For the runners, foraging grew more dangerous but it was a job Jamal embraced. Running broke the endless tedium of life on the station, the ceaseless waiting for what, nobody knew anymore. Hope of rescue had been abandoned by all but the most deluded and their apparent overseers had grown quiet since Murat had disappeared. Death, it seemed, was all that awaited them whether through some catastrophic failure of the station, the mundane expenditure of their finite resources or the sickness.
Jamal wasn’t sure why he helped perpetuate their existence, other than running provided a fatalistic thrill. They needed supplies to continue surviving and while Jamal grew indifferent to life, running provided a purpose, a means to an end and possibly a means to his own end. Either result was a net win. Or at least he tried to convince himself that. For whatever reason, Jamal’s nagging instinct to survive always dragged him from one dangerous situation to another without ever letting him lose.
Thirty seven convicts had pulled themselves through the emergency airlock, little realizing they’d exchanged one form of imprisonment for another, far worse. Four would make it no further than the service corridor, their injuries from the crash and space exposure too severe. The remnants quickly divided into clans. Most stuck to familiar groups — gangs from their hometowns or gangs from their Gulags. None of the Slavs wanted to ally with the American monkey, the English speaker. Their ethno-patriotic bigotry undiluted by their incarceration by Mother Russia.
After a day the various groups sallied forth from the service corridor unaware what awaited beyond.
He’d watched as a group of badly injured crash survivors, covered in lesions and one suffering from decompression sickness, sought medical assistance. One of their number had managed to override the quarantine shutdown that had frozen all the automatic systems onboard. They’d taken a single step forward before the wave of crazed people had broken over them, rending flesh from bone, tearing tendons and cartilage. He’d listened to his fellow survivors screams, the snap and pop of their bodies; paralyzed as gore washed across the bulkheads. Then one of the attackers had cast his tache-noir striped eye on him. The fierce keening of the clamouring mob had chased him deep into the exposed wiring conduits that would become his sanctuary.
That had been day two, post crash. Jamal spent the next three ensconced in the stations hidden maze of multi-coloured wires and yellow insulating substrate.
In the weeks that followed the survivors maintained solitary packs, scavenging the leftovers of the rapidly abandoned station while avoiding its sickened denizens.
As numbers began to dwindle, the ravaged gangs converged on District Four-Stations Administration and its large, mostly unadorned, office spaces. Few of the offices appeared to have ever been used and the haul from the myriad canteens and kitchenettes was meagre. Still, the position was defensible, barricades were built and a modicum of order established.
Weary, Jamal watched the preparations from afar, in his metallic warrens; waiting to see how it would play out and not expecting a welcome. The situation reminded him of The Lord of the Flies.
Sure enough, limited means resulted in fights under the omnipresent gaze eye of the security cameras. A deep sense of paranoia pervaded from whoever was watching the images, from the roaming packs of infected station personnel and from one another.
The untenable conditions resulted in a split. One group remained in District Four, the other migrated to District Seven and the habitation blocks of the Station’s Plant. Over a series of months Jamal watched roaming individuals come in to the separate parties — some were station personnel, others; survivors like he who had been reluctant to enter the first troubled community.
Jamal knew he would never last alone, the claustrophobia of the wiring conduits was almost total after four months, although he’d long since lost count of the days in the permanent pallid light of the ducts. He would be the final one to come in — and the first to be rejected.
Igor, his neighbour on the prisoner transport, had emerged as the preeminent autocrat of the District Seven band. The burly Russian still bore the scars of the accident, a deep indentation in his skull that would surely have rendered another human being dead. Igor had leered over Jamal when he’d sought asylum. Old prison tattoos gleamed with sweat, darkened by the red emergency lights — Plant was hot, Plant was unfriendly.
Rapid Russian had drizzled from Igor’s drawn lips, his eyes fixed on Jamal. Whether the words were meant for Jamal, he would never know — he’d long forgotten them by the time he’d learnt the language — but the familiar zoological gesticulations from Igor’s coterie suggested they weren’t friendly. He’d quickly turned tail when Igor started grinding his sausage fingered fist into his meaty palm.
Igor, the man he’d saved.
It would be three more months before Jamal would approach Gennady and District Four, dulled of mind and malnourished. Seven months spent in the ducts before he was reluctantly accepted and his talents for traversing the service ways of the station would become a desired skill set. Between him and Mikhail, the runners were born an exclusive caste.
Now Jamal watched Mikhail, far below. A miniature figure dancing in and out of the giant racks, a brief play of shadows, the glint of his outline all that betrayed his position. Mikhail was Igor’s man, Igor’s runner. Both Districts had quickly learnt that foraging parties did not have the required stealth to subvert the stations control or the attention of the stations infected. The two acted as a symbiotic defence system. For the most part, locked down automatic doors kept the diseased crewmembers at bay, other times some Unseen Hand would unleash all hell and long dormant doors would spring to life. Then the putrid smell of decaying flesh would herald doom. The key was to avoid alerting either.
Mikhail and Jamal were the best. Subsequently, they were rivals.
Mikhail was a light-footed Muscovite, long blonde hair and chiselled features belied his petit frame. He was younger and more agile than Jamal, but he didn’t know the station like Jamal did, hadn’t spent as much time in the stations wilderness. Jamal had been a running back in high school, albeit a small one. He was powerful, at least after sometime recovering from his months in solitude. Jamal could count on his strength to get him out of a bind, he was also a better beast of burden as a result. Mikhail looked like he would snap in a breeze. A whippet.
Still, after four years running against Mikhail he’d come to admire him. They were specialists, eking out an existence on a decaying station for thankless employers. Jamal suspected he and Mikhail would prevail to the end together but they could never meet or talk, the paranoia was all too ubiquitous. Distantly he hoped Mikhail admired him. He doubted it though.
Jamal thumbed the inert junk gun in his pocket, digging into his thigh. He’d been out of .25’s for a year. A couple of pocket pistols had been liberated from the guards during the escape, ammunition had been found intermittently in office desks through the years. The survivors knew there was an armoury, but Weapons was District Twelve, a suicidal distance. Jamal also knew Mikhail carried one, but he suspected he was out of ammo as well. A junk gun was only good for two purposes, attracting attention or shooting yourself. Still, he imagined Mikhail would kill him if he had the opportunity. At the least it would tip the scales in favour of District Seven in the interminable battle of attrition.
He chose not to test Mikhail’s resolve.
Instead he watched as Mikhail scaled one of the outer racks. His silhouette crawling up the skeletal framework. Most of the supplies on the lower shelves had been scoured clean or destroyed by the early frequent incursions of the infected crew. Nobody could say for sure how many the Station had housed when the evacuation was botched, or how recently it had been supplied, but non-perishables were at ten percent their original total. Rationing had been introduced in District Four for the greater good. They could hang on another ten months if District Seven followed suit.
Then what? Jamal wondered how long the little bands would hold together, how long before anarchy and fighting turned to cannibalism. Schisms were developing beneath Gennady, the stability he’d come to rely on was threatening to unravel. Ever since rationing was instituted, timid but contentious — and increasingly unhinged, Kirill was garnering support amongst those least satisfied in District Four and those cowed by his mule Ilya. Sewing the same atmosphere of fear and paranoia that had first split the community through nebulous propaganda. Jamal thought of the Rapa Nui, the people of the Easter Islands, impotently expending their resources, spiralling passively into violence and disaster. He’d found a book on anthropology while scouring the offices and had coldly read the passages on their demise. Perhaps Kirill was right to incite fear, but Jamal knew it was merely for his own gain. Kirill wanted to monopolize the station supplies, if he succeeded in a coup he would be sorely disappointed. Jamal had already explained that stores were dwindling, Kirill had simply branded him as a Gennady loyalist.
So be it.
Mikhail was now sat, cross-legged an outline embossed in red. Hands feverishly packing tins and packets into a large canvas backpack. A faint skittering of metal on metal floated up to Jamal and drifted away on a breeze of ozone scented wind. It occurred to him that a loud sound now and he could trap Mikhail on the upper shelves, the infected would not relent until he died.
Then however, the warehouse would become impassable, Mikhail could sustain himself for weeks on the dried food stuffs and emergency water supplies. Jamal would have to wait until either boredom or madness forced Mikhail to act. Only once Mikhail was either devoured, dead or out of reach would the infected mill elsewhere. By then he would surely have imperilled all the remaining survivors of District Four. Both the grateful and the ingrates.
Jamal wondered how many times Mikhail had watched him on the racks and came to the same conclusion. The thought raised gooseflesh on his skin.
Mikhail began his downclimb, backpack bulging out like a black widow’s abdomen, jostling against measured movements. Descent was the hardest part, the frames were aluminium, weight lightened by oval knotholes and otherwise smooth. The holes were big enough to jam a finger into and little more, there was no opportunity to properly test the weight of the backpack before mounting the frame as the shelves were just five feet high. Jamal had jury-rigged a waist belt to reduce the movement of his backpack, but the first few finger holes were always the most tentative.
Mikhail stepped lightly from the frame, his lithe form appearing small against the overstuffed backpack. Jamal watched him walk to the dwarfing viewport, bathing him in red spectral light that stole definition from his solitary figure. He pressed his hand against the glass in reverie.
Suddenly, Mikhail snapped his head to the side. Jamal held his breath, but Mikhail did not flee. He was looking at something, pushing his face into the glass. Peering. The subject of his interest held his attention for several minutes before he turned and began walking urgently, but quietly, in the direction of District Seven.
Jamal waited on the catwalk, his interest piqued. He daren’t risk running into Mikhail, any confrontation would at the very least render the whole excursion completely worthless. Instead, he listened for the tell tale scraping of a backpack being pushed into an air vent, the rustle of insulating substrate. After fifteen silent minutes he determined that Mikhail was better than he judged.
Jamal followed the gantry catwalk to where it terminated at an elevator. It was powered down and would be far too noisy anyhow. Beside it was a service ladder, yellow and black striped. Cotton mouthed he descended, his water supply for the trip had been expended earlier than he hoped and now his head pounded, exacerbating the import of each and every step and amplifying each dull clunk.
At the bottom spindly rack shadows spidered across the floor, obsidian black in the crimson starlight. At the base of the ladder Jamal stood in the loom of the shelves, stretching away. Light played through them like skyscraper skeletons.
Chary footsteps carried Jamal to the place he’d watched Mikhail stand not twenty minutes before, wraithlike fingerprints still imprinted the glass. The great red supergiant dominated the sky, sunspots sliding across a surface striated by bands of varying crimson like a palette of aging blood. The air was still here and the glass warm, streaked with cosmic dust. Jamal tried to recall the feeling of sunlight on a Californian summers day. Another life.
Peering as he’d watched Mikhail do, he traced the gentle curve of the docking ring as the station lazily rotated, out passed the pill shaped District Five and into black uninhabited space, beyond the span of the supergiant.
At first he saw nothing, just blackness, distant starlight blotted out. Then, letting his vision settle, he saw her, emerging like a magic eye image from star blind retinas. A vessel, a new vessel, not the wrecked prison carrier that had been flung from the station as it centrifuged months after the crash — spiralling debris and corpses. Nor was it the unusual leviathan he’d heard dubious legend of around District Twelve. This was a civilian craft, a deep space merchant vessel perhaps. It was small in perspective, Jamal could vaguely make out its aft section, rows of small cylindrical tanks glinting chrome silver and braced by dense, bright orange coloured space frames. Engineering lay at the stern, a featureless block leading into soot stained rocket cones.
It appeared docked or at least in geostationary operations, although Jamal couldn’t make out the forward section of the vessel or its superstructure from his vantage point. After years of abandonment, a new vessel was at Murmansk-13. Salvation perhaps? It certainly wasn’t replenishment, had it been delivering stores it would have docked at the end of the corridor he was stood beside.
Jamal’s excitement was tempered by his consideration that perhaps this was not an unprecedented event. In four years his and all his fellow prisoners existence had been one of abject blind isolation, of plastic covered aluminium bulkheads and windowless office vistas. What few viewing ports they were afforded access to in District Four overlooked the grey hourglass of the stations central command and the web of metal stanchions that kept the docking and district rings attached to it.
For all Jamal knew they’d been visited before, brief visits to stock the Unseen Hand. Jamal twisted and watched the security camera on the far wall. He’d broken it four times, Mikhail an equal number. Once more it had been fixed. The light above it no longer blinked, but Jamal had seen it pan the warehouse months ago, had waited for its creeping motion to die. Now the elongated tube was still, the lens focusing on shadows. Perhaps this was their watchers departing vessel, the experiment concluded.
He had to make it back, had to tell the others before it was too late, before another means of freedom was lost. It took twenty hours of clambering the mile and a half of air, wiring and service ducts to get back to District Four, just ten for Mikhail who’d be returning with similar news. Igor would have longer to formulate a plan. District Four needed supplies but a full backpack would cost him more time in the ducts. Returning empty handed would bring consternation, but also news — hope.
Jamal tried to calculate how long it would take the sixteen men of District Four to get to the ship, it was closer to them, but the corridors were a no go, a thoroughfare for the infected. Sixteen men would be a lot of noise. He could go alone, stowaway, but he owed Gennady, he owed all of them or at least most of them. They could have allowed their prejudices to turn him loose, instead they valued him. It was the same relationship as he’d tolerated at high school with his coach, he was a commodity to be protected and vaunted, serious injury made him disposable. It wasn’t family, wasn’t even close, but it was a bond, a bond that without he would probably be dead. Or worse.
He thought of his family, Moms was dead, his Dad had been a gangbanger, an early member of the Crips and equally dead, he’d died a teenager and Jamal had never met him. He wouldn’t be surprised if his brother had gone down that street too. What was left was millions and millions of miles away. Sisters and headstones.
Vertigo stirred him as he looked up at the racks, a dull pummelling of bulkheads put his senses on edge. The infected were near. Supplies could wait, he couldn’t delay relaying the news. Jamal lifted the compacted, light canvas backpack and hoisted it onto a shelf beyond reaching height, brass clasps tinkled in the darkness. He could come back for it if necessary, but not before exercising this chance.
Smoothly, Jamal transitioned back into the shadows and steeled himself for the twenty hour return journey wishing he’d at least found some sachets of emergency water.

Chapter 3

Tor looked at the headshot attached to Nikolai Falmendikov’s personnel file. The face staring back possessed a new Soviet authoritarian exterior, ashen cheeks and dark ringed grey eyes. A neatly trimmed, greying moustache embellished tightly closed lips. The picture could almost be in greyscale were it not for the Red Banner background. A hammer and sickle watermarked the picture.
He lit his penultimate cigarette and placed the pack and lighter in his shirt pocket. Tor savoured the taste as he surveyed the sea of papers that avalanched across his desk. Port entry declarations, port exit declarations, crew lists, crewing changeover documents — the job of a deep space merchant vessel Master was little more than a paper exercise. Myriad checklists, logs and legislative paperwork required his signature. It could all wait till later, always till later when the paper exercise became a week long sprint prior to sign off.
He smiled as smoked curled from his lips; there were at least some upsides to their current predicament.
Tor kicked his feet onto the desk — casting a slew of possibly important papers onto the deck — and reclined his office chair to such an angle that he could retrieve the solitary can of Coca Cola from his mini refrigerator. It was tepid, but would do. Auto routines were only just booting back up non-essential systems. Nilsen’s report was likely to require such luxuries were placed back into standby. This was probably as cold as the can would ever get.
Nikolai Falmendikov had been on his second trip with the company, an early defector from the Motherlands state owned merchant space fleet. This had been the first trip Tor had flown with him, prior experience had barely taken Falmendikov out of Sol, little feeder ships carrying replen to the Soviets numerous grandstanding Solar service stations. Most were dilapidated and bypassed these days, although Tor had spent a fair few days aboard them in his early space career. Dire, humourless places for shore leave. Old hookers and red tape.
He’d undertaken a series of extraneous training programs between his first and second trips, grounding him for two years. Electronic Navigations Systems and a Deep Space Helmsman’s ticket. The former was necessitated by some companies, even for a payload specialist such as Falmendikov, but the latter was frankly bizarre. Able bodied spacefarers way below his pay grade required a helms ticket, not CO’s. He’d probably never handled a rig like the Riyadh during his Solar Coaster career, however.
Two years at home spent entirely in training between two three year trips. A divorcee… figured.
Falmendikov had clearly been planning this, could not have believed his luck when they ended up in the Reticuluum system. After all, there had to be some reason they were now here. Wherever here was.
Tor let the file drop to his lap and ran his free hand through his hair. He slowly closed his eyes and let his head rush with nicotine and sugar. He hadn’t slept since waking from cryosleep seven hours ago and already he shuddered with fatigue.
The body becomes detached from the usual circadian rhythm that dictates the human cycle after months in cryo. That sense of detachment is only worsened by the eternal darkness of space and the absence of Sol’s sunlight. Typically the body yearns for sleep, natural sleep, for days after emergence. Each crewmember would also spend several hours beneath a sunlamp.
Neither of those normalizing tasks seemed likely to occur in their abnormal situation. Tor felt his eyelids flutter then woke with a start as his chin hit his chest. The half can of viscous coke had slipped from his hand and emptied between his legs, pooling on the mock leather office chair and dousing his cigarette. Tor jumped up, casting Falmendikov’s papers onto the deck with a slew of other documents.
“Dritt!” Tor spun round searching for some paper towels. Instead he settled for a laser faxed memo from the Saudi Shipping Inc. Syrupy brown slowly seeped through the green and white letterhead. Unable to sit, Tor paced up and down his cluttered plastic cubicle, the bulkheads little more than beige flecked Formica veneers covering rudimentary wiring. His mind was racing and alert but his theorems and hypothesis were disjointed half dreams half forgotten. He retrieved Falmendikov’s file.
Falmendikov was quiet, not a confident English speaker. He’d mentioned children and a home in Gorky, a dispute with his ex-wife, hints of money troubles. He cast a downbeat figure. Tor had taken to avoiding him once they’d secured their cargo of Exotic Matter Particulate at the EM plant at Reticuluum One, frequently arriving late at mess to escape the Russian’s grim pall. Unfortunately, Falmendikov was an adherent to old school protocol and would sit in stoic silence behind a long empty plate until the Captain had finished his meal, pushing Tor’s dinner later and later. Only in his final week, after the service stop in Reticuluum, did Tor succeed in out waiting him.
‘A strong candidate for suicide.’ Nilsen called him.
If his mind had been elsewhere, he never showed it, pulling a near unbroken forty-two hour shift during loading at Reticuluum One. A US matter factory in the heart of Soviet Deep Space, a thorn in the corroding Soviet Deep Space Colonisation Program and the counterpoint to the Soviet owned FTL drive technology.
Falmendikov had carried out his pre-arrival conference, loading plans and structural stability calculations with no indication of distraction. A pro that Tor could find no fault in except the black hole that formed a placeholder for his personality.
Tor stared at the mosaic of emergency flowcharts and company posters that dotted the space around his office porthole. A multicoloured frame for the dark empty space beyond. Oil slick colours shimmered in the blackness, early warning of an ionic storm. There was a light knuckled rap on his door.
“You OK Tor?” Jan Nilsen’s wiry frame occupied his office doorway. Tor placed Falmendikov’s file atop the mountain of paperwork and resumed his pacing behind his desk.
“I’d offer you a seat, but I’ve poured Coke on it.”
“Sounds like a party,” Nilsen remarked before retrieving Falmendikov’s file. Idly, he poured over it. “Not slept?”
“Maybe for twenty seconds.” Tor retrieved the Cola stained cigarette from the chair and felt its flaccid remnants disintegrate between his fingers. “Shit.”
“I guess he had some ghosts after all, eh?” Nilsen flipped through the pages of the personnel file, not really observing anything in particular. He seemed agitated, his anxiety was contagious. Nonchalantly, he dropped the file back on the desk.
“We’d already surmised that, just wished he’d kept his personal business personal.” Tor wiped the chair off with the saturated memo and three-point-shot the remnants into the paper basket. Missing.
“Any word from the company?” Nilsen pulled a small green tin of snus from his shirt pocket, rolling the tin between his thin fingers.
“Comms are down, Stewart is working on it.” Tor could feel Nilsen’s deep set piercing blue eyes appraise his mien.
“But?”
“He doesn’t think they’re repairable,” Tor answered resignedly. “He thinks the array is fried.”
“Figures.” Nilsen furtively opened his snus tin, took a single white portion from it and resealed the tin. He jammed the little sachet of wet tobacco beneath his top lip with his left hand, then ran the right hand from blond stubbled scalp to greying stubbled jaw line.
“Solar flare activity and the brewing ionic storm outside?” Tor gestured to the porthole.
“Something worse,” Nilsen leaned across the desk casting shadows about his gaunt features. “Much worse.”
“How bad?” Tor gulped, blood rushed in his head.
“We haven’t got enough Syntin to thrust anywhere, manoeuvring fuel or otherwise and if our comms are down, we definitely can’t get within a realistic rescue range.” Nilsen sounded like he was chewing gum. “We could reroute what’s left to the manoeuvring thrusters. Establish an orbit around that planet, but not much else.”
“What about the EM drive?”
“Cold and seized. Whatever retarded our comms has also sullied our exotic propellant.”
“And the cargo?”
“It’s unrefined, we couldn’t use it even if it wasn’t…” Nilsen gave an apologetic shrug, “fucked like our propellant.”
“Fuck.” Tor slammed his fist on the desk, the paper mountain collapsed, cascading around his knuckles. He could feel himself reaching for his shirt pocket button, trying to free his final cigarette. He relented, pushing himself up and away from the still-damp office chair that skittered backward, slamming into the sideboard. Something told him he would need the cigarette later.
“That’s not our biggest concern now, Tor.” Nilsen rolled his lips, repositioning the sachet of tobacco. It was an anxious tell, Tor had seen it before when playing poker with him; when he was bluffing a weak hand on an overcommitted pot.
Tor stopped pacing before he began and stared at his Chief Engineer. They’d been friends for over a decade and were two of an increasingly shrinking pool of Norwegian space farers in the Saudi Shipping roster; the slow imperceptible shift to cheaper third world labour was depleting their ilk. Tor had begun his junior, Nilsen having entered an already certified civil engineer. However, unlike many whose careers Tor overtook, Nilsen never showed the intransigence to his authority other overlooked, promotion aged officers had as the number of stripes on his epaulettes increased.
Part of him wondered if the symbiosis he found with Nilsen had been because the engineer found Tor a malleable presence in the Masters office. He let Nilsen mould him, just as he knew the other, younger more diligent officers would have provided an arrogant, inflexible barrier for progress, for the purchasing of spares and maintenance parts. Bean counters eager to please the boardroom bottomline. The Riyadh ran well because of Nilsen’s diligence and Tor’s profligacy with company funds.
Tor knew Nilsen was an exemplary engineer, one of the best in the company, one of the longest tenured and experienced Chiefs. He trusted Nilsen implicitly, knew he ran a tight ship in the engine. By comparison, Tor had never been an exemplary officer, not even close. An exemplary kiss ass perhaps, his predilection for girls and good times made him an excellent foil for the first wave of ship to spaceship captains, looking to relive their youthful adventures on the seas within the nascent ports amongst the stars. He’d wound his way through the chain of command by being an affable, charismatic wingman to his elders. As the industry of vice flourished throughout the early spaceports, Tor sewed contacts with the upstart purveyors of booze and debauchery. He became a favourite amongst the companies masters, but his talent had never been for maintaining a watch, navigation or payload. Nilsen knew this, knew his weaknesses and managed to dampen the effects of his most hazardous shortcomings.
Tor had visited Nilsen in Nordland during vacation a couple of times to go hunting and fishing. An outdoors man, Nilsen preferred a beer by the lakeside with a freshly caught coalfish supper than Tor’s choice of a weekends — whoring in the gated brothels of Salvador.
They’d had numerous run-ins with Station rats, district gangs, dubious customs officials and pimps in their time, but Tor had never seen Nilsen as agitated as he was now.
“Our air and water recyc scuppers are spent.” Tor noted Nilsen’s hands quivering slightly as he tried to dampen the quake in his deep voice. “He’s obviously had to turn them on to sustain himself when he woke, but didn’t know how to control them. They’ve been running on full capacity since whenever he woke up.”
“How long have we got?”
“Two weeks. Three, if we ice non-essentials.”
Tor sat back down and rested his head in his palm. What had started a possibly significant, potentially career ending inconvenience was spiralling into something more dangerous.
“But there’s something else worrying me, Tor.” Nilsen now picked at the edge of a piece of paper, his shining eyes fixed on the distraction.
“What?”
“Whatever this is, this radiation or ionisation that is damaging our comms, our Exotic Matter.” Momentarily he trailed off in deep thought. “What is it doing to us?”
Tor paused, hadn’t had the chance to even conceive of that particular concern and could offer no solace.
“I mean we could be already dead for all we know,” Nilsen continued.
“We can worry about that later,” Tor offered weakly.
“What about my daughter Tor? I haven’t seen Freya in years,” Nilsen splayed overlong fingers around the back of his balding head. “I was going to call it quits after this trip, propose to Emma. I was going to take her down to the lakes. I met her there.”
Tor rounded his desk. He squeezed Nilsen’s shoulder but found himself bereft of platitudes or reassurances. He felt a sick emptiness in his stomach that afforded little sympathy as he contemplated his own mortality. He decided he wouldn’t burden Nilsen further with the tampered transponder. “I’ve ordered a meeting in the mess hall, I could use your support down there.”
Reluctantly Nilsen rose, blank, misted eyes regarded Tor. “Sorry. I’m not sure what came over me. I guess it’s just the effects of the cryo. We’ll be fine.”
The words came out hollow and faintly manic. If Nilsen lost his grip, the crew would follow. Tor patted him on the back, manly slaps to avoid seeming patronizing. But his mind was elsewhere, sinking into its own quicksand of fears both real and potential. He let Nilsen exit in front of him and held his hand to the light, watching his own digits shake.
☣☭☠
The crew of the DSMV Riyadh sat bleary eyed in the mess hall. The sharp tang of detergent hung over plastic fixtures and fittings. The same beige-orange flecked Formica veneers gleamed in sterile white light. Split into two rooms, one for officers, the other for ratings, the foldaway divider had been pulled back and trestle tables pushed against the bulkheads.
Cryosick crewmembers pulled primary coloured stacking chairs into the space once occupied by two rows of tables and benches. At one time, the Riyadh had been manned by almost thirty hands, now just thirteen men, minimum crew, operated the vessel. More officers than ratings. With Falmendikov AWOL and Mihailov and Stewart on the bridge, only eight haggard faces stared back at Tor.
He watched Nilsen take his place beside Pettersson, avoiding his eye. The situation had grown grimmer since the crew last convened on the bridge. Tor hoped Nilsen would keep his concerns about radiation to himself. Post cryo sleep deprivation and panic was the last thing Tor needed. The news he was about to relay was bad enough. Terminal conjecture could wait till later.
At the back Sammy Cruz, Chief Steward, stood alone, all five foot two inches of him. His whites were immaculate as always and he wore his Stewards epaulettes despite the lack of occasion. Cruz had already caught Tor in the corridors as he walked with Nilsen to the meeting. Stores were running low, but worse, luxury items were almost spent. A shortfall of coffee, cigarettes, beer and Skyflakes crackers would doom morale faster than rationed vegetables and meat products. Still, neither were as critical as a shortage of air and water.
At least porn was still in adequate supply.
Tor surveyed drooping eyelids and bloodshot sclera. A face was missing. “Where is Dr. Smith?”
Pensive heads darted from side to side. A shoulder or two shrugged. Hernandez, head in hand suggested: “Asleep?”
“Would you like me to call her room, Captain?” Sammy asked politely, motioning to an old wall mounted Bakelite telephone.
“Let her sleep, I’m going to keep this brief so we can join her,” the Filipinos and Mexicans gave tired wry smiles. “Figuratively, join her.”
Tor paused, let the ratings enjoy the humour. He feared humour would also be soon in short supply. “I’m going to cut the bullshit guys and I want you to remember we’re all in the same boat here.”
Heads straightened and jaws tightened. Dulled eyes focused on the Captain. The room was eerily silent except for the faint hum of the ships electronic systems.
“The situation is… bad.” Tor looked away for and found himself staring at more dark portholes. Reflexively he pulled the port blind nearest to him down hiding the perpetual night.
“How bad, Captain?” Peralta asked earnestly.
“Radio Officer Stewart is currently working on contacting the company, but so far we have been unable to broadcast, this station we’re docked at is apparently interfering with our communications array.
“Our air scrubbers and water filters have perhaps two to three weeks left before they become ineffective. On top of that we have no fuel for thrust, we basically cannot obtain escape velocity from the anchoring planet and our EM drive is also inoperable.
“Our supplies were due to be replened at Talus within a week, they were also not expected to be tasked during our scheduled cryosleep. With twelve crew members still aboard we may be on thirty percent rations.”
“Until when, our air runs out?” Hernandez sneered.
Tor answered the insubordinate question indirectly. “The other option is that the ratings and cadet return to cryo while we signal for assistance. Then we all cosy up until help arrives.”
“This is bullshit. What about our pay for this extra time?” Hernandez was now standing, lazily Nilsen cuffed his blue boiler suit and pulled him back to his seat.
“What about my space time? I’m supposed to be back at the academy in three weeks,” Aidan Bruce, first trip cadet piped up timidly.
“Yeah, well that ain’t happening kid, we’re still eight fucking months from Talus, let alone your academy, I wanna know if I’m being paid for this.”
“Seriously, shut up Hernandez. Right now pay is the least of our concerns, we can thrash that out with Saudi Shipping when we get home.” And when the company finds we’ve ruined a billion dollar exotic matter cargo and damaged an eight hundred million dollar exotic matter drive.
Tor kept the latter thought to himself. Even if they did get home they could expect months of being dragged into wainscoted courtrooms for hearings and inquests. Blame would have to be apportioned someplace, the buck would ultimately stop with Tor. His career was already over, Falmendikov’s stunt could leave his retirement a destitute one. He shut his eyes briefly and felt the sharp pain and pressure forming behind his eyeballs. How long before the likes of Hernandez realize he was a spent figurehead?
“Cryo is the only option if we want to give ourselves some legroom,” Tor said, emphasizing each word. He prepared to reveal his list of all non-essential crew when Dr. Smith entered the room. She was dressed in civvies, an ugly crocheted turtleneck poncho and black leggings. Rheumy eyes suggested she was freshly awake, but the dark circles suggested she’d enjoyed only a fitful sleep. Despite her tired visage, she looked much younger out of her uniform. “Good of you to join us Dr. Smith.”
“Cryo won’t work,” Dr. Smith pulled up a chair directly in front of Tor and stared at him. “We were due to return to Earth from Talus following a minor jump, the ship wasn’t scheduled to replenish the liquid nitrogen onboard until it reached Earth. We’re out of the primary composite for our cryo fluid.”
The room fell silent again, crewmen bowed their heads. Then flimsy plastic capped metal chair legs scraped across linoleum. Chattering as the little chair clattered to the floor. “Oh this is awesome man, this is fucking awesome. We’re as good as a year from home and we have no cryo, no food, no water and soon no fucking air.”
“Sit down Hernandez.” Tor stood and watched the diminutive Mexican rage. Nilsen also got up.
“No Captain. no. We’re fucked man. Fucked. Fucking Commie prick.” He balled a paper cup and threw it aside.
“Hernandez calm yourself.” Now most of the crew were standing, Tala Herrera was bee lining through chairs and frozen colleagues, Sammy was backing away from him.
Hernandez flailed at the wall, denting the plastic, his second shot cracked the panelling. He turned his body for a third shot when Tala came up behind him, bracing his arms from behind. He flung his head backward as if to try and headbutt her, deftly she moved sideways, dragging him to her side and sweeping his leg out from underneath him. They both tumbled to the floor. Nilsen, Pettersson and Peralta stood over the pair.
“Calm down!” Tala hissed into her friends ear.
“Okay, okay,” Hernandez’s breathing was heavy with exertion. “Okay.”
Hernandez struggled from Tala’s grasp and rolled to his side. Peralta and Pettersson helped Tala to her feet. Nilsen loomed over Hernandez who stayed on the floor.
“Another outburst like that Hernandez and you’re done, got it? I’ll have you medicated and put in sickbay.” Tor was already regretting giving Hernandez another chance after Snake’s Head. The kid was unhinged. Rumour had it that he was addicted to amphetamines and had been booted from his previous contract due to possession onboard. He’d twice neglected drug testing and was on his final strike with Saudi. Tor had intended to covertly have his cabin searched, but if word got back to Hernandez it would only have made the trip less tenable. At the time Hernandez would only have had a month left and Tor could have ensured he never flew with the company again. Now they were stuck with him and without cryo for how long, nobody knew.
Hernandez rose to his feet and retrieved his chair. Dejected, he slumped back into it in silence. Everybody else returned to their seats. The outburst provided no catharsis, only winding the tension further. All the crew were sat a little too erect.
“As a Captain, I couldn’t in good conscious leave Chief Officer Falmendikov here. For whatever reason he brought us here, it is unfortunately our duty to man a search and rescue,” Hernandez threw up his hands in exasperated silence. Tor’s mind raced with the implications of Falmendikov’s actions and the dire state he had left the Riyadh in. “Now our situation dictates that we also use this as a salvage operation. Bosun, I defer to you, you were a sailor before you came into space you’re the most experienced here. What do you think?”
Peralta’s face rarely expressed an emotion. Whatever had paralyzed his right sided features had lent him an intangible inscrutability. “About twenty years ago, I was still an AB then, I was on a little gas carrier, twenty thousand tonner. We were caught up in a Pacific typhoon about a couple of days out of Taiwan. It’d come on faster than the forecasts and we were being tossed about like a toy in a bathtub.
“Anyhow, we were sailing with this Steward. Older fella. He’d had some problems, his little girl was very sick and his home had been badly damaged in some flooding outside Iloilo. I guess he’d taken out some life insurance and a day’s heavy weather and broken sleep had convinced him his time was at an end.
“In the morning he didn’t show for breakfast, the two galley boys were left in a panic with a bunch of unhappy and tired officers and engineers. They tried to summon him on the phone, then banged on his cabin door, but he was gone.
“A steward doesn’t just fall overboard due to his work, so you kind of knew what had happened. Anyhow, the waves were still big, green sea breaking over the bow. Ship was surging and pounding and yawing all at the same time but we still had to turn and look for him though. Had to put the ship broadside to the waves.
“I guess if the sea had been any bigger, or the Master had decided it was too dangerous we wouldn’t have done it. But the Captain, he was a Norwegian fella too, he said ‘you never leave a man in distress.’ Do as you’d have others do unto you, I suppose.
“We can’t leave the Chief and I know we can’t leave here without some parts and pieces. Your likes of young Hernandez here might not like it, but I don’t see what other option we have.”
The Bosun’s left eye seemed to wince at the memory. An old friend, probably. Then his expression returned to its usual impassive state. Tor surveyed the faces before him again, grim, but he hoped in some way placated by the nascent plan of action.
“Tomorrow we’ll EVA down to the station and find Falmendikov. Who wants to come with me?” Tala’s hand went up, she was imbued with an unusual sense of fearlessness for her countrymen that was only matched by Peralta. His hand was up too.
Reluctantly Nilsen raised his hand. “I need engineers onboard, Jan. The communications array is going to have to be appraised and the engines ready for immediate manoeuvre, just in case. All non-essential systems also need to be shut down, I’ll be taking Mihailov as he’s the only man onboard familiar with Cyrillic, even if it’s the Bulgarian type. That means I need you on board, you’ll be in charge.”
Nilsen nodded and lowered his hand.
“Now I want everyone to get some sleep. We’ll only go once everyone is rested. Okay, you’re all dismissed.”
Chairs raked across linoleum, weary bodies filed out the mess hall in near silence. Nilsen approached Tor who was still seated. “You sure you want to do this, Tor?”
Tor wrestled with fatigue as he stood up. Muscles stung with lactic acid and cryo atrophy. A partially calcified cartilage popped in his chest. “No, but Falmendikov is my responsibility and while I’m too damn old and idle for this, someone needs to lead by example.”
“You’ve never struck me as the hero type,” Nilsen said with a sober smile.
“Believe me, I’m not. This is as much about showing I did everything I could to save my ass.”
“Ever the reluctant hero,” Nilsen replied, hushed, aware they were not alone in the hall. “I’ll leave you to it.”
Nilsen patted him on the shoulder and nodded to Dr. Smith who hung back beside the door, body reclined against the bulkhead. As Nilsen left she came forward. “Something I can do for you, Dr. Smith?”
She reached beneath her poncho and revealed a large, brushed steel hip flask. “You look like you could use a drink.”
☣☭☠
“Is this your family?”
Tor had fallen into a deep sleep and hadn’t awoke when his reading light came on. The question seemed distant and blurry. The sheets were warm and damp from exertion and he cowered from the dim yellow light. There was more sound in the background, Italian voices, a film he supposed, it was hushed, some Giallo movie, he recalled Profondo Rosso. Beads of sweat rolled between his skin and the microfibre fabric of his bedspread. A hand toyed with a matt of curly blond-grey chest hair and he tasted rum at the back of his throat.
“Tor?”
Dog tired and worn out, he pushed himself, insensate, into a seated position. He felt the sheen of his body being pressed by a lean hip and the cool of the mahogany veneer headboard. His head swam, tipsy. Dr. Smith shuffled closer, she was holding a picture frame.
“Yeah, that’s my boy, Olaf,” Tor’s eyes focused on the familiar photograph. “He’s older now, seventeen. That was taken at his tenth birthday party.”
Tor was not in the photograph, he’d been the one taking it. He’d only been home for one birthday since then, Olaf’s thirteenth, Olaf had spent the day in the town with his friends, watching movies and goofing off. Tor had spent it drinking at the whorehouse, trying to feel something other than dejection.
Gently, Tor took the photograph from the doctor.
“Who’s that?” She pointed, her finger imprinting the glass. Her naked body pushed closer into him. Skin glided together.
“That’s my wife, Lucia.” Big smile on a round, olive face. She was petit, but was a little chubby when the photo was taken. She’d just miscarried their second child.
“She doesn’t look old enough to be the mother of a ten year old.”
“She was twenty-seven, then.” Tor couldn’t hide the sadness in his voice, the doctor didn’t seem to notice.
“She’s pretty,” the doctor moved away, suddenly detached and tied up her long black hair. She let the covers fall to her waist revealing small pert breasts and a slightly too-thin waist. “You still together?”
“Yes.”
“Hmmm.” She ran a closed hand down the length of her rudimentary pony tail as if straining it of sweat.
“You sound upset.”
She gave him a sideways askance look and emitted a short sharp laugh, resting her hand back on his chest. “Hardly Captain, I’m not one of these naive Colombian girls you find on the service stations.”
Tor replaced the picture frame on the bedside table closest to him and looked at the doctor. With her hair tied back he could tell she was in the twilight of her twenties, her features too sharp to be attractive. He certainly wouldn’t pick her out in a bar, but he did find her worldliness refreshing. “Your hair looks better tied back.”
“Thanks.” She pushed herself closer to him and her hand slid lower but her eyes fixated on the film.
“You’re not like most of the younger GP’s we get on these rigs.” Tor rested his arms against the top of the headboard. “All, ‘yay gap year, I want to see the galaxy’ then piss and moan about how bored they are a month later.”
“You haven’t flown with me for a month. At least not consciously.” Dark eyes turned to appraise him.
“You know what I mean.”
“I know people need a release on these long trips. I damn sure know I do.” She brooded now.
“How long have you been at space?”
“Too long.” She removed her hand from his slight paunch and rested it between her thighs.
“I find that hard to believe, you’re what, twenty-nine?”
“Twenty-eight, but thanks,” Tor looked up at the mottled artex deckhead and rolled his eyes. “With all due respect Captain, you may have flown longer than I have, but all I get to see is the shit when it goes wrong. Guy’s like you just turf them off to me and hope I write a nice career saving report.
“It’s not kids with sniffling noses or hypochondriacs or pillheads, or the holier-than-thou holistic types who come for your advice and then throw it back in your face. It’s major fucking trauma, crushed limbs, hypoxia and bends. It’s a lot of death and I’ve got to see it on the most haphazard stations in space.”
Her chest heaved, he supposed that was her other method of release. “Why not go terrestrial?”
“I fucked that opportunity a long time ago. I was a pillhead and I hated the kids, the hypochondriacs and the holistic medicine pricks. Only people who’ll hire me are companies with thankless jobs in space. And I guess I prefer it. At least the folk here aren’t piss pathetic types.”
“Sounds like you picked the wrong profession.”
“Yeah,” she paused as if to go further then let the sentence slip away. In quiet they watched the denouement of the half-watched film, David Hemmings fighting off an ageing Clara Calamai.
The quiet slid awkwardly into the credits, Tor sat stiffly watching the list of cast slip past. Hoping the doctor would excuse herself. Instead she said: “I guess Falmendikov had some help.”
Her raw voiced summation stirred Tor from his torpor. “What makes you say that?”
“I don’t see how he could override the cryobed otherwise.”
“I guess he figured a way to make it malfunction, I suppose it will all come out in the report. Don’t blame yourself.” Tor felt her body tense, immediately he regretted what he said.
“I don’t. Do you?” Her pale, sun starved skin reddened.
“No, I didn’t mean that,” he took a deep inhalation of breath and tried to replay the throwaway sentence. “I meant, if you did.”
“Well I don’t,” she withdrew from the bed, splaying sweat stained bedsheets on the deck. She pulled her leggings over pert buttocks and turned to look at Tor. “I blame you, you’re the Captain and the only damn report that will matter is the one we hear, if, if we get home.”
Indignation slowly pushed Tor’s voice higher, the throbbing headache once again gnawed at the back of his eyes. “And you don’t think we will?”
“Not with a limpdick like you in charge.” The doctor pulled a little white tank top over her tall frame, nipples and rib bones pushed through the material.
“Fuck off, Doctor,” Tor said with deadpan hostility.
“Gladly,” Dr.Smith replied picking up her poncho and storming out of his cabin.
Tor let the silence resettle. “…What the fuck?” He retrieved the bed sheets from the deck and muttered, “fucking brat,” to the empty cabin.
The wetness on the sheets had cooled, uncomfortably so he kicked them away. Tor autopsied the infuriating exchange in his head, anger colouring his subjectivity. He surmised everybody was on edge and already going nuts. The crew were scared and cryosick, the worst facets of each personality were bound to be amplified in their situation. Still he knew to steer clear of that crazy again.
Tor blew out his cheeks and got up, pacing the length of his bed. A last beer remained in the cooler in his living quarters, he retrieved it and returned to the bed.
He slaked his dry throat with a German pilsner and looked once more at the photo on the bedside. For once he didn’t focus on Olaf.
It had been a long time since he’d felt a pang of remorse in his extramarital activities, while he didn’t expressly admit to his whoring, he knew Lucia was not the naive sixteen year old he’d met in a Salvador strip joint. If anything, she’d been uncommonly nuanced for a teenager back then. A pragmatist who’d been impregnated by an older, wealthier European. Even her family had taken a practical approach to the affair and Tor felt proud for honouring her by looking after them as wife and child. He even supposed he loved her in an abstracted sort of way.
As the anger subsided, the perpetual undertone of loneliness returned. He drained the bottle of beer and rewound the VHS. Heavy lidded, he let the trailers for upcoming Italian slasher flicks from seventeen years ago play him to sleep.

Chapter 4

Tor woke to the hiss and blizzard of static. His eyelids felt hot, lashes claggy with yellowy gound. He wondered how long he’d slept as he rubbed the mucus from his eyes and fumbled for the TV controller castaway amidst the shag pile.
Reluctantly, he twisted his body from stained ivory sheets and buried his toes in the rug. Heavy headed, he tried to stand and was greeted with the after effects of oversleep and a bottomless nausea in his gut.
A gentle rap at the door stirred his senses. Tor heaved his stiff body over to his IKEA recliner and retrieved the pair of neoprene boxer shorts he’d worn since entering cryo eight months ago. Pulling them on he glanced around his cabin; clothes were strewn everywhere after the previous evenings exertion. Tor would have to speak to Sammy, ensure housekeeping came back up on track as soon as possible.
Galley needed to wake a day earlier, that would have been a great idea, Tor supposed he would not be attending another Master’s Conference. In an odd way it made him feel sad. He’d always found them rather grinding affairs. Daytime conferences a prelude for evening debauchery. The company always ensured they were situated near a strip club or bordello, subconsciously sewing seeds of compliance, safeguarding themselves from costly requests and difficult questions. The realization that his career was almost certainly over filled him with an isolating detachment.
A second more fervent knock. Tor hoped it wasn’t Dr. Smith and cringed at the memory.
He limped to the door. “Morning, Tor.” It was Nilsen. The words were cheery but his face grim. He didn’t look rested.
“Is it?” Tor asked, Nilsen looked puzzled. “Morning. Is it?”
Nilsen glanced into the port side portholes. “Well you know what they say Tor, it’s always dark in space.”
“Except when that fucking gloomy star is blasting in.”
“You slept through our last pass, it’s the opposite side of the station now,” Nilsen appraised Tor’s disposition with cold eyes. “You OK Tor? You seem a bit more dishevelled and terse than usual.”
“Fine. Bad night I guess.” God, Tor wanted that final cigarette.
“Get dressed I have something I want to lend you.”
☣☭☠
The leatherette recliner, identical to the one in Tor’s cabin, was cold on his back. Tor sat, gooseflesh prickling his skin, in his neoprene boxers and black truckers cap, holding a cordial glass of Linje aquavit. Piss brown-green coloured, faint caraway and aniseed redolence.
Nilsen bustled around his pristine living quarters, furniture positioned in obsessive lines, engineering manuals ordered by descending height. Nilsen pulled the last book from the shelf, a short tome about the Kon-Tiki expedition and placed it with reverence on a large Perspex coffee table bolted to the deck. The coffee table was now covered in a jumble of oddments, situated in a peculiarly ritualistic fashion.
“When was the last time you EVA’d?” Nilsen asked crouched down and working the lock on a battered dark green lockbox, previously concealed somewhere in his en-suite.
Tor sipped the aquavit, letting the spirit warm his chilled body, and tried to cast his mind back. “Did some training in enclosed environments as a cadet. Probably twelve years ago. The company I flew with as a rating never EVA’d except in critical situations. Usually just let repair teams do the work at station or back on Earth.”
“Hmmm.” Nilsen’s picks sprang the lock, Tor tried to peer over his shoulder.
“I guess it’s the same with the Saudi’s, I’m hoping Tala or Peralta have some experience with the flyby nighters.” Tor was still trying to see what was in the box when Nilsen spun on the pads of his feet. “Is that what I think it is?”
Nilsen smiled, presenting the object in open palms like a precious artefact. “What do you think it is?”
“It’s a rifle stock,” Tor answered drily. “You want to give me a gun?”
Nilsen nodded sombrely and handed him the gunstock. He then spun back on his heels, picking through the possessions on his table, each one concealing an element of the rifle. Receiver, barrel and finally the nut, concealed in the Kon-Tiki book, clinked dully against the Perspex. “She’s a Henry Repeating Arms, AR-7. They call it a survival rifle. Designed to be used by US airforce pilots, shot down behind enemy territory. For me, she’s my trusty hunting backup. She packs down small, good to have in the woods if my primary has a problem. Saves a wasted hike.”
“Useful attributes onboard,” Tor remarked sarcastically. “Why do you have it here?”
“Privateers, station gangs. Cold War tensions building even out here. Don’t want to be stuck in the big black and unarmed if the shit hits the fan.” Nilsen handed Tor the constituent parts of the gun. His penetrating eyes belied a misplaced fierceness Tor would have found comical were they not so defiant.
“How the hell have you managed to smuggle this onboard and through station customs for so long?” Tor began assembling the gun. At first he thought it would be simple, however his inexperience with guns was betrayed immediately and Nilsen took the stock and receiver from him, fitting them together with ease. Tor felt his cheeks heat.
“The same way Hernandez does with his amphetamines, same way all contraband is smuggled. Hidden compartments, magic pipes,” Nilsen pointed to a white plastic pipe running from deck to deckhead in his en-suite. “That doesn’t go anywhere. I didn’t put it there, probably Skaarsgard, or someone before him. Smells of weed.”
Tor wondered if Nilsen knew for sure that Hernandez was on speed, and if so why he hadn’t come to him earlier. Vaguely he mused what lay beyond the other fake veneers and hidden compartments, what secrets did Nilsen want to keep?
“You must have concealed stuff in the past?”
Tor suddenly realized Nilsen was looking at him, he shrugged. “The odd bottle of rum, some questionable porn. You know, when the Saudi’s were a bit more stringent. Not a gun though.”
Nilsen waved in mock umbrage and screwed tight the knurled nut that fixed the barrel to the receiver.
“And you want me to take this on the EVA?” Tor asked. Nilsen nodded again. “Why?”
Nilsen placed the gun across Tor’s lap and began pacing the room. His mood had appeared lightened after rest, but the dark clouds Tor had seen before in his office were building once more behind the engineers eyes. “We could have been here for months. Have been here for months looking at the state of the engines.
“Almost bloody seized if we hadn’t heated up the turbo pumps. Engines must have been running for him to get us here, takes a while for the engine to reach that state from operable.”
“So?” Tor felt a shiver play down his spine, fresh gooseflesh pricked his skin.
Nilsen turned to look at him in the dim corner of his cabin where his pacing halted. “So where is he now? What happened to him?”
☣☭☠
Able bodied spacefarer Diego Fierro sat in the darkness of the DSMV Riyadh bridge in the comfort of his civvies. The bank of ships communications equipment obscured the view of the space station beyond the windscreen. He was not unhappy about that.
Idly, he flicked through the various user manuals that lay strewn on the small table in front of him and tried to recall his radio operators training. The radio log read:
October 12th 1992 – All Radio Equipment. Dead. Test Call. Failed. Internal Test. Functioning – Report Damage to Array. Array/Aerial Failure. Radio Officer STEWART

Dead was a cold, ominous word. Dead was the station. Fierro could barely conceal his relief that he hadn’t been called to EVA. Finally his training had amounted to something.
It had been seven years since Fierro stood proudly between his mother and father, flanked by his six siblings, in the brutal summer’s heat outside the Monterrey Space Academy. Draped in a dark gown, he’d graduated as an Interstellar Radio Specialist. He’d achieved something, the hopes of his family rested on his shoulders. He could put his two younger sisters through college, maybe get his family US visas. His proud girlfriend took a photograph.
Fierro hadn’t realized that picture would be the zenith of his career.
A year after he qualified the International Spacefaring Organization scrapped the radio specialist position, radio officers would also have to be watch keepers. Fierro had taken a single contract on a solar coaster, not nearly enough money to cover the additional fees for training to become a watch keeping officer.
Where his brothers had failed through slovenliness and his older sister through a shortage of funding at college, Diego had failed by the raising of expectations. His failure had been catastrophic.
While the Saudi Shipping Inc. honoured his contract to the extent necessary, that by giving him a job in the galley and later as an Ordinary Spacefarer, the money had been significantly less, the contracts longer.
His sisters grew up and passed college age. Diego saved everything he could to at least get Patricia through, the youngest. But what he sent home his father squandered gambling. His girlfriend lost interest when his contract extended to three years. Diego quickly lost touch, if not interest.
His family were a reminder of just how badly he failed, how far his expectations had fallen. He’d heard rumours Patricia had ‘gone to work’ in Tijuana to try and pay off their fathers gambling debts. Diego couldn’t reconcile the thought.
He watched blinking yellow standby lights play over the well-thumbed Hi-beam receiver manual, startled by how quickly the knowledge was lost.
The elevator doors opened.
“Hey, chicken-shit,” Hernandez brayed, clomping onto the bridge in his grey EVA suit. Helmet uncomfortably tucked under his arm. “How comes you get the desk job?”
Diego flipped him off. “Some of us have special skills, Hernandez. Others, are just expendable.”
“Ha. Electrician, cabrón. They probably just didn’t want you pissing yourself in the suit.”
“Whatever, man.”
Hernandez walked with laboured steps up to Diego and placed a heavy gauntleted hand on his shoulder. “Didn’t see your sorry ass trying to help Tala in the canteen.”
“She seemed to have you under control.”
“Ah, she just likes being on top of me,” Diego didn’t look up, but he could feel his cheeks colour, his stomach flutter. Hernandez deftly pushed the manual down with his index finger. “Fucking knew it.”
“What?” Diego’s voice was an octave too high.
“You have a hard-on for Tala,” a flashover of anger swept across Hernandez face as he spoke, then a cheeky grin. He did a mock jig beside the communications console, his movements limited by his EVA suit, his voice stiff. “Diego loves Tala, Diego loves Tala.”
“Fuck you.” Diego concealed his face behind the manual.
“She’s a dyke man,” Hernandez heckling tone quietened, he glanced away as if distracted. Ensuring Tala wasn’t near. “A fucking bull dyke at that.”
“Just because she won’t sleep with you, Hernandez, doesn’t make her a dyke.” Diego resisted the urge to grind his teeth.
Hernandez didn’t initially reply, his mood briefly sombre. “No,” he said, letting the word hang in the air, then his braying cocky swagger returned. “Having sex with women does.”
Diego thumped the manual down on the desk. He was about to explain how Tala had spoken to him in confidence that that had been an experiment when the elevator pinged open again, this time dispensing Nilsen, Stewart and the cadet onto the bridge.
“Whatever you’re doing, Hernandez,” Nilsen said impatiently. “Stop it.”
Hernandez took as large a side step as he could manage in the EVA suit and stood to an approximation of attention. Diego slinked back into the soft leather chair and tried to look anonymous.
“Plan today gents is to take a look at that communications array,” Nilsen said. “The Captain is steadfast that he wants to go into that station and while I have my reservations, the best we can do is try to get ship-to-ship working again. So concentrate on the VHF antenna. If time permits we’ll take a look at the Hi-beam and laser.”
Stewart and the cadet drew beside Hernandez, Stewart looked down at Diego who was still aimlessly shuffling and rearranging papers. “You okay with all this?”
The question hadn’t been posed condescendingly, but Diego couldn’t help but feel he was being patronized. Stewart was four years younger than him and his senior.
A senior, but not a specialist like him.
“Fine,” Diego replied laconically. In truth he seethed not simply because he felt depreciated by his colleagues, but that he’d lapsed in his studies to the point they had every right to undervalue and question him. Was he okay with all the equipment? He doubted it. A knot of anxiety swelled in his gut.
Stewart nodded and smiled. Patting Diego on the back he said, “I’m sure you’ll put me out of a job.”
Diego’s mouth formed a taut line. Hernandez giggled. At that moment Diego hated Stewart.
“Will you stop fiddling with that?” Nilsen asked, walking up to the cadet. “I thought you said you’d EVA’d before.”
“It’s been a while, sir. I did a course.” Aidan was struggling to attach his Primary Life Support System umbilical to the port in his suit. The umbilical’s all had matching colour coordinated ports.
Nilsen plugged the backpack into the port, exasperated. “Red goes into red, not blue. Without this plugged in, you don’t breathe. Can. You. EVA?”
“Yes, sir.” Aidan shuffled awkwardly, unaccustomed to the weight of the suit and the focus of the Chief Engineers ire.
“His internal comms jack is unplugged as well,” Diego said, keen to deflect his own shortcomings.
“Fuck sake,” Nilsen rearranged the jacks on the cadets suit, battering his maladroit movements out of the way. “You’re on tool watch. If they lose a damn single instrument up there I’ll make sure to find a way to put you back in cryo.”
“Yes, sir.” Aidan replied meekly.
“Try not to die out there,” Nilsen gave the cadet a withering glance as he stepped back. “Stewart make sure he doesn’t detach himself.”
“Will do, Chief.”
“I want you to check in with Diego every fifteen minutes, internal comms seem to be working. Stewart, you’re in charge topside, Diego you’re in charge onboard,” Nilsen paused as if running sentences through his head. “If any of you feel unwell out there. Don’t hesitate to back out.”
After a moments further contemplation and apparently satisfied with his brief, Nilsen nodded to Stewart and returned to the elevator without another word.
“That was odd,” Stewart said, looking at the closed elevator doors.
“Never seen the Chief so strung out,” replied Hernandez as he made the final checks on his suit. “Guess he and the Captain are starting to realise how fucked they are.”
“He’s probably just worried these old suits might not pressurize properly.” Stewart nudged Hernandez, smiling.
“Is that likely?” Asked the cadet, his permanent wide-eyed expression replaced with one of panic.
“Nah, not likely,” said Hernandez, still grinning. “Yours is definitely fucked.”
Hernandez and Stewart laughed. Aidan grimaced. It must be nice for Stewart to play on the naivety of the cadet thought Diego. How quickly some forget where they came from.
If only he could forget where he had come from, Diego mused as he watched his three colleagues enter the airlock.
☣☭☠
Tor found Peralta, Tala and Mihailov waiting for him in the Evac Suite. The three of them were already suited up and sat around the hexagonal table. Their knees bent awkwardly outward by the suits convoluted rubber joints. The two Pinoy were trying to explain the rules of Tong-its to the Bulgarian officer. A rummy game similar to Tonk or Mahjong. Mihailov was clearly being played. His broad Slavic features a picture of confusion.
Tor winced, it took a moment for his still cryo weary eyes to adapt to the dazzling whiteness of the strip lights. Thirty-six hermetically sealed, Perspex fronted wardrobes housed the ships compliment of EVA suits, cheap Chinese reproductions of NASA Apollo designs. Half the suits maintenance and test sheets had large, lurid red stamps blazoned across them; FAULTY or FAILED. They’d long been due for servicing, had been rudimentary to begin with, but since the crew cuts the Riyadh had more than enough functioning suits for their compliment and that sufficed for the company.
Quietly, Tor sat beside one of the still unopened wardrobes and tried to work the lassitude from his muscles. Every single part of his body ached dully, each movement requiring concerted effort.
He propped the rifle against his leg and rested his head against the white padding of the bulkhead. Enjoying the shade cast by the wardrobe, he let his head sink slowly into the leatherette upholstery. The bulkheads in the Evac Suite were padded because this was the mustering point when all hell broke loose on board, even the table and benches were covered in thick insulation to minimize injury.
Suddenly, raucous whooping and laughter stirred Tor. He hadn’t realized he’d closed his eyes. Flinching, the rifle clattered to the unpadded deck, drawing the attention of Peralta.
“Good morning, Captain,” Tor sat forward and noted Peralta’s half expression change as he spied the rifle. “We didn’t see you there.”
Tensely, Tor retrieved the rifle from the deck. Both Tala and Mihailov now saw Nilsen’s gift and visibly stiffened, their smiles replaced with uncertainty. “That’s quite all right, Bosun, I wasn’t trying to be seen.”
“Is that a gun, Captain?” Mihailov ran a gauntleted hand over prominent cheek bones.
“Well it’s not a watering can is it?” Tor replied, standing up. Turning from the crowd, he keyed in his pass and released the wardrobe’s seal, stale air rushed passed him to fill the vacuum.
“Why do you have it?” Mihailov asked, in a thick accent.
Tor stepped into the wardrobe and began unzipping his EVA suit. He sighed and back stepped to address his reconnaissance party. “Chief Engineer Nilsen has lent it to me. He is concerned that we may require protection.”
“Protection, Captain?” Peralta asked, the group were now stood and were pensively approaching the rifle.
Tor returned to donning his EVA suit, he didn’t want to betray the cold sense of foreboding Nilsen’s words had left him with. Flatly he replied: “He is concerned that Chief Officer Falmendikov has not returned.”
“How exactly is a rifle going to help?” Asked Mihailov.
“How did he get the thing onboard?” Asked Tala.
“Guys, this isn’t a Q and A session.” Tor stepped into the suit, vaguely recalling his first efforts as a cadet when he broke his nose tripping over the crotch and slamming his face into the opposing bulkhead.
The suit smelled of old rubber and white petroleum used to keep the joints supple. A familiar, yet nostalgic essence. Memories of his time in the Norwegian Space Academy, Bergen. A nineteen year old college dropout who had fallen into an unfathomable opportunity. He’d segued nimbly from bakery delivery driver to deep space frontiersman, all because he’d slept with the bakers wife, one of the academy’s recruiting agents. A homely, prurient forty something turning to fat. Fortunately, he’d shipped out on his voyage before his employer discovered his wife’s infidelity.
He’d not returned to Bergen since.
Sleeping around had afforded Tor a number of opportunities in life that better skilled, more rounded people would have deserved. He supposed it was fitting that this extensive chapter of his existence was drawing to a close being fucked by someone else.
“What does this fire? .22’s?” Tala had brazenly picked the rifle up and was inspecting it.
Remembering, Tor pulled the two eight round magazines Nilsen had given him -cached in a fake Artex panel — from his neoprene boxers waistband and tossed them to Tala. “Whatever these are.”
“Long rifles, standard velocity.” She said, rotating a round between her thumb and index finger. One eye closed as if appraising a precious stone.
“You know how to shoot?” Tor motioned for Peralta to do up the zip at the back of his suit.
“I do a little airsoft when I’m home,” Tala replied.
Tor felt the inner suit swaddle him as the zip closed, then the bizarre sensation of swelling which came from the outer suits encumbrance. Where his earlier movements had been fatigued, now his muscles fizzed. Tor tried to coordinate his movements, compensating for his new bulk, his skin buried under layers of rubber, aluminized Mylar, nylon and Teflon. Tor had forgotten how heavy the suits were, or had not realized how weak he’d grown with age and administrative inactivity. His paunch ground against the velveteen inner suit fabric. “If you know how to shoot, be my guest, take it.”
“To hell with that, I’ve been firing rifles since I was a kid,” Mihailov puffed out his chest and stood over the tiny Filipina. “Eighteen months a conscript in the Bulgarian Land Forces, Thirty-First Mechanized Infantry Battalion.”
Tala stood unfazed and unimpressed, her left hand on the rifle barrel, right on her hip. Mihailov dwarfed her by over a foot. “You shoot as well as you play cards?”
“Children, children,” Tor stepped unsteadily from the wardrobe, trying to address his balance. “With any luck, and with all probability, nobody will be shooting a damn thing, particularly if the environment over there is pressurized.
With that said, Tala, I want your hands free, because I damn well know you can look after yourself better than Mihailov here.”
Tala handed Mihailov the rifle, grinning. Mihailov sneered back, playfully.
Tor was glad of the exchange, they seemed oblivious to his doddering across the Evac Suite and falling into the benches.
“Are you okay, Captain?” Peralta asked discreetly, grabbing Tor’s arm and abating his descent.
“I will be, Bose, just been a while,” Tor replied. Peralta smiled knowingly in response and ushered Tala and Mihailov to the escape airlock.
Tor had always prided himself on his exploits, an ageless jack-the-lad. Now he felt suddenly old and feeble. Becoming a Master had put him behind a desk, had it been so long since he was a youthful gadabout? With the exception of Dr. Smith, when was the last time he’d not paid for sex with a younger woman?
He watched the ease of movement of his three crewmen and realized that even his nostalgia had grown old and fragile. The image he held of Tor Gjerde was based on cheques cashed a long time ago.
Tor sighed, surprised how impotent the EVA suit made him feel. It had been too long since he asserted himself, too long pushing pens. He pushed himself upright against the table, fingers bedding into soft padding and followed his recon party into the airlock.
☣☭☠
The sensation of claustrophobia that overcame Tor as the bosun finished affixing his fishbowl helmet was overpowering. Metal couplings cinched together and his demand valve clicked open. Immediately, Tor was conscious of each individual breath he took. Erratic breathing gradually depleted his oxygen supply that would, unabated, be consumed much faster than the three recommended hours.
He tried to think of something else, anything else but as the water coolant system began to circulate within the membranes of his suit, Tor could only fixate on his need to piss.
Peralta tapped him on the helmet and gave him a thumbs up. Tor reciprocated with an additional pasted on smile. I’m going to suffocate to death, covered in my own piss. He kept that thought to himself as his visor fogged up.
The internal intercom fuzzed with white noise. Peralta’s voice sounded tinny and distant. “Activate your pressure regulators.”
Tor fumbled for the control on his breast, he’d just begun to reconcile his balance when Peralta had added the portable life support system to his back. Now 4.3 pounds per square inch of pressure stiffened the suit further. He felt as if he’d been cast in stone, his body overbalanced forward. He held his breath as the pressurization pushed against his chest.
“Any leaks, any signs of venting?” A shrill robotic voice crackled from his helmet mounted speaker. Mihailov.
“No.” Tor gasped, trying to focus on his pressure indicator as he fumbled between it and his oxygen gauge.
Tala and Peralta also confirmed to the negative. Tor tried to shuffle further onto the scuffed yellow and black striped deck markings. Peralta hit the control panel and Tor sensed the cast aluminium doors close behind him, the airlock became dim. Disorientation weakened his knees, his breathing ragged.
“Thirty seconds,” Peralta said, then hit the purge button.
Yellow warning beacons began strobbing, an alarm warbled as if underwater. Tor grasped at the high tensile buddy line that linked himself to Mihailov, resisting the inexplicable urge to pull all the hoses from his chest. He shouldn’t be here, not with Falmendikov missing. He was the ships commanding officer and his second-in-command was absent, what if something happened to him?
Tor watched the air pressure exhaust into space from the tiny viewport, beyond the silhouetted figures of his recon party. Little ice crystals began webbing the bottom corners of the glass. He tried to prepare himself as the airlock became a vacuum chamber, the weightlessness reached his stomach first and he fought down burning gulps of regurgitated aquavit.
“Everybody connected?” Peralta asked as the crew floated from the deck, bobbing like ducks on a pond.
Tor pushed against Mihailov’s life support backpack, recalling training from a lifetime ago. The others followed, wires tautened and slacked, they formed a discordant Newton’s Cradle in the dancing yellow light.
A green light indicated it was now clear to open the external door. Peralta peered into the viewport. “Clear.”
Tor swallowed hard as Peralta punched the external door control and Mihalov gathered his now weightless spool of steel guide rope, the end bolted to the airlocks padeye. Red starlight cast deep shadows against the bulkhead as the door released the party into the hard vacuum of space.
As Peralta pushed out of the airlock, securing his magnetic boots to the external plating of the Riyadh, Tor was overcome with awe. He no longer thought about his breathing nor the other troubles that burdened him.
He floated from the airlock and looked around, his head swivelling within his helmet. To his right the great supergiant bathed them in soft inconsistent heat and carmine light, he could imagine it crackling like a camp fire. Before him the great space station loomed, grey and dark. Somehow its scale seemed to multiply now his body had become dismembered from his ship. Arbitrary towers and aerial arrays jutted like metal tendrils from the great monolith, a cold Siberian city formed in azimuth. Beyond the station lay the consistency of stars, forever present and as distant now as when he watched them glimmer with grass beneath his feet. Beneath the station the Venus sized planet continued orbiting its decaying host star, its sickly coloured chlorine rich atmosphere roiling only a few thousand kilometres below.
Space became corporeal having so long been an environment viewed from a windscreen, no more experienced than a travel TV documentary. The silence was penetrative.
“Captain?” The trance was broken by the urgent synthetic voice of Peralta. “Captain?”
Tor looked back at the party, distracted, he’d floated away from the Riyadh. With Peralta fixed to the ships plating, Tala and Mihailov dangled helplessly, twirling languidly about their buddy lines. Tor was supposed to be anchoring the team to the vessel while Peralta fixed magnetic cams for Tala to play the lifeline through.
The group were just a boot failure away from being pulled from the Riyadh. Terrified, Tor flailed trying to generate movement with zero resistance until the bosun tugged on the line joining himself and Tala. As Tor gently tumbled back to the Riyadh he assumed the bosun sported an annoyed mien behind his gold plated visor. Tor appeared an ungainly figure in Peralta’s mirror shade.
Once more Tor found himself disorientated as his magnetic boots planted him below and to the side of the bosun. Looking up at Peralta who patiently waited for him, Tor felt as if he was scaling a vertical overhang with each magnetic step. Foot down, then down again to release. He stumbled a number of times releasing one foot when he should have been planting the other. A growing sense of uselessness and misplaced authority was his only reward upon meeting Peralta’s parallel.
With the group finally making progress, Tor reached for his oxygen gauge. He’d expended a sixth of his supply, half an hour, he’d need an hour and a half to return assuming the station was still pressurized. They still had no idea to what extent the docking ring had decompressed following Falmendikov’s arrival and the impact that gouged it. Panic replaced wonderment.
“How much further would you say Bose?” Tor asked, deciding conversation was a better distraction than rationing oxygen.
“Ten metres to the docking clamps. Another ten from there to the access point.” Peralta released another cam from his bandolier and let it snap metallically to the side of the ship. Tala played the lifeline through the cam loop. Tor peered around the party, he was ten meters behind the bosun. Thirty meters had never looked so far. The edges of Falmendikov’s point of ingress formed ragged metal teeth, brooding darkness lay beyond.
“Hey, Sec. I thought you were Bulgarian. You speak Russian?” Tala had been unusually quiet up to that point.
“I don’t speak it, but I can read it.” The large wooden spool unwound around his arm, his EVA suit protected by thick strips of gaffer tape.
“Oh man, I was hoping you spoke it.”
“Why?”
“Because someone needs to tell that asshole Chief Mate what a prick he is.”
Disembodied laughter crackled through Tor’s intercom as Peralta reached the ragged maw. Falmendikov’s entrance. The high tensile steel lifeline the Chief Officer had used writhed listlessly in the solar wind. Tor supposed it had chaffed against the serrated edges of the impact site. Striated scorch marks formed at the edges of the torn plates in shades of brown.
Tor spied the rifle, jury-rigged to Mihailov’s life support pack and recounted Nilsen’s dread aura. Ahead of him, Peralta’s helmet disappeared into the total blackness of the docking ring. As if he’d dipped his head into a pool of black ink. Nonsensically, Tor imagined Peralta’s headless body drifting away from the murky gash.
“Twenty more meters and then there looks like a subsection bulkhead with an emergency airlock,” reported Peralta. “I think I see manual controls space side.”
Carefully, Peralta lowered himself into the obsidian shadows. Over the intercom, Tor heard the reassuring plink of another magnetic cam being secured to the docking rings internal bulkhead and then a loud ping. A strident hiss burst through the helmet speaker that Tor first mistook for static before his visor was sprinkled with disparate ice crystals.
“Shit!” Mihailov tugged violently on Tala’s buddy line, pulling her towards him before pushing her forward.
Tor could now see Tala’s suit venting pressure or oxygen into space as Mihailov accelerated toward him. Tor positioned himself to shoulder barge Mihailov, readying to push both feet downward. As Mihailov met him, Tor bodychecked him toward the station, simultaneously releasing his boots. The buddy line pulled taught and Tor was tugged toward the station.
“My suit,” Tala gasped. “One of the couplings.”
The lifeline fell limp in Tala’s hand as high tensile steel wound around Mihailov’s left hip, the second officer was unable to unspool the wire fast enough. Tor felt his suit defy the increased pressure around the back of his utility belt.
As they spun uncontrolled toward the jagged opening in the docking rings plating Tor saw the great red supergiant glint and whirl across Peralta’s gold shaded visor, the ageing bosun’s arms wide open to receive his prone comrade. “Hang on Tala.”
“We need to get back to the station,” Tor cried, arms and legs splayed out wide. He could hear Tala hyperventilating over the intercom.
“No time,” shouted Peralta. In one fluid movement he gathered Tala and pulled her further into the darkness, then propelled himself after the gaseous contrail left in her wake.
Mihailov, now almost bound in steel, brushed past the jagged opening and disappeared into the blackness in silence. Tor gulped and closed his eyes, praying his suit wouldn’t be dashed against the cleft metallic teeth.
Mihailov landed with a dull thud and grunt. Tor, overcome by vertigo, tried to orientate his magnetic boots downwards. Instead, his hip thumped into the bulkhead, then his head was thrust forward in his helmet. For a second he wondered if he’d lost consciousness or whether his eyes were just closed.
Head swimming, Tor opened his eyes to a wall of opaque fog. He stifled a scream and uselessly tried to clean his visor. Gauntlets chinked silently against glass steamed from the inside. Tor was paralyzed by his blind deafness and claustrophobia, insensately he grappled for his gauges and indicators, bashing them into his visor as hands scrambled around him. Between breaths an alien script floated past his visor.
“Is it working?” A mechanical voice squealed close to his ear.
“It has to.”
“It hurts so bad.”
“Just hang in there Tala.”
“Is he OK?”
“Concussed, maybe.”
“Come on!”
“It’s working now.”
“You hear that Tala, you’ll be OK.”
“I just hope it’s pressurised on the other side.”
So many strange synthesised voices rattled discarnate around his helmet. Rotating yellow lights refracted through the frosted particles and condensation on his face mask forming a kaleidoscope of dancing colours.
“You feel that?”
“Hell yeah.”
Tor felt heavy again, corporeal. Then he plunged to the deck.

Chapter 5

Tor rolled onto his side as shadowy hands slid across the fogged glass of his visor. He felt the clink of metal couplings parting and a surge of panic washed through him. The word ‘no’ caught in his throat as he heard the tinkle of his helmet falling away from him. He waited for the hard vacuum of space to bloat his body and freeze or suffocate him to death.
Neither occurred. Instead he found his head lying on the epoxy coated deck of the space station, his body spent of strength. Little convulsions writhed through his exhausted muscles. The cold felt good on his sweat covered cheek.
“Murmansk-13,” Mihailov said, cryptically. The Bulgarian was knelt beside Tor, but his attention was elsewhere.
“What?” Asked Tor, the word deformed by his proximity to the floor. Spindrifts of dust whirled about his lips.
“The station, she is called Murmansk-13,” Mihailov looked down at the Captain. “How you feeling, Captain?”
“I’ll be OK. Just give me a minute.” Saliva pooled in his cheek, his voice sounded hoarse. Out the corner of his eye he could see Peralta administering to Tala. Mihailov patted Tor on the shoulder and joined them, his suit banded with silvery wire lubricant.
With what little reservoir of strength Tor could draw from, he rolled onto his back and tried to sit up. He felt his arms wobble beneath him, but managed to prop himself against an angled bulkhead. “How’s she doing?”
“She’ll be OK, just a bit shook up.”
Peralta had pulled Tala from her EVA suit. The little Filipina was sat in a thin white tank top and Spandex leggings, cradling her knees and shivering. Tor could hear the click of her chattering teeth. Her hard, masculine features had softened with mild swelling, her dark brown skin shining taut and her monolid eyes almost closed up. She probably looked worse than at any point in her boxing career.
Peralta ran a friendly hand through Tala’s hair and sat beside Tor, he looked drawn, his old eyes darkened and deep set. Moisture had gathered in the lines of his face. Peralta was unerringly quiet and Tor felt compelled to say something. “I’m sorry about out there. I guess I just panicked, Bose.”
Peralta nodded apathetically and stared at the opposing bulkhead. “That could have been a bad situation.”
They were sat in a bleak service passage, pentagon shaped and uniformly light grey in colour. The gently curving corridor was bathed in mottled, flickering emergency strip lights and neon signs. Most fizzed and crackled overhead, but few worked. It was cold, the temperature was above freezing, but only just, and the air was stagnant. The musty essence of burning dust and melting electrical wiring spun in the latent atmosphere.
“Captain, her suit is toast,” Peralta eventually said, turning to Tor. Against the grey backdrop, the paralyzed side of his face looked ghastly. “When it parted and depressurized the couplings for her gauntlet were bent beyond repair.”
Tor mulled the implications over in his head. Tala could not be returned to the Riyadh with her suit unable to pressurize. They would either have to send a team over with a fresh suit, despite dwindling numbers already remaining onboard, or leave Tala on the station and return with a suit later. Neither option seemed appealing and risks were inherent in both. Tor hoped they could determine the fate of Falmendikov and find schematics for the station in short order; now it seemed additional trips would have to be made, pushing the Riyadh’s life support systems to their limit.
At least, the station appeared to be pressurized and oxygenated, however stale the air. If they could find supplies and communications on the station, they might be able to use it as a giant lifeboat until assistance could arrive.
Still, the stations absence on the Riyadh’s star charts unnerved him. Why had Falmendikov brought them here, to Murmansk-13? A significantly sized Russian space station that was conspicuously uncharted.
Mihailov paced past the recumbent Captain, his focus fixated on the deck. With measured footsteps, he walked to the airlock door, then retraced his steps before stopping at the shaking Tala. He dropped to his haunches, then mentally revisited the short journey, his head turning from the airlock door to beyond the visible curve of the corridor, then back to the deck. Without a word he returned to his feet and followed the mental course he’d just mapped, disappearing around the corner.
Interest piqued, Tor tried to push himself upright. Planting his left hand down on the deck, he found himself groping a stiff plastic tube, housing three smaller colourful rubberized tubes. It was Falmendikov’s life support umbilical. He’d intended to leech the Riyadh’s life support systems to provide him prolonged oxygen, coolant and scrubbing in the event the station was deoxygenated. He would not have been able to bring it past the functioning airlock and it had been severed in three places. In any event it was not required.
“Captain. I think you better see this,” Mihailov said from beyond the curve.
☣☭☠
Mihailov had found Falmendikov’s EVA suit, abandoned and crumpled just metres beyond the airlock. A fine layer of dust coated it like grey fallout. With his umbilical severed, Falmendikov had ascertained that the stations atmosphere posed no physical threat and had decided to continue without the encumbrance of his suit.
For whatever reason, Tor believed it looked like Falmendikov never expected to return to the suit and probably never would now.
“We’ll only find a dead man here,” said Tala, surmising the same. They had let her rest, then suited her back up to keep her warm. She struggled to move within the confines of the damaged suit and although the swelling subsided within the equalized pressure, her cheeks bore livid purple bruises, her eyes blackened. Tor suspected her whole body was bruised as she winced with each movement; trying valiantly to conceal any indication of suffering.
“There are footsteps,” said Mihailov, his voice reverberated within the empty space of the service corridor. Peralta and Tor joined him as he focused a Maglite on the deck. Amid the fine patina of dust were the faint but familiar palm tree prints of the Saudi Shipping issued grip booties leading away into the flickering greyness of the station. Mihailov scanned the weak beam of his torch down the corridor. “Want to follow, Captain?”
“We’ll need to find out what happened to him for the purpose of my report,” answered Tor. In truth, while he agreed with Tala, he wanted to know why Falmendikov had brought them to this station. If he’d simply wanted to commit suicide there were far more accommodating and expeditious methods.
Mihailov nodded his acquiescence and like a seasoned tracker took point. Tala lumbered stiffly behind in her disabled suit. Tor put a hand on Peralta’s shoulder to stay him. “Could Tala use Falmendikov’s suit?”
Peralta looked at the flaccid garment and shook his head. “We keep these in hermetic wardrobes for a reason, Captain. They degrade over time when exposed to oxygen and dust.”
Tor nodded glumly and gestured for Peralta to lead on.
☣☭☠
Tor trudged behind his recon party. The service corridor was bleak and homogenous, sections only distinguished by differing levels of functioning illumination. Occasionally they would pass a doorway to a docking berth, Mihailov illuminating dead control panels and the darkness beyond. The corridor was bereft of viewports and chipped Cyrillic signage only indicated the berth number or informed the absent crew to take care when service vessels were discharging.
Murmansk-13 had been built by man, but felt as lifeless as it appeared from the bridge of the Riyadh. The only indication of human existence were faulty electrical lighting and defunct mechanical doors, safety signs that may never have required abiding and the footsteps of a man who’d passed through the same desolate passageway months before. Tor wondered what thoughts had run through Falmendikov’s head as he walked down these empty corridors, alone, his only companion the whir of aging air scrubbers and the crackle of arching electronics.
Tor took some solace in his company. Mihailov was a competent navigations officer, laconic, but composed in their present circumstances. Peralta was an old hand and dependable, a favourite tool. He’d been a calming influence amongst the Riyadh’s ratings despite the temporary postponement of his own retirement and Tala was feisty, rough to the eye, but fiercely loyal.
As he evaluated his charges, Tor couldn’t help but cast himself as the weak link. Not just on this foray, but ever since waking from cryo. As lactic acid burnt like wildfires in his calves, shoulders and neck, Tor realized how easy it was to lead when vessel operations were unexceptional. Simply appear and respect was granted by the weight of gold thread in ones epaulettes. Most Masters achieved their ticket and rode the paper trail to retirement. It didn’t really matter what the lower echelons of command and the ratings truly thought, so long as they did their jobs and exhibited a facade of respect when required.
Sleeping in late, watching movies until ships dawn. Tor had never been required to lead. Give a set of maintenance orders and chair ships meetings, perhaps, but leadership wasn’t defined by cutting a dashing figure and as he ran chilled hands through bedraggled shoulder length hair, he realised he didn’t even succeed in that.
Bringing up the rear, his pained gait more pronounced than an almost spaced Tala, Tor contemplated how soon his leadership and command would be brought to bear and more so, how he would fare. For too long he’d been benevolent and workshy, he suspected the foundations of his crewmen’s respect was built on his compliance and not his authority. Distrait, he checked his suits oxygen gauge and almost walked into Peralta.
Ahead, Mihailov had stopped, the wagging beam of fragile light was now focused against a bulkhead, a recessed doorway to its side. Peralta and Tor gathered around.
“Vot,” said Mihailov, illuminating an anodized station map, turning to bronze. “We are here.”
Beneath Mihailov’s chewed fingernail lay a stylized arrow pointed to the second outermost ring, the arrow was situated between the numbers four and three. “This is the service corridor, the next ring inboard is a monorail running the full circuit between each district.”
“You mean we could have taken the monorail?” Sighed Tala.
“Assuming it’s functional,” Mihailov turned and under lit his sturdy face. “Which it almost certainly isn’t.”
“Districts?” Asked Tor, moving in closer to the map. The station was formed in concentric rings, the outermost the docking ring, closely linked to the service corridor and monorail. Inward lay equidistantly spaced circles, numbered one to thirteen. Tor assumed these were the pill form annexes he’d seen from the Riyadh.
“Each of these districts performs a specific function. Communications, Transport, Station Systems, Offices, Mechanics and Mining Supplies,” replied Mihailov, with each explanation Tor tried to make out the rust filled pictogram that accompanied the Cyrillic. Communications was a Bakelite telephone, Mining Supplies crossed pickaxes. “This place is some crazy multipurpose facility. I’ve never seen anything like this.”
“Me neither,” said Tor, furrowing his brow. Space stations were typically small and specialized. They might have a bar or a whorehouse but that would typically be tacked to a mining chandlery or mechanical dock. Infirmaries and communication relays would be little more than individual rooms, integrated facets. In certain mineral rich areas, you’d occasionally find dual purpose stations, but nothing the scale and scope of Murmansk-13.
“So where exactly is here?” Asked Tala looking at the sizeable interlocked double doors.
“District Three. Medical Laboratories and Sciences,” replied Mihailov, then he fingered another of the numbered circles. Twelve. “This is simply called, Oruzhi. Weapons. This place seems to have had some pretty heavy R&D going on here, Captain.”
Mining supplies and warehousing seemed to provide a humdrum shop front for something far more significant. For a moment Tor wondered if the station may have been a top secret Soviet facility — that would explain its absence from the Riyadh’s star charts. But then why go to the bother of having standard operations districts? Artifice?
Mihailov removed a small Polaroid camera secreted within his EVA suit and handed Peralta the flashlight. Focusing his viewfinder on the station schematic, he clicked the shutter, bathing the corridor in actinic light.
As if in sympathy for the Polaroid’s flash, the strip light above the entrance to District three crackled then exploded, showering the service corridor with scurrying yellow embers. The party flinched, except Tala, who let the sparks skittle around her. “The Chiefs footprints go in there,” she said.
Mihailov pulled the developing photo from the camera and wafted it through the still air. He then placed both camera and photo in his suit before Peralta returned the Maglite. Reassuming point, Mihailov focused the light on the substantial interlocking steel doorway where Falmendikov’s trail appeared to finish.
“He must have went through,” said Mihailov, scanning the floor around the recessed entrance. “There are no returning footsteps.”
“What does that mean?” Tor pointed to a Russian word, flashing in digital liquid crystal Cyrillic above the doors control panel.
“Karantin,” replied Mihailov inspecting the panel. Pale-faced, he turned to the rest of the crew. “The station is under quarantine lockdown.”
Suddenly, ungreased hydraulic rams groaned into life and a burst of compressed air bled from a ruptured pipeline. Startled, Mihailov retreated as the interlocked doors parted, their synchronicity lost to years of mechanical neglect. A shaft of pure white light sliced into the dim of the service corridor.
“Falmendikov must have overrode the lockdown,” said Mihailov, breathlessly.
Tor felt a muscle in his shoulder pull taught, spasms stung his spinal column. He grimaced into the light and thought about Dr. Smith’s hypothesis that Falmendikov had been helped. “We should seriously consider if we wish to continue.”
“Without knowing the nature of what caused the station to be quarantined, I don’t see how we can continue,” replied Mihailov.
“With all due respect, we will not be any the wiser to the nature of the quarantine aboard the Riyadh and our life support systems will still be ailing, Captain,” Peralta pointed out, the Filipino bosun stood between Tor and Mihailov, spotlighted, a full head shorter than both.
“But we’re fumbling around here without a plan.” Tor kneaded his brow. He could feel a pressure headache building in his temples, he regretted leaving his last cigarette aboard the Riyadh.
“For all we know they may have comms online when we get back,” added Mihailov, his lust to play detective seemingly drained.
“May I remind you we have another issue, Sec.” Peralta gestured to Tala who still stood where the sparks had landed. His speech clipped, uncharacteristically brusque.
Tala’s big brown eyes appealed to Tor and Mihailov, her EVA suit had lost its ambient pressure and now wrinkled around her petit form. Tor had never seen her look so powerless.
“We could return to the Riyadh and bring her a new suit,” offered Mihailov. “Then formulate a plan with the picture of the schematics.”
“And all the while using more life support,” Tor replied firmly. “Bose is right, we don’t have the luxury of time. We need to find Tala a spare EVA suit and we need to ascertain what happened to Falmendikov.”
Mihailov’s shoulders slumped. “Understood, Captain.”
☣☭☠
The bulk of the EVA suits made it difficult to negotiate the partial opening to District Three. At least for everyone except Tala, she simply waited her turn and sidestepped through the gap to join the party. The interlocked doors led into a large, modernist atrium. An abandoned reception desk lay beneath cantilevered decks of offices, their closed off, dark banks of windows a startling contrast to the clean white lines of the entranceway.
Behind the desk, a large Soviet industrial mural ran the length of the bulkhead. Heroic farmers wielded sickles and factory workers, predictably, hammers, surged forth from a sunburst red backdrop. The characters were angular, statuesque and concrete coloured. A harsh bust of cosmonaut Vitaly Sevastyanov gathered dust atop a faux marble plinth nearby.
It had been Sevastyanov who’d first discovered the Iban generation ship by chance while aboard Salyut 4.
The atrium was well lit, the abandonment made all the more apparent by the stark illumination. It lent the place a newness and coldness that made the service corridor appear cosy. At the far end, beside the reception desks, lay elevator doors.
“Even if it is working, I’d rather take the stairs,” said Tor, the group nodded their agreement and listened to their footfalls on tiled floors reverberate around the atrium.
Beside the elevator was a doorway marked, ле́стница.
The stairway returned them to the ubiquitous dim dustiness of Murmansk-13. Emergency strip lighting providing further continuity. The recon party looked up, flights winding up ten or eleven floors corkscrewed above them. Some landings completely blacked out, others provided with only flickering light.
“Falmendikov didn’t trust the elevator either by the looks of it.” Mihailov focused his beam once more to the deck. Here, in the trunk of the stairwell, the dust had settled as thick and powdery as a winters first snow.
The footsteps led in a singular direction. Since entering the station, any hope that Falmendikov was alive had ebbed. There would be little retribution if Tor made an executive decision to abandon the attempt to recover Falmendikov, the loss of a billion dollars worth of unrefined exotic matter would be sufficient to finish his career. The loss of a crewmember would just lend the companies lawsuit moral credence.
Mihailov already knew it, Tor could see it in his face. So did Peralta and Tala. They were being suckered in by curiosity. The Bulgarian looked to Tor, seeking direction. Tor gestured with his head. Up.
They clattered up the drilled treadplate stairwell, losing Falmendikov’s footsteps on the metallic stairs only to recover them once again on the solid landings. Fine grains of dust drifted beneath their feet down into the gloom of the trunk, catching scattered light as they fell.
Mini dust devils eddied in the light downdraft, catching and scratching the throat and clogging the nostrils. The stairwell would have been hard work for a robust man in an EVA suit, Tor could feel his lungs rattle within his ribcage, his legs jellified. Pain washed away with enervated numbness. Every other step he seemed to stumble, knees and calves scraping against the raw edge of metal.
“I need to rest,” Tor said in ragged gasps, exhausting his machismo. The group slumped against the bulkheads and watched the lightly flapping doors of floor three move back and forth with a subdued screech. “What does that say?”
“Zhil’ye,” said Mihailov following Tor’s gesture. He’d been athletic in his youth, an avid soccer player, then a military man. Now even he looked exhausted, his knees pressed to his chest and hands rubbing his closely shaved head. “It would have been the accommodation for the residents and workers of District Three I guess.”
Wan red lights made the corridors beyond the doorway anything but hospitable. Tor watched Peralta drape an arm over the quivering Tala. “We can’t rest too long, Captain.”
They sat in the dark landing for five minutes, Tor watched Tala’s eyes glaze over. “Not so far now,” he said, lifting himself onto exhausted legs, trying to mask his weariness to buoy his party.
With each step they took forward, they took a step further away from the Riyadh. In the infinite distance of space, this journey was infinitesimal and a matter of survival. Surely now, the risks outweighed the reward.
The next five floors passed in a blur of heavy limbs and pounding metal. Blood rushed in Tor’s ears once more, but his body was weak and screamed for sustenance. Tor wondered how long Falmendikov had taken to traverse this same journey. In a peculiar way, it seemed sad that there would be no way of knowing on what exact date Falmendikov had scaled these steps.
“He went through these doors,” said Mihailov tracing the steps to another set of flimsy plastic doors, the top half translucent frosted acrylic. “Laboratories and Medical Bay.”

Pushing through warped doors, the party found an unerringly mundane medical ward reception area. Empty rows of benches led like alabaster pews to a pulpit of dust covered stationary and Rolodex. Dead CRT’s reflected squint strip lights.
Mihailov tracked a few steps forward, then stopped. His empty hand shot to the side, motioning for everyone to remain still, fingers splayed out wide as he feverishly scanned the floor with his Maglite. All breathing seemed to cease with the evident panic in Mihailov. Tor could feel his heart race as his body screamed to exhale.
“What is it, Mihailov?” Asked Tor in an urgent whisper.
For a moment, Mihailov didn’t seem to register the question. His torch hand continued to frantically trace the dust covered linoleum. Then he stopped, the beam wobbled perceptibly in his near-stilled hand. “There are more footsteps.”
The words caused a complete cessation of any movement in the rest of the group, as if they suddenly realized they’d wandered into quicksand. Tor drew alongside Mihailov, the Bulgarians shallow breaths producing fragile tendrils of condensate in the cold air. “What do you mean?”
Mihailov gestured with the flashlight. At their feet the steady record of Falmendikov’s journey disappeared into a crazed morass of footsteps that appeared to mill in all directions with no apparent destination.
Dry throated, Tor took a scratching gulp. Dust particles abraded his throat on their way down. “How old do you think these are?”
“In places they cover Falmendikov’s tracks,” replied Mihailov, hoarsely. “So newer than we should be comfortable with.”
“Maybe this is where the trail ends, Captain,” said Peralta, hopefully. They’d continued deeper into the station on his insistence, now even his resolve appeared to melt.
“I don’t think so.” Tala stalked past, her crumpled suit rustling like plastic bags. Her colleagues winced. “He continued through here, I can still see the palm trees.”
Beyond a further set of swing doors lay darkness. A single emergency light provided weak argent illumination. Motes of dust hung almost static in the frigid corridor. “My God it’s cold in here.”
“Ladies first,” Mihailov said sardonic and nervous through chittering teeth. He offered the flashlight to Tala.
“Pussy,” replied Tala as she snatched the torch from Mihailov’s hand. Freed of his burden, Tor watched the Bulgarian finger the gaffer tape scabbard strapping the rifle across his back.
The corridor curved gently away, drawing shadows along its length. Distance was no longer perceptible in the play of dancing torchlight and eddying blackness. Blots of shadow coalesced in the recesses of keypad doors while frosted glass glittered in sharp contrast. The cold, monochromatic corridor seemed to close in around the little party. Once again, Tor felt the cloying sense of claustrophobia bite like fangs into his exhausted musculature. His body lumbering to the signals of a racing mind.
In the confines of the corridor, the jumble of footsteps slowly distilled back to the singular print of Falmendikov. His gait loped in the dust as months ago past he took what appeared his final steps down this isolated deck, millions of miles from his home in Gorky. Tor felt alone, for himself and for Falmendikov in this desolate, shadow streaked place.
“I guess this is really where it ended for the Chief,” Tala said, detached. She shone the Maglite at an electronic door, kinked partially open. Where the palm printed footsteps finished a vague outline of a human lay foetal, casting a morbid snow angel at the base of the doorway. Dried blood, rust brown and black, spattered the recess like a grim aurora.
“My God, what happened here?” Asked Peralta, quailing at the sight.
“Maybe he was just sick,” replied Tala, uncertainly.
“Where is he now? I mean, who took his body?”
“Morg,” said Mihailov, pointing at the Cyrillic in the liquid crystal display. “I don’t need to translate.”
☣☭☠
Tor was sure that all the recon party now harboured a desire to return to the Riyadh. They were all exhausted, although none more so than Tor. For two hours they’d scrambled around the coldly empty interior of Murmansk-13 chasing a crewmember they little cared for and strongly suspected dead. But as they worked to jimmy the morgue door open they all knew one mystery or another would come to be answered. Why had Falmendikov cost himself career and apparently life to visit a mortuary aboard a vast secret space station in the heart of Reticuluum?
Electric motor gears protested as they were forced into reverse after years in mechanical rigor, Tala pushed between jamb and door, her petit figure appearing vacuum formed within her damaged EVA suit. Buttocks and powerful thighs thrust in opposite direction to planted, sinuous arms, forcing the door into submission. A grinding noise and the tinkle of failing internal parts signalled her success, the door slid pathetically away in its runners.
Beyond, the morgue lay quiet and chill. The hum of refrigeration units emanated from some unseen place. A single, steel gurney lay unattended, pushed to the bulkhead, on the opposite side banks of stainless steel cold chambers ran in ordered rows and columns. There was no dust here, shining white tiles appeared eerie green in the isolate light of Russian exit signs. The little group broke tentatively up, inspecting the sizeable morgue like amateur sleuths drawn in to the story of a murder mystery weekend.
Tor ran his gauntleted hand over the first of three stainless steel autopsy slabs, gleaming in the rationed light. He was sure he could feel the bitter cold through his EVA suit, crawling up his back. He tilted his head back and forth, working the kinks from his tense neck, watching the green light dance and circle around the slabs drain. He watched Tala pick up and appraise a bonesaw from a wheeled table cart occupied by a medical examiners implements.
Mihailov stood to the side of the cold chambers. A medical clipboard listed the names of the unfortunate inhabitants of the morgue. “All the names have been scored off,” he said after a long while. “All but one.”
The party reconvened around the Bulgarian, his finger tapping the little clipboard. Tor shivered and squinted in the gloom at a list of names in Cyrillic. All had ominous black marker lines through them except one that read — Катя Николаевна Фалмендикова. Tor turned to his second mate who never took his eyes from the board. “Katja Nikolaevna Falmendikova, she was twenty-four. A lab technician.”
“I’ve read that name before, in Falmendikov’s personnel file,” said Tor, sorrowfully. He could make out the date of birth 01-01-1967 and the number 21. “She’s been dead for four years?”
Mihailov nodded and lowered his hand from the clipboard slowly. For four years, Falmendikov must have sought the opportunity to come to Murmansk-13. To see his daughter, he’d put himself through tireless training and rigorous voyage schedules that had cost him his marriage. Tor was still bitterly incensed it had been his voyage, his ship and his crew that Nikolai had commandeered, but he also felt sad. The burden Falmendikov must have bore, the loss that had led him to such ends. This place was uncharted, a Soviet secret, Tor wondered if Falmendikov had ever learned of his daughters fate. It appeared he’d come fifteen million light years and fallen just twenty meters short.
Tor thought of Olaf. So much lost time, perhaps Nikolai had done him a favour, bringing his career in space to a close. He could probably find an office job in crewing or vessel operations in Brazil, his raging muscles evidenced a close to his swashbuckling ego that had perhaps been dead for years anyway. Whether forty-three or thirty-eight, neither was a bad age to grow up and settle down. Maybe he could grow old with Lucia. Maybe. “Take a picture of that board, Mihailov. We’ll need it for evidence.”
Tor paced away as Mihailov obliged. The flash ricocheted around the morgues stainless steel fittings and implements as Tor slumped against one of the marbleized supports for the autopsy tables. He kneaded his temples, trying to dissipate the pressure within his cranium. He could feel his legs stiffen almost immediately.
“We shouldn’t dally too long,” said Peralta, placing a hand on Tor’s shoulder. “We’re not alone, here.”
The other footprints brought renewed vigour to Tor as his flesh prickled at the thought. “We also need another EVA suit.” If Murmansk-13 was as occupied as it appeared, Tor in good conscience could not leave Tala alone aboard the station.
“I suggest we check the accommodation level, they may have escape sets which will be enough to get her back to the Riyadh.”
Tor nodded his agreement to the bosun as he struggled back to his feet. Beyond Peralta, he could see Tala opening the cold chamber that housed Falmendikov’s daughter. Tor pushed past Peralta to stay her hand. “That won’t be…” he began.
The little port clicked open and the tray on which Katja Falmendikova lay slid smoothly out in counter rotation to the station. Mihailov and Tala prevented the tray from escaping from the guides and the chamber altogether.
Tor too, placed his hand on the tray and looked down at the girl that lay upon it. She’d been preserved perfectly, lightly closed eyelids suggested she was merely sleeping. Her face was one of a much younger person than twenty-one. Inclined to fat, her face was a little chubby and little blemishes textured her cheeks and forehead in bumps. She was deathly pale and porcelain; her features positioned evenly, naturally platinum hair lay in a long dishevelled side plait that extended beneath the tarp that covered below her shoulders.
“Sleeping beauty,” said Mihailov after a quiet moment.
“I prefer my girls slim and muscular,” replied Tala, eyeing the dead girl.
Mihailov grinned. “So you fancy yourself then.”
“Show some damn respect,” Tor’s voice was gruff, he felt his cheeks colour. “Think what Falmendikov went through to get here.”
“Sorry, Captain,” said Mihailov and Tala in concert.
“And put her back,” Tor coughed and tried to calm himself as he walked away. Tiredness had made him soft and he tried to choke back the lump that had developed in his throat. Mihailov’s flash lit up the morgue once more behind him. Tor spun on the spot. “What the fucking hell are you doing?”
Mihailov, wide eyed put his arms in the air. “I thought… for evidence.”
Tor felt all the exhaustion ebb from his body as a foreign sense of fury surged through him. Mihailov took a step back, seeing the fiery look Tor burnt into him as he surged forward, unsure if he was prepared to strike the bigger Bulgarian, a feeling of outer body possession overcame him. Tala’s quiet words disarmed him. “She moved.”
Tor stopped and felt the exhaustion sweep over him anew, his threatening posture slumped. Mihailov had been saved, and distantly Tor was relieved. He’d never struck a crewman and didn’t want to start now. “What?”
“When Sec took that picture. She moved.”
“You probably imagined it Tala. Hell, your eyes are pretty much swollen shut.”
“Captain. I am telling you what I saw.” Tala spoke with a force uncommon for Filipino subordinate.
“Okay. Relax.” Tor needed to dissipate the fractious atmosphere building within the group, not exacerbate it. Everybody was on edge and they still had to find an emergency escape set and get back to the Riyadh. “Mihailov, take another picture.”
Mihailov was still frozen in an apologetic stance, his features etched more by surprise than fear. “You sure, Captain?”
“Just take the fucking picture.”
Four sets of eyes watched as the actinic light washed across the young girls face.
“She flinched.”
“I saw it too.”
Tor thought he’d seen it as well, but the sight was inconceivable a play of instantaneous light and shadow. “Again.”
Tentatively, Mihailov lifted the camera once more and clicked the shutter. The tray shuddered as the girl arched her back. Bright blue eyes shot open, a look of sheer terror and agony twisted pristine features into a rictus grimace. She gasped and the party scattered, the tray clattered to the floor with a metallic crash. The girl, dressed in green scrubs was disgorged onto the cold tiled floor. Her plump body writhed — tangled amid tarpaulin.
Paralyzed by shock, Tor and his crew watched the girl gasp and spasm like a fish out of water for eternal seconds before trying to help. Frantically, Tor pawed at the comms button on his EVA suit and tried to hail the Riyadh, knowing it was useless.
Above the din and unseen, the morgues closed circuit camera began blinking and whirred to life. Surveying the unfolding scene beneath.

Chapter 6

The line opened with a click. The heavily encrypted frequency crackled like old, scratched vinyl. For a moment, the band seemed dead.
“You are awake?” The man’s voice was attenuated, the question less a question than a statement of the obvious.
“Yes. I allowed myself a day to recover.”
“How is the ship?”
“Compromised, life support systems are at or near their limit, stores as well. They will not make it to Reticuulum One for the proof of concept.”
“That was your objective, not mine. The samples, vials and notes are ready for transfer as agreed,” the man replied curtly. “And the crew?”
“In good health, for now. They have sent a scouting party over to the station.”
“That may compromise the delivery.”
“It may provide an opportunity.”  
The line fell silent save for the faint buzz of skipping static, drawing out the moment.
“We have lost Nikolai Falmendikov,” the man said finally.
“That is unfortunate, but not unexpected.”
The man seemed uncomfortable with the concept of losses, he took a moment to digest the ambivalence the news was greeted with. He should be familiar with death after four years.
“You will be joining us then?”
“I am suiting up now. Ensure my route is clear. I will give the scouting party a head start.”
“Soon then,” he said.
☣☭☠
With Hernandez and Stewart’s concentration fixed to the stripped VHF aerial, Aidan Bruce tried to loosen the high tensile steel lifelines cinched to his EVA belt loops.
“Don’t you touch those lines, rookie.” Hernandez’s high voice squawked through the helmet intercom. Hernandez’s mirror shade visor could not possibly permit him sight of the cadet, but Aidan thought better of attempting to further slacken the wires. Instead he tried to wiggle his numbing posterior in an effort to regain sensation and find something approaching comfort.
They’d been sat atop the Riyadh’s bridge for over two hours, nestled amongst the multitudinous metal and plastic aerials of the communications array that pushed like marsh rushes upward. Various violently coloured health and radiation warnings covered in skulls and electrocuted stickmen littered the monkey island railings surrounding them, cartoonishly mimicking grim portent.
Stewart and Hernandez had watched as Captain Tor and his recon party entered the unfathomable interior of the station. From his vantage, Aidan could see little more than the dark impact gouge Falmendikov used to gain access. He had however observed the subsequent radio silence.
“Diego, you got a copy? Everything OK topside,” asked Stewart, his Liverpudlian accent kicking up a spray of feedback as he pressed the button on his chest plate.
“Eh, you sound far away,” Diego replied, a whisper in static fog.
“Man, these comms are fried. That pendejo may as well just shout out the window.”
“I don’t see any visible damage.”
“There’s a little corrosion on the insulation, see here, where the gold plating has worn off and the underlying metal’s oxidized.” Hernandez pointed at various portions of the exposed aerial. “But that’s not uncommon, I mean, shit man, when was the last time this got serviced?”
“Paperwork says it got an overhaul last time on Earth.”
“Yeah, well this kind of deterioration shouldn’t cause a comms blackout at any rate, regardless of how shitty the overhaul was.”
Aidan looked out, past the array sat atop the bridge of the Riyadh and tried filtering out Hernandez and Stewart’s technical discourse. Long, thick black shadows stretched away from the maintenance crew and were crisscrossed by the thin knifing shadows of the aerials and railings that bent suddenly away with the curve of the Riyadh’s structure. The supergiant had moved behind them diffusing a delicate vermillion radiance that danced on the beautifully polished and intricate electricians tools; gleaming vanadium chrome spanners carefully ordered in the tool belt entrusted to the cadet.
The heat was less intense than Aidan had expected from something so vast, but after two hours anchored to the space pitted titanium fuselage, sweat sheened his back and forehead. Uncomfortable, he squirmed in the confines of his moist suit, desperate to fidget with his flash hood and relieve the pressure points building on his hips where the karabiners dug in.
“Hoy. Tool boy.” Aidan could see his awkwardly seated figure, like a discarded toy reflected in Hernandez’s visor. “I need the 6 mill spanner.”
“Sorry,” Aidan fumbled at the tools. Flustered, he momentarily forgot the limited dexterity of the EVA gauntlets, almost scattering the contents of Hernandez’s belt into space. Cussing, Hernandez batted his hands from the belt and plucked the small spanner from its housing.
“Fucking useless man, how long has this kid been on the ship?” Hernandez spat, gesturing with the spanner. His voice was an abrasive squeal in Aidan’s helmet speakers.
“Give him a break Hernandez, you were a trainee once.”
“I was a fucking good one.” Hernandez pounded his chest in slow motion, Aidan could sense the Mexican’s volatile, intense eyes piercing through the gold shading before he turned away. He was never entirely sure how genuine the motorman’s anger was.
Aidan had been onboard the Riyadh since Snake’s Head. It was a hard Chinese frontier outpost for a teenager to be flown to, alien and unwelcoming. English was suppressed in favour of Mandarin, the signage and warren like layout of the station seemed obstinately designed to confound and intimidate foreigners.
Seventeen months had been the ships expected turnaround, give or take a month. Aidan had needed just fifteen to complete his cadetship. Instead the Riyadh had encountered delay after delay. Bunkering issues, docking clamp failures and postponed replenishment services. When he’d gone into cryo he was already running late for his academy return date. Now he would miss the entire semester.
Of course, the Saudi Shipping company would ensure he was reimbursed for his passage. His meagre cadet wage would be extended to cover his back-phasing. All of this had been of little concern to Aidan. Before he’d flown out, a two-month passage in its own right to Snake’s Head, Aidan had feared he would be late to return to the space academy in Melbourne. Not for any sentiment to his classmates, a rag tag collective of macho boys pretending to be macho men. Nor for any anxiety of his career stalling in the small, competitive Australian pool of newly qualified, inexperienced spacefarers. No, his fear had been borne out in the nascent relationship he’d formed the Summer prior to his departure; mere weeks before he jetted out to the Galactic arsehole of Snake’s Head.
She was called Adelaide, which was an unusual name for a girl who hailed from Hobart. In truth her name was Thúy An, daughter of Vietnamese boat people. Aidan called her Addy. She was short, quiet and seemed unperturbed by his social dysfunction. He wasn’t like the other cadets, with their puffed out chests and peacocking machismo, he was tall, gangly and aloof, and she liked that.
At least, he thought she did.
Aidan had never much fit in, an outcast in every avenue of existence. His propensity and subsequent tolerance for loneliness had made a career in space a logical choice over any bombastic pretence for adventure. Aidan’s parents had reacted to his enrolment with the usual ambivalence that had formed his and his brothers creed. “It’s your life son, do what makes you happy.”
While the academy never made him happy, spacefaring at least provided some structure to the canvas of disjointed greys his parents unobtrusive approach painted — and an escape from bleak suburbia.
Addy had complicated matters. For the first time Aidan’s life was coloured with something other than his parents attentive indifference. Where he’d joined the Melbourne Space Academy at sixteen because he had no good reason not to, Addy provided a very good reason at nineteen to drop out. Indeed, had their relationship been given time to coalesce into something less nebulous, Aidan doubted he would be sat in the suffocating inertness of space, trapped on a vessel where everything was rapidly going to hell.
He thought of Addy as Hernandez once again berated him about something, gauntleted hand tugging at the tool belt as static laced discourse buzzed like distant bees. Aidan was bookish, he sought escapism within stories. In joining, Aidan had romanticized the notion of spacefaring as an existential continuation of his escapism. Having soon encountered the apes of his academy, Aidan was unsurprised to find space a frontier populated by manful, monobrowed men like Hernandez.
It was a frontier that made him feel painfully androgynous.
With each new task set before him, Aidan gained only a drowning sense of inadequacy. Why would a girl like Addy, or any girl for that matter, wait for an impotent sexless excuse for a man like him? Hernandez, the hyena alpha male that he loudly divulged himself to be, picked at Aidan’s weaknesses to feed his ego, unknowingly stripping away any hope that Addy would still be waiting when he returned.
The sheer helplessness of his status, little bolstered by his brittle demeanour fuelled an internal fire of injustice. Nineteen months had passed since Addy and Aidan exchanged farewells and promises of how things would be on his return. Even then, when he looked into her dark brown, sincere eyes, did Aidan think she realized the gravity of her words and their enduring intoxication of his mindset.
Aidan sighed and stared out at the oil slick of an ionic nebular that smeared across the local galaxy in iridescent ribbons, behind it crimson and blue filaments of hydrogen dense dust seemed to chase it, remnants of some short-lived unstable star that had gone supernova. Refracted light from a winking blue star provided a shimmering kaleidoscope that danced incongruously across the matte grey of the ominous Soviet space station. Aidan supposed he should be overwhelmed by the grandiosity of the vista before him, in truth he was tired and fed up.
“Did any of you guys just use the Evac suite airlock?” Diego asked through soporific white noise.
“No, why?” Replied Stewart, rising from his crouch and exercising his legs to the extent of his tether.
“Chief says the airlock just got activated down there. And it ain’t the recon party.”
“Did he get a good look?” Stewart peered over the starboard flank of the vessel, Hernandez joined him.
“Na… dzzz…. fin…. psss…” Diego’s frequency vanished behind a wall of feedback.
“I didn’t catch that.” Stewart placed his fingers on the knurled radio knob on his EVA suit. “Diego, come in?”
“Hey, cabrón. Thank God we have such a talented radio operator backing us up.”
“Switch to secondary channel.”
Hernandez lifted his hand to his radio control, then stopped. He pointed down to something on the starboard side. Aidan strained against his restraints to see. Karabiners dug into dull aching sore spots. Stewart stooped onto all fours to track the object, peering through the narrow bars of the railings. “Personnel in the EVA suit, identify yourself.”
Aidan held his breath against the somniferous haze of white noise leeching from his helmet intercom, he knew the suits were linked with a designated frequency for intra-squad comms. The mics could be silenced, but not the speakers.
“Maybe their suit speaker is fucked?” Hernandez knelt beside Stewart, following the crewmans slow progress. “Or their mic?”
“I don’t buy it,” said Stewart, his tone hardening. “Personnel on the lifeline, starboard side of the DSMV Riyadh. Identify yourself. Now.”
Another protracted silence ensued. “You want to go down there?” Asked Hernandez, finally.
“No, too risky, we don’t know what they’re up to and we haven’t got the kit to freefall.”
“They don’t look too experienced spacewalking,” said Hernandez. “Arms and legs all over the place, man.”
Aidan envisioned the progress of the unknown spacewalker by the infinitesimal movement of his colleagues helmets and their running commentary. Their convex visors grabbed distorted reflections in golden hue. From his vantage point Aidan couldn’t begin to decipher the events unfolding, only extrapolate that the shipboard situation was set to worsen.
A deafening pitched squeal lanced through the helmet intercom. Aidan screamed as the sound quaked his internal monologue, icing the contents of his skull in aural formaldehyde. Through crushed shut eyelids, tears beaded. Then the sound died, replaced with the hypnotizing static of before.
Opening his eyelids against sharp tinnitus, he saw Hernandez and Stewart lying prostrate on the deck of the dust caked monkey island, hands uselessly clamped to their helmets.
“Diego?” Stewart asked in a weakly ragged gasp. “What the fuck was that?”
“Oh, Christ.”
☣☭☠
He couldn’t find them, or he was too quiet, Diego wasn’t sure. For one thing he was glad to be kept busy as he modulated the narrow frequency band of the maintenance crews primary and secondary channels, trying valiantly to battle the incessant cosmic noise with radio squelch. He grabbed them in bites as if fishing a murky pond, but they kept getting away. Diego could not remember such an instance of capricious interference in his academy days.
Those were a long time ago, though.
Diego rubbed his eyes and snapped the manual closed. He could feel little rivulets of tepid sweat forming rims around the headphone cups. He pulled the set off but could not escape the constant hiss of white noise that accompanied him in the dark, still bridge of the Riyadh. The red giant was behind them and only the lambent blue of the closest B-class star provided illumination, the small bright dot peaking like a distant spotlight from behind the monolithic space station and a haze of ionic disruption.
He left the VHF set on autoscan and walked around the Riyadh’s radio station, trying to shake the nervous anxiety that pooled like lactic acid in his muscles. Something about the Evac suite airlock activation had unnerved him… further. Unconsciously he tapped his thumbnail against his teeth as he paced around the conning equipment and apprehensively peered out of the triple glazed windscreen.
Unflinching, he grabbed a pair of binoculars situated in the familiar mahogany box beside him. In the years since rising from spaceship galleys, he’d often been called to lookout when his vessels transited busy space lanes or when entering or leaving dock. The textured rubber coating of the binoculars had become a natural extension of his fingertips.
However, tracking vessels, lights and scanning for space debris had become his forte, rare was the occasion he was called to lookout for an EVA’ing colleague. Regardless, it didn’t take Diego long to find the offender, following the newly affixed lifeline to the stations docking ring. Making aggravatingly slow progress, the crewman scaled the side of the Riyadh’s docking clamp with the grace of a wing-clipped crane fly.
“What are you up to?” He whispered to himself.
Behind him, the elevator doors parted, blanching the bridge and startling Diego. Furtively he returned the binoculars to their box.
“Why are you not at the radio station?” Chief Officer Nilsen’s wiry silhouette stepped from the elevator.
“Sorry, Chief.” Diego scurried back to the leatherette chair behind the bank of radio equipment. The elevator doors closed with a quiet chink and the bridge faded back into wan blue. Diego cringed at the moistness of the headphone cups as he re-donned them.
The Chiefs precise, pensive footsteps cut through the wash of cosmic noise. The autoscan had not been able to exhume the maintenance crews signal. Nilsen assumed Diego’s position at the windscreen, looking down, as he had, at the interloper on the lifeline. Slowly he spun to face Diego who pulled the headphone from his right ear. The sets headband strained in extension.
“Have you managed to communicate with the crew up top?” Asked Nilsen. He sounded tired.
“They come and go. I capture them for five or ten minutes, maybe less. Then the interference kicks them off.” Diego looked at the frequency indicator as the white noise peaked and wobbled, then returned to its numbing equilibrium.
“We should get them down,” said Nilsen, wringing his hands behind his back. “They’ve been up there too long.”
Diego watched Nilsen nervous pacing in and out of the conning station. He appeared drawn, even in the dim light and his physical restlessness was an avatar to Diego’s own mental ill ease. “Any word from the Captain?”
Diego gulped. “None, the guys topside had him on the intercom until they entered the station. Then…”
“Then?”
Diego shook his head and Nilsen’s narrow shoulders slumped further still. The Chief slouched over the ships radar display summoning a luminous green nimbus around himself. Diego hesitantly held the headphone from his ear. “Who was that in the airlock, Chief?”
Nilsen didn’t respond, instead he peered down intently at the radar screen. “Have you been monitoring this?”
“No sir,” replied Diego uncertainly. “I’ve been sat at the radio the whole time.”
“Except when I came up.” Nilsen’s response was distracted, not corrective.
“Except when you came up, sir.” Diego could do little but agree, he hadn’t been tasked with monitoring the radar and hadn’t really seen the point, the screen a lurid wash of nonsensical multi-path interference caused by the proximity of the station.
Nilsen’s long, stubbly head bobbed up and down from the screen, peering out to starboard with every upward glance. He returned to the windscreen, but this time his gaze was furtive, scanning. Diego could feel his blood cool as the Chief Engineer stiffened.
“Get the guys off the monkey island now,” he said, not averting his gaze.
Panic bristled through Diego. “Chief I don’t.”
“Get them off the damn roof. Now!” Nilsen’s small eyes were large in his skull as he cut Diego off.
“I don’t know how,” Diego said paralyzed. Reflexively he flinched at the equipment that suddenly seemed of another world. “How?”
Nilsen, long-legged, strode across the bridge and punched the large red button in the centre of the VHF console. Distress. “Brace!” Was the last thing Diego heard before everything went black.
☣☭☠
Aidan struggled with the karabiners at his hip. He gurned and grimaced into his mic as he tried to free himself. Vaguely, he was aware of Hernandez and Stewart trying to scramble from their stooped positions, encumbered by their EVA suits. Aidan thought he could hear the grinding of convoluted suit joints over the intercom.
“Fuck!” Aidan screamed, his gauntlet covered fingers unable to pop the spring loaded gate. Frantically he tried to pull himself up from the deck, each time thwarted by the tensile steel cables keeping him from floating away into space.
Hernandez was now on his feet and helping Stewart up. Painfully slow, too slow thought Aidan as unexpected tears of anger or fear welled in his eyes. He looked to his right, into the imperceptible darkness.
They hadn’t seen the approaching junk, matte gunmetal grey against a backdrop of lightless space. A great metallic carbuncle of the dilapidated monolith that had torn off from some unforeseen nodule of the station, whipped away by the centrifugal momentum, launching it like a trebuchet round toward them.
It was reaching escape velocity from the weak pull of the station and slowly breaking up. But neither was happening fast enough. As it bore down, Aidan could see that the object was on a collision course. Ragged edges wept glittering plating into space like reflective petals, little abating its progress. Thousands of tonnes of metal floated with imperceptible violent inertia towards them. Aidan conceded that nothingness was upon him, he contemplated releasing his gauntlets to obtain some purchase on the karabiners, but it would be a futile effort, introducing needless pain to an otherwise instantaneous death.
Hernandez was at the magnetic cam he and Stewart were tethered to. First he attempted to release their tethers, but without the luxury of time he was suddenly possessed with Aidan’s lack of finesse. Subsequently, Hernandez started kicking at it and screaming. “Mamón!”
Behind, Stewart, who Aidan imagined was little more experienced than he at EVAing, appeared to be walking through quicksand. In his rush to escape, the young radio officer stumbled against the counterintuitive double step mag boots. Aidan watched the station junk loom large in Stewarts visor and wondered what expression of fear the golden mirror shade masked.
Aidan turned to face the object. In the last second the great metal appendage appeared to change trajectory rising upward, although that was probably an optical illusion caused by proximity. In a final bid, Aidan flattened himself supine against the deck. The musculature of his body clenched in unison with his teeth. In perfect silence he felt the structure of the Riyadh quake beneath him, then the blinking lights of distant stars above blackened. He felt his head lurch sharply to the left, as if something was trying to rip his head from the neck, then impact detritus skittered across him; cleaved portions of the monkey islands railings and shattered aerials.
Aidan lay for a long time and felt the beautiful ache of his neck. He felt his chest rise and fall as the severed lump of station began charting a course away into space trailing pieces of the Riyadh that couldn’t keep up. A radiation warning sign with a portion of railing still attached twirled in unbalanced centrifuge, disappearing beneath the titanium horizon of his ship which appeared to be largely intact.
He traced two large gouges in his visor caused by great unseen metallic claws. Mere millimetres in the almost infinite vastness of space had spared his suits integrity. Gingerly he tried to turn his head and sit up, battling the aftermath of the junks passage. His wrenched neck muscles resisted, stiffly, in fact his whole right side was wracked with the agony of countless impacts. No small wonder looking at the drifts of metal detritus that had built up along the right side of his body.
Stupefied, Aidan surveyed the scoured and shattered remnants of the monkey island, littered with unrecognizable glinting shrapnel. The railings had been uprooted, great bolts pulled free from the vessels titanium plating which had buckled into jagged peaks, in other places clipped metal stakes were all that remained. The aerials, transmitters, receivers and radar scanners were all gone, cast into space or deadheaded to less than a half metre. Crazy cat-o’-nine-tails of gold plated wiring and multicoloured plastic flailed in the wake of the space junk like palm fronds in an ebbing hurricane.
Hernandez and Stewart were gone. The magnetic cam was partially torn from the deck, the loop to which their tethers secured had parted and twisted. A smashed karabiner lay a short distance away, collected by a peak of titanium plate. A few threads of high tensile steel fused around it. The airless vacuum of space was filled with little reflective viscous blobs, crimson in colour that coalesced with the jets of coolant, water and other fluids that had constituted the junks comet tail.
Aidan checked his suits pressure gauge, convinced its integrity had been compromised by the field of serrated debris he was now shackled too. There was a tiny leak, pressure was leeching slowly, the dial moving imperceptibly leftward. Not a problem if Aidan could free himself and operate the airlock in a timely manner, the latter an operation he’d never performed before.
He tried to slow his breathing, the reduced gravity doing little to dampen his shakes befuddling Aidan’s hands as he unconsciously worked the karabiners. He was slipping into shock as adrenaline fled from his system, his eyelids grew heavy and his thoughts unfocused.
Aidan contemplated lying down, his body robbed of its strength. A ravenous emptiness filled his core that only sleep or food could fill. He’d survived the impact, but the ambivalence that had coloured his life was leading him to somewhere far away. He thought of Addy, that late summers afternoon day when they stole into the backyard of her families restaurant. The fading sunlight slanting in golden bars through the thin canopy of trees. The goodbye, a hug and… so close. He tried to remember what her voice sounded like, how her hair smelt.
“Don’t you fucking die on me cabrón!” The static laced words cut through Aidan’s memories like a squall. He opened his eyes, unaware he’d sagged, ragdoll, forward. Hernandez was swimming through the remains of the Riyadh, freefalling and trying to find something solid to push off. “I’m going to need you to catch me.”
Aidan tried to form a cogent sentence as Hernandez tip toed across a sideways orientated stairwell of carnage. Instead, only slurred and senseless syllables escaped his lips and Hernandez made little headway.
Hernandez stopped, his suit limp. “OK, listen to me. You got me?” He sounded breathy and exhausted. “I’m going to be coming your way, ready?”
Aidan nodded, although he imagined the motion was meaningless to Hernandez.
“Please be fucking ready, man.”
A large solar panel drifted from beneath Aidan’s visual horizon, rising inexorably behind Hernandez coiled form. The Mexican hunched his knees to his chest and then sprang like a flea against the panel. The two objects began spinning in opposing directions from one another.
Hernandez hadn’t got all of the panel, his jump was off and he was drifting to the extent of Aidan’s reach. Aidan pulled against the karabiners, keening into the mic, stretching with every reserve of strength. Aidan angled his shoulders, extending his span. That limited him to his right hand. He braced himself. Aidan watched his own figure grow in the mirror shade of Hernandez’s visor amid a plain of devastation.
Hernandez grasped Aidan’s arm just below the suits wrist couplings. Aidan felt Hernandez Chromel gauntlets slip against the rubber exterior of his suit. Dogged, clumsy fingers grasped the inner seal at Aidan’s wrist, threatening to pull his gauntlet and Hernandez into endless hard vacuum. Aidan spun and clasped Hernandez arm with his left, stealing his wayward inertia. His agonized neck shot daggers of pain down the right side of his body. He could hear himself scream.
Hernandez stamped a mag boot down on the Riyadh, securing himself to the ship. His left boots magnetic coupling had been ripped away so he knelt beside Aidan, his ragged breaths the only sound. “You OK, man?” Hernandez asked after a long while.
Aidan found words clotted in his throat, enervated tears running freely down his cheeks. For the first time since he left Addy, he didn’t find solace in solitude, even if Hernandez was his only company. As he calmed and marshalled his thoughts Aidan managed to ask, “Stewart?”
“He didn’t make it. Fuck.” Hernandez lowered his helmet and scanned the immediate scene. “That’s his boot coupling over there.”
Hernandez pointed to a magnetic sole, peeled partially from the deck in situ where Aidan had last seen the Brit. A spray of tiny internal boot parts formed a semi circle away from it. The sight left Aidan detached.
“You did good, man.” Hernandez clasped his hand on Aidan’s shoulder and squeezed. The camaraderie coming at the price of his agitated neck muscles.
Aidan patted at the tool belt he’d been entrusted with. “I think I lost your tools.”
Hernandez laughed a little too manically as he removed the tethers shackling Aidan to the deck. “Let’s get back inside, man.”

Chapter 7

The morgue was quiet once again, Katja slept fitfully, swaddled in fading mint green scrubs and scraps of musty sackcloth found in an otherwise emptied cupboard, her chest rising and falling steadily. She lay on one of the cold autopsy slabs like an ensorcelled princess, the only sound was Peralta, soothingly cooing to her in a display of latent paternalism. The old bosun held the girls hand and recited some muttered cantrip in Tagalog.
Tor, heavy lidded, packed away the museum-piece portable defibrillator cart Mihailov had used to jump start the girls heart, all science fiction wires and dials encased in wood vinyl. Small mercy that the Riyadh had been blessed with more than one Cyrillic reader.
Now, Mihailov paced around the morgues entranceway, peering occasionally into the corridor. Dark circles had formed under his eyes and he appeared to be running on anxiety alone. Furtively his hand would play across the gaffer tape scabbard holding the rifle to his back. Tala, by contrast, was dozing, slumped in a corner and washed in sickly green light.
Tor worked a kink out of his straightened back. Restive fingers kneaded into knotted sinew. His body quivered with exhaustion. God, he needed to sleep, they all did.
Tor drew beside Peralta and let the Pinoy’s hushed lullaby wash over closing eyes, lilting words carrying him someplace warm and elsewhere.
Katja flinched in her sleep and reflexively Peralta squeezed her hand, bone white against his Demerara brown skin. Tor wondered what hibernating nightmares they’d dredged from her long dormant memory. What had come to pass that she would lie frozen and abandoned in this hinterland of deep space?
They couldn’t be sure if an answer would be forthcoming. Whilst they’d managed to reanimate her body, none of Tor’s party were qualified to assess the neural damage. This had been no standard cryo sleep. In fact it had been decidedly backyard and Mihailov was convinced some rudimentary cocktail had been administered to lower her heart rate and metabolism prior to refrigeration.
While her breathing unaided provided solace, it was the look in her bright blue eyes when she first awoke that gave Tor the most comfort. Darting and fearful, they’d at least appeared aware. Tor only hoped it wasn’t the fevered look of a dying mind and fleeing soul.
“How’s she doing?” Tor asked.
Peralta turned to regard Tor with rheumy, bloodshot eyes. “She’s cold, Captain. Very, very cold.”
Tor put the back of his hand to Katja’s icy forehead, memories of Olaf as a young boy feigning sickness to avoid school flooded his mind. Olaf had always played him, with Tor away so much, he couldn’t bear to be the bad guy when he was at home. It was Lucia who bore the burden of being the disciplinarian. When she said no, Olaf knew Tor would say yes. It was one of many reasons Lucia had come to resent him.
Tor pulled the sheets up around the girl. She was clammy as well as cold, but mercifully she was alive. He wondered what his son was doing right now, so very far away.
In the silence of the morgue, Tor realized the metronomic steps of Mihalov had ceased. The Bulgarian was standing in the doorway. He paused, then broke away from his nervous circuit to stand beside Tor and Peralta.
“Captain, we know we’re not alone on here,” Mihailov whispered conspiratorially.
“I know,” replied Tor, his voice oozed exhaustion.
“We just made a lot of noise,” said Mihailov, glancing over his shoulder back toward the door. “We can’t stay here.”
“I know, Sec.”
“Captain,” Mihailov started, then stopped. “Captain, this girl isn’t our responsibility.”
Tor felt the anger of before, when Mihailov had photographed the comatose Katja. It welled up inside him again. He wheeled on the balls of his feet, but the raw emotion no longer cut through the firewall of fatigue. Through gritted teeth he said, “she is our responsibility, now.”
Mihailov bowed his head and made to walk away. “We still have to find a suit for Tala and get back to the Riyadh, which has no life support. What are we going to do with her?”
Tor’s mind cycled through his limited options. The Riyadh couldn’t support supernumeraries, heck, in its current state it couldn’t even support its compliment. There was no saying what kind of medical care Katja would require, or whether they could even portage her to the ship.
But for all Falmendikov had fucked him and for all that Tor had eschewed Falmendikov in life, Tor owed it to his Chief Officer to honour the effort he made to save his daughter. In death, Falmendikov had grown exponentially in Tor’s regard.
Noble intentions however, did not a plan make. “I don’t know.” Was the only response he could muster.
“Captain, Falmendikov screwed us and knowingly left us for dead at this godforsaken outpost,” Mihailov had drifted back toward the doorway. “We are not obliged to babysit his daughter.”
“Then why revive her?” Tor hissed. “Why help me save her?”
“I was reacting, not thinking. Captain.”
“And now you’re thinking and you’re thinking of leaving her to die here.” Tor could hear his impassioned words echo in the morgue.
“Captain?” Peralta implored.
“I didn’t say that. There are options, we could put her back in a coma and call for help.” Mihailov stepped out of the shadow, no longer cowed. Tor distantly could feel the reigns slipping further from his command.
“Sec, Captain…”
“For all we know that could kill her. I’m in charge here and I make the decisions.” Tor gestured angrily across the vacant marble autopsy slab separating him and Mihailov. The rational and irrational blurred in fatigue.
“Then make a decision, an objective one.” Mihailov snarled.
“Shut up!” Peralta’s usually calm voice rocked the morgue, slamming the door on any further discussion.
Tor stared at Mihailov across the slab, his body shaking against the polished marble. Cold indignation seethed through testosterone tired limbs and thoughts. Mihailov’s angered expression quickly faded to disgust. The Bulgarian pushed himself away from the slab and slinked back into the darkness. Tor watched him resume his sentry role, then caught Tala’s glittering eyes regard him from the shadow.
“Where am I?” Asked a small, gossamer voice. “Why are people shouting?”
Katja half-sat shivering, eyes widening as Tor turned to regard her. The little chair Peralta had sat on squealed and toppled backwards, clattering on the morgue tiles as the bosun stumbled to attention. Behind him he could hear Tala scramble to her feet.
Katja regarded each member of her rapt audience, blinking long closed eyes against the weak light. “Who are you people?”
☣☭☠
“So my father is dead?” Katja said impassively, her hands clasped around a tin cup of water poured from Peralta’s canteen. She battled convulsions of cold shivers to place the rim of the cup to her pale and cracked lips.
“We’re not sure,” replied Tor after watching the girl take a long draft. “But we think so. He has been missing from the ship for some time. His trail becomes cold here. I’m sorry.”
Katja handed Peralta back the cup and dabbed the corners of her mouth with the back of her wrist. “I guess he felt guilty. We argued a lot… about me coming here.”
Since waking Katja had drifted between coherence and bewilderment. The periods of lucidity had slowly increased but now her glazed eyes appeared vacant, her thoughts unfinished returned to a personal dreaming void. Her brows knotted in confusion and her lips moved wordlessly.
After a while a look of sentience returned, but the effort to untangle her memories left her visibly tired, her shoulders slumped and she let out a long exhalation. “I’m sorry. I have a lot to take in.”
“Don’t be sorry, none of us can really appreciate what you have been through,” said Tor, he’d taken a seat atop the adjacent autopsy slab. While Peralta tended to Katja he tried to grasp moments of sleep. Against burning eyelids he could not will himself to doze. He wanted to get them all back to the safety of the Riyadh, but he doubted Katja would be strong enough. His muscles screamed with exhaustion two days out from a standard eight month cryonic sleep, Katja had been out for four years under comparatively primitive conditions.
As unnerved as Murmansk-13 made him, they couldn’t leave. Not yet.
“Katja, what is this place? What happened here?” Tor asked gently, propping himself upright.
Katja, so young faced, sighed and closed her eyes. “This is Murmansk-13. It was originally built as a mining supplies and chandlery outpost for the Soviet Deep Space Mining and Colonization Program, about seven years after the first Iban generation arc was discovered by Salyut 6. The central command pod was originally all that was here.
“Due to its rapid star formation, the NGC-1313 galaxy was earmarked for Exotic Matter prospecting. Unfortunately, the US beat Russia to the punch and set up a larger EM mining and refinery plant at Reticuluum One at the cusp of the EM drive boom. Effectively deadheading Russia’s monopoly on EM drive technology.
“Instead of abandoning the station and to avoid embarrassment the Soviet repurposed it into a multi-faceted deep space R&D centre, building the outer ring and monorail to house various research departments. Even I don’t really know what happened in some of them and inter district relations were kept to a minimal from what I understand.
“Anyhow, by the time I arrived the station had largely ground to a halt having never really taken off. The Deep Space program as a whole was dangerously underfunded. Many of the station districts were unstaffed or running on a skeleton crew and there was some talk that foreign investors were interested in the face of the failing Soviet. We’d been preparing to abandon the station, until…”
Katja shuddered and pulled her knees to her chest, gathering the sackcloth around her. Tears welled in her eyes as her voice died. What little blood that appeared present behind her china white skin, drained away. She teetered on the edge of hysteria as her breathing grew heavy and agonal.
Peralta threw an arm around her as Katja rocked in a paroxysm of fear, her cherubic features twisted. Tor watched paralyzed, unsure if Katja still lay within the waking world. Katja’s mouth fell open as if to scream, but only a quiet mewl drew forth. “I… I have seen. Seen so many bad things.”
The bosun shushed Katja, stanching her cold, gasped words that lanced into Tor. Whatever wrongness lay here, he did not want to encounter it. The pervasive miasma that had surrounded Tor since he’d awoke amid cryosleep, now rushed through him tenfold.
“Captain.” Mihailov said through gritted teeth.
“I know. I know. We need to move.”
☣☭☠
Tor wished he’d found relief in his decision, instead he found himself glancing repeatedly at his suits time readout. They’d been aboard Murmansk-13 for fourteen hours, thirty-seven minutes. At least eleven hours of which had been inside the stations morgue. While he no longer struggled with indecision, his nascent plans stumbled in practicality.
It had taken half an hour for Katja to calm down, eventually slipping into a deep sleep Tor hoped was dreamless. She’d slept for four hours, time in which Tor and Mihailov argued about splitting up. The Bulgarian proposed he and Tala alone would scavenge the accommodation block for emergency escape suits, allowing Tor and Peralta to maintain their vigil over the girl. Tor advocated staying together and safety in numbers. If something happened to either party, how would they know. Mihailov acceded, but refused to stand in the morgue any longer, he kept watch at the entranceway and Tor kept watch on him.
Now Peralta and Tala were trying to help Katja regain her feet. Four years abandoned in a cold chamber had atrophied Katja’s musculature. Her body fat and skin hung infirm through her scrubs as she gingerly lowered herself from the autopsy table. Peralta beneath her right shoulder, Tala beneath her left. Immediately her legs buckled at the knees, the two Filipinos taking her body weight.
“My legs feel numb and fuzzy,” Katja said plaintively, a tear streaking her cheek. “I can’t feel my feet.”
“Just take your time,” Tor replied, trying to quell his rising unease.
“But we don’t have time do we?” Katja whined, trying to straighten her pallid legs, mottled dark blue where blood had pooled forming livid bruises. “I can see it in your face and I heard you arguing while I was asleep.”
“We’re all just a little unnerved by this place.” Tor uncrossed his arms and flattened his palms against the stainless steel worktop behind him.
“You should be,” Katja shrugged against Tala who grimaced. “Oh just leave me, do you think you can give me the months of physical rehab I need?”
Tor slammed his hand against the worktop, the metallic report stilling everyone into silence. “I’m not going to leave you in this place. I already lost your father. I’m not going to return to Earth and say it was all in vein.”
“You would have done if I hadn’t have woken up though.” Katja’s response was muted but blazing blue eyes locked with Tor’s; stubborn and helpless.
“You did though, so we’re not leaving you,” Tor replied softly, relieved Katja had turned her attention elsewhere.
Katja now appraised the hospital clipboard hung beside the cold chambers. Her wasted legs limply seeking purchase on the cold tiles of the morgue. She ran her index finger down the board, smearing the marker lines that scored out each name but her own, names of colleagues and friends. Her chin sagged to her breast, her finger falling away from the bottom of the board black with ink. Sobs wracked Katja’s body once again. “I don’t understand.”
Peralta and Tala helped Katja to the little plastic chair. She slumped, ragdoll into the seat, threatening to teeter off to the floor and perhaps the oblivion of her nightmares reawakened.
Tor placed a steadying hand on her shoulder while Peralta and Tala crouched beside her, mutual expressions of disconcerted empathy. Katja felt boneless to the touch as if only her face had retained its youth. The rest of her toneless body quivered as drool glistened her chin and darkened the neckline of her scrubs. Unsure what to say, Tor held her silently until the sobbing subsided.
Katja sat mute and hunched for a long while, eyelids flickering as her brain tried to parse the influx of information. “I don’t understand what happened? These people were my friends.”
“The names on the clipboard?” Tor removed his hand from Katja’s shoulder and traced the cleaved line in the crossed out names her finger had made.
Katja nodded. “We were all due to sign off,” she wiped her chin and cheeks dry with the sleeve of her scrubs. “Before the quarantine.”
“Why was the station under quarantine, Katja?”
Katja shook her head violently, her face clenching, fighting a renewed onset of salty tears. Her round cheeks were already sorely reddened by her weeping. “No,” was all she could say before pitching forward, trying to stand. Tala and Peralta managed to grab her as she lurched forward, her knees providing little resistance or support to the movement. She grasped the handle of one of the cold chambers, her hand appearing small and pale against the brass latch. She pulled it open, utilizing what little reservoirs of strength remained.
“They’re all empty, Katja,” Tor said over the hum of the refrigeration plant. “We’ve checked them all.”
“This one was Arty’s,” she replied. Her breaking voice ringing within the confines of the chamber. Peralta and Tala seized her as she fell limp, returning her to the seat without struggle. Tor silently returned the chamber door to its jam before it had chance to clatter shut in counter rotation.
Mihailov was growing steadily more aggravated at the door. Tor watched the Bulgarian fidget in the corridor while stealing increasingly exasperated glances into the morgue. He paced the six feet expanse of the corridor for the thousandth time and looked at the time readout on his own suit. “Captain, this is taking too long.”
Katja stared lifelessly at the patchwork of cold chambers that had apparently contained her friends, the lustre of life that had returned was gone again. Her eyes dry and stagnant.
“I know,” said Tor, resignedly. Unable to capture Katja’s eye he turned and walked from her into the dark of the morgue. Tor rested his head in his hands, fresh stubble pricking the meat of his palm as he gently kneaded his eyelids. “We’ll tie her to a fucking stretcher if we have to, but I’m done with this place.”
☣☭☠
The gurney juddered over the morgue tiles, its steel frame and plating rattling loudly together. One of its forward casters squealed and gyrated loosely in protest. Katja’s catatonia had not improved, she sat insensible in the little chair seemingly devoid of substance, little sounds unlike words occasionally parted her lips. Peralta occupied himself, tearing strips from the sackcloth to use as restraints, each tear sending a plume of miniscule fibres into the frigid air.
Mihailov was watching the preparations neutrally from the doorway. “Captain, this is not going to work.”
“Why not?” Asked Tor as he worked to stiffen the rickety gurney using a scalpel as an substitute screwdriver.
“How are we going to get her down the stairs?”
Tor peered over the gurney. Mihailov looked like a man who’d not slept for a week. A day out from the Riyadh and he’d aged a decade. Sweat glistened his heavy brow, despite the chill atmosphere, and his eyes had withdrawn into shadow. He’d paled like a deep sea creature, born never to see the sun. “There are four of us, aren’t there?”
Mihailov did not answer, his eyes hung on Katja for a moment. Tor imagined his second mate was appraising the value of the girl. While Tor could sympathise, he knew Mihailov’s body was tormented by the same nauseous emptiness of sleep and hunger as his own, Mihailov was also a childless bachelor, distanced from any sense of burden or duty.
Falmendikov’s disappearance would ultimately weigh on Tor. He was the Master and like Falmendikov, he was also a father. If he was to lose his command, at least let it not be an ignoble dismissal. Meanwhile, Mihailov would be allowed to continue his career. A statement, perhaps a court appearance would be the extent to which his life would be inconvenienced by Katja’s father. Maybe he could knowingly leave the girl aboard the station, free of guilt.
Silently, Tor rebuked himself as he returned to the gurney casters, Mihailov was frightened, the unfed sleeplessness and half-a-day spent within a morgue only fed that fear. There was something about Murmansk-13 that swallowed courage and had Tor been emotionally divested, he may also have been able to walk away.
It dawned on Tor that his curious insistence had drawn them deep into the station, to the girl. He remembered again, the first Captain he’d flown with as a cadet. A bulbous Norwegian named Dag, a self-styled Scandinavian cowboy who was never seen without his cowhide fringe jacket and bolo tie. Dag had grown exasperated at Tor’s Texas Hold ’em play, inviting the young cadet to his cabin each night to gamble contraband with the other Europeans. ‘Your bluffs are predictable boy, and you never know when to quit.’
Dag believed Hold ’em could teach you a lot about life and had tried to teach Tor the intricacies of the game. The overriding lesson Tor received was that he never learnt. Had they turned back at the ships plan — their primary objective, Katja may have forever remained in unknowing slumber and Tor unburdened.
Diligently, Peralta tied the strips of sackcloth to the handlebars of the gurney. Tor noticed the old bosuns hands quaked gently, prominent veins bulging as he tightened each knot. “I suppose we should start moving her, Captain?” His voice betrayed the same unsteadiness of his hands.
Tor nodded, leaving the scalpel on the autopsy slab. Together, he and Peralta joined Tala who quietly sat with Katja taking care not to disturb her. Tala turned her puffy face to Tor. She looked drained, her concern lost beneath swelling and heavy eyelids. Katja remained unresponsive, at least until Tor ventured to put a hand on her shoulder. She shrugged violently away and grunted. The chair tipped slightly to one side and righted with a dull screech against the tiling.
“We’re going to have to grab her simultaneously.” Tor paused to see if this command elicited any response. Katja’s gaze remained firmly on the cold chambers. He gestured for Peralta to go to her legs and Tala to join him at Katja’s shoulders. “Sec, we could use a hand.”
Mihailov poked his head back into the morgue and paused, an indecisive silhouette in the corridor.
“We can move quicker together, Sec,” said Tor, mutedly, hoping to excite no further movement from the girl.
Like a wild bird being teased out from the undergrowth with seeds, Mihailov abandoned his watch and rejoined the party. His head on an untrusting swivel.
“Take the legs with Bose,” Tor watched Mihailov join Peralta unsurely. “Now slowly and gently get a firm hold of her ankles. Me and Tala will hold her shoulders.”
The party all nodded their understanding, gathered around Katja like nervous jewel thieves.
“On three.” Tor licked his lips, bracing himself. “One, two…”
A sepulchral moan cut short Tor’s countdown. Confused, Peralta and Mihailov lunged forward, grabbing at Katja’s legs. Terrified, Katja bucked, kicking out blindly at the two men approaching her. Mihailov got a single hand on her left shin, but took the brunt of her flailing leg in his jaw before falling hard and backwards. Katja’s right swung around swiping Peralta in the paralysed half of his face, knocking him to the side. She arched her back in an inhuman reflexive contortion, throwing the little plastic chair into the knees of Tor and Tala.
Tor’s vision darkened for a second, his knee throbbed as he stumbled over the offending chair. Green lights twirled, burning into his retina’s as he clattered entwined to the cold floor. His palms ached as did his elbows having taken the brunt of his weight. Before him Katja quivered lying foetal, her surgical gown lying open to her buttocks lightly dimpled by cellulite. Beyond her Mihailov had his back to the cold chambers and appeared confused, a thin thread of blood ran from the corner of his mouth.
The sudden reek of putrefaction filled Tor’s nostrils. The carrion essence of rotted flesh acting like smelling salt to his senses. He was further alerted by the aghast gawk that shaped half of Peralta’s features, the Filipino had stayed his fall by grabbing the corner of the marble autopsy slab. He now crouched staring at the morgue door.
Even Katja seemed to wake from her stupor as a low mournful keening disquieted the morgue. Briefly stilled, Katja kicked and pushed in the feotal position to the feet of Peralta. The old bosun sinking to his haunches to help her behind him.
In the dim, Tala’s wild eyes sparkled. She looked down at Tor. Unmoving, her deflated EVA suit creaked, seemingly wanting to escape the scene before it. Usually fearless, she quailed as the low keening grew in fervour. Tor peered over the morgue slab. A slumped, human form silhouette filled the entranceway, the thickening effluvium of old fish emanating from the shape. It took a shambling step forward and stayed. A rattling inhale accompanied its movement.
“My name is Tor Gjerde, Captain of the DSMV Riyadh,” he said in a flimsy voice, struggling to his knees. “Identify yourself.”
In the corner of his eye, Tor could see Mihailov carefully rise to his knee and shuffle backward in clipped movements.
The smell intensified as the shape loped forward again. It gave no response beyond another eldritch moan. Tor felt his skin prickle with gooseflesh. Slipping into shadow the figure gained form beyond its outline. Despite himself, Tor leaned forward.
In the gloom and the wan play of green neon light, Tor could discern the shape was possessed of waxy slick flesh and human features. Its head lolled boneless to the right and slipped back as it took another step forward.
Tor’s fingernails clawed at the recess in the table where gore would be directed to the drain during examinations. The figure was twelve feet away. Behind him, Tala edged back toward the medical examiners table cart, still occupied by instruments that had lain inert in absentia. She took quiet and careful steps to avoid disturbing the material of her suit.
The head slowly rolled back to its stationary position, glassy eyes now in clear view. Clouded pupils, striped by tache noir focused lifelessly on Tor. He felt his heart hammering in his chest as he realized the sickly jaundiced pallor belonged to… “Falmendikov?”
“Papa?” Katja tried to stand but Peralta, wizened by fear, positioned himself so she could not see. His old eyes remained those of the keen seafarer he’d once been.
“It’s not your father,” said the Bosun, cryptically.
As the figure of Falmendikov turned to regard the pair Katja instinctively stopped. As she finally saw what Peralta and Tor saw, her legs buckled beneath her. “Papa, what happened to you?”
Tor waited to see some spark of recognition in Falmendikov’s ravaged face. His forehead had been clawed by broad nails and bite marks punctured both sallow cheeks. He walked despite his neck being clearly broken and his jaw rolled and clicked in dislocation. Cruor had wept from every visible orifice, wetting his flesh, but the sight that filled Tor with the greatest fear was the feral hunger in which he viewed his cowering daughter.
“Oh God, Papa,” Katja wept softly, held to station by Peralta. She appeared torn between filial concern and despair.
“Nikolai,” the figure pivoted on ossified legs, busted bobbling head gyred toward Tor. “Yeah, look at me Nikolai.”
Nikolai inhaled, a death rattle that preceded a strident keening noise. Tor could see animalistic life anew in his former Chief Officer as he lifted his nose to the air, constricted pupils twitching back and forth. Falmendikov’s Saudi Shipping jumpsuit hung limply from his diminished, skeletal frame. Through the torn, blood stained fabric, Tor watched Nikolai’s grey intestines pulsate, viscera hung moistly from a ragged gash to his stomach — swinging listlessly as Nikolai drew another step forward. His lower jaw clacked, partially ripped from the skull.
Tor felt all resolve drain away, his eyes twitched to the now clear door. The ruined stare of Nikolai fixed him in place, he wondered how quick Nikolai could move in his present state and whether they could pacify him. He didn’t have to wait long.
At the edge of his narrowing peripheral vision he heard Katja break away from Peralta’s grip. She called ‘Papa’ as she closed the gap between herself and the shell of her father, Peralta in pursuit. Paralyzed, Tor willed his feet to comply, to intervene as Nikolai snapped around to the girl, his decimated maw chattering molars.
Nikolai surged, stumbling toward his daughter who limped on benumbed legs and atrophied musculature, closing like a sick caricature of a long awaited movie embrace. Tor saw the moment she realized her mistake, her eyes widening with terror as Nikolai’s ruined mouth fell open disgorging his decayed tongue and putrid breath. Mihailov, who’d remained silent and unnoticed between them, dived, pushing Katja to Tor’s feet.
Peralta and Nikolai fell into each other as Mihailov squirmed from the scene, pinning Katja to the ground beside Tor, unable to reach for the rifle at his back. Nikolai’s head lolled to Peralta’s weakened side. The pair struggled on the cold tiles, Nikolai moving in sharp spasms atop the bosun as Peralta struggled to gain the higher ground. The boson’s hands tried to gain purchase against the taut, skeletal frame of his former superior.
As fetid and dilapidated as Nikolai appeared, Peralta couldn’t force him over. The bosun looking dreadfully old and tired as his resolve failed. Tor heard a wet crunch, Peralta wailed, his eyes rolling back in anguish. Finally the dread that had held him in place was vanquished, no longer feeling the lethargy in his muscles, Tor grabbed the scalpel he’d placed on the autopsy table and lunged in aid of his crewman. If nothing else, finally assured that Nikolai was lost.
Before Tor could make up the three paces, Tala surged from his right, driving her mag boot into the top of Nikolai’s skull. The Chief Officer fell away from Peralta, dragging meat and sinew from the bosuns neck. Tala smashed the mahogany handle of the bonesaw into Nikolai’s face as she slipped forward. The solid wood handle snapped and the Russians nose stove inward with a crack.
For a moment the morgue lay silent except for the whimpering of Katja. She didn’t struggle beneath Mihailov. Peralta clasped his neck, gouts of viscous blood poured between his fingers, warming the white tiles beneath him.
“Bosun!” Tala regained her footing and rushed to Peralta’s side, unsure how to assist. Peralta was conscious but unresponsive, his lifeblood pumping directly into the morgue scuppers.
Tor watched agog and useless. Then he felt teeth and fingernails attempting to rent the thirteen layers of his suit. “Fuck!”
Nikolai, his jaw distended, had clamped around his shin. Tor toppled backward, his spine struck the autopsy slab as he fell to the floor. Nikolai, his features crushed into a coagulated pit above his rictus grin, crawled up his body.
Like an arachnophobe awaking to a spider scaling the bedsheets, climbing inexorably onward, Tor could not escape, could not even move. Nikolai’s searching hands and desperate teeth neared the vulnerable portions of Tor’s body. For an instance he felt alone, alone with his death masked Chief Mate.
As Nikolai grasped at the metallic neck coupling of Tor’s suit, dirty finger nails crawling stiffly over the rim, he felt a rush of air and the weight lifted from his chest. His head sank against the cold marble as bile scorched the back of his throat.
“Fuck you!” Distantly he heard Tala shouting the words over and over as she stamped Nikolai’s head into a crimson stain beside him.
Tor turned to look at the pulped remains of Nikolai Falmendikov, to assure himself he would not be reanimating again. Nikolai’s head had folded like a papier-mâché model. Skull fragments and the contents of his cranium had discharged across the floor in a clotted morass. The remnants from Tor’s stomach unconsciously parted his lips, oozing down his chin as the morgue disappeared into darkness.

Chapter 8

“Murderers, you’re all fucking murderers!”
Spittle flew from envenomed lips as Katja strained against her restraints. After a second, speechless spasm against the metallic board she fell limp and silent, her eyes open but unseeing.
Tor slumped to his backside as the plastic swing doors beside him rattled to a close. He held his head in shaking hands; eyes crushed into his palms, and let the surging pressure that throbbed within his skull eddy between his temples. His throat burned with freshly regurgitated bile and his emptied stomach twisted inside his abdomen.
But at least for a moment the metronomic clatter of mag boots on chequer plate had fallen silent.
Jovan Peralta was dead. After Tor blacked out, Tala and Mihailov had tried to staunch the flow of blood from the ragged wound inflicted upon him by Nikolai’s teeth. The attack had torn out most of the crucial veins and arteries down the right side of his neck. Tor woke to his remaining party attempting to revive the bosun, his face slack and blanched in a unison not matched in life. His dead eyes scrutinizing the Captain who’d failed him.
It was Tor who’d told Tala to stop, no longer able to hold Peralta’s glazed stare.
Peralta had never been a friend of Tor’s, no Pinoy was ever a true friend of a European superior. Generally the various ethnic groups kept to themselves in space and the status quo was maintained with separate dayrooms and mess halls. By day they worked together, but by night they headed into their own cultural spaces. Tor had always believed it was the burden of deference, the Filipino’s were almost unilaterally respectful of their seniors to a fault. They surely sought equality in their down time.
However, once Filipino’s started becoming officers and professional equals, Tor soon discovered it was simply willing cultural apartheid. The Pinoy no more wanted to spend their past times hard drinking with the Europeans than the European’s wanted to spend it with the Pinoy crooning to karaoke ballads.
Regardless, Tor wanted to mourn Peralta, tried to. Peralta had flown with him on several voyages and was more than once the man who shook his hand as he boarded for a trip and the last one to shake it as he signed off. Loyal and imperturbable, he’d been a hard worker ready for retirement, but when it boiled down to it, all Tor could offer for Peralta were qualities based on rank. For all the time he’d flown with him, he couldn’t offer one anecdote pertaining to his character; had no idea what lay ahead for the old bosun when he signed off for the final time — or what had proceeded. In many ways he found that sadder, that he couldn’t shed a tear for his dead crewman only tally him as another soul lost under his command on this disastrous trip.
In the flickering darkness of the corridor, Tor saw Tala’s eyes focus on his legs as she sucked air into her lungs. The right leg of his EVA suit was still crimson pink with Peralta’s blood, Tor having collapsed with his limb between his colleagues pumping heart and the morgue scupper. He supposed Tala was angry at him, at his lack of intervention, his lack of command or obvious cowardice. Tor supposed she wasn’t wrong to be angry with him.
Katja was also streaked with gore. Intermittently she scolded her captors for killing her father as they’d dragged her from the morgue and through the desolate laboratories. Katja’s long dormant mind apparently weaving a tapestry whereby her father hadn’t been reduced to a feral psychopath. She emitted a plaintive sob in the flickering darkness of floor fourteen but didn’t struggle.
“We should have fucking sedated her,” Mihailov said, his voice edgy as he cast about in the half shadows.
“We need to find escape suits,” replied Tor ignoring the Second Mate, watching his breath condensate in the dim.
“We need to get the fuck out of here,” replied Mihailov, the tap of his pacing feet irritating to the ear.
“Then we need escape suits.”
“Fuck!” Mihailov wheeled against the bulkhead and smashed his boot into the veneered plastic, cracking it with a dull boom. “Fuck!”
Tor winced at the noise as it echoed away into the stairwell beyond the swing doors. Katja screamed and flinched but remained otherwise prone on the board.
“Are you going to help us, Captain?” Tala’s disembodied question was filled with thinly veiled contempt.
Tor grimaced at the rebuke. Fighting a body wracked with agonies, he pushed himself to his feet and met Tala’s swollen-closed eyes in the flicker of an emergency light. The Filipina turned in the corridor and paced away, toward the crew cabins. Tor let his head cool against the bulkhead a moment before stiffly following her.
☣☭☠
The infected were on the move and slowly closing on Jamal’s position. With his hands pressed gently into the thin metallic walls of the air duct, Jamal shifted his centre of gravity away from the base, careful not to crinkle the aluminium beneath him. Thin tendrils of air wept upward, through the ducts intermittent grates, the stations musk of burnt plastic and ozone increasingly traced with putrefied flesh. The stench grew stronger and now Jamal could hear their shambling footfalls and low, guttural wailing not far behind.
They’d been gaining on him for a quarter hour, perhaps less. Jamal had no means of counting time as he wended through the stations ducting, devoid of visual clues. He could move swiftly through the labyrinthine shafts and conduits, far quicker than the infected could typically move.
Unless they’d picked up a scent.
Jamal knew he was safe in the air ducts, two and a half meters above the deck, Jamal knew the infected couldn’t reach him. Several times in the past years, Jamal had held station as the walking remains of the crew frantically pawed the air between them, desperate to pluck him from safety and rend him apart. Several times he’d stared into their savage milky eyes and felt a chill sense of loss creep down his spine, every vestige of their humanity peeled away. In the back of his mind he remembered he needed to find some .25’s — he wouldn’t be reduced to that.
No, Jamal was safe, but if he continued to his objective he would act as a tow, like chum to a shark. Momentary indecision, Jamal listened, somewhere behind him the electric gearing on a door whirred. The motherfuckers are letting them through. If he was going, he’d have to go now, they couldn’t have gotten far in those heavy suits.
Determinedly, Jamal pushed off from the duct walls and loped on all fours, aluminium flexing and popping in his wake. Damn the noise, they could smell them now anyway. He had to put distance between himself and the infected, give himself time and formulate a plan. He couldn’t let them die, they were the only hope.
His vision narrowed. Beneath, the corridors were dimly lit. Shafts of argent neon barely pierced the gloom within the duct, but Jamal bounded on, knowingly headed toward a ten story plummet. Instinctively he slid to a halt, a weak updraft indicating he’d reached the descending shaft, a lightless void in the metal.
He hadn’t come far enough to chance another pause, with the noise and the perspiration of his effort, Jamal knew the infected would be on his position soon. He dried his hands as best as he could manage on the grime slicked hoodie he’d salvaged from a crew cabin months past and eased himself into the shaft of seemingly infinite blackness. He felt the frigid updraft squirm through the bottoms of his trouser legs and waft across his sweat glossed body, threatening to quake his already tired muscles and send him tumbling into the dark.
Spread-eagled, hands and booted feet pressed into the ducts sides, Jamal inched down the shaft. With his eyes shut to the darkness, Jamal focused on his breathing, always on his breathing and not on his muscles that burned and quivered under the burden of his weight.
Two and a half meters to each floor, it took him a minute to squirm down the shaft, almost falling into the recess of the eight floors ducting. He sat and let himself relax for a moment. Got to be quicker, man. As he paused, he listened, but heard nothing but the distant progress of the infected and the gentle passage of old air worrying aluminium.
Happenstance had brought Jamal to this shaft as he gingerly rolled from his perch and began a second decent. He’d brought Gennady news of his sighting — the craft — as soon as he returned to District Four. Empty handed from his run to the warehouse, the enclaves sentries had threatened to lynch him. Jamal protested the significance of his news and was brought to Gennady. Jamal was sure the sentries, Ilya and Boris, had hoped Gennady would dole out a beating to be administered by them, instead he listened fervently to Jamal’s tale of Mikhail and the mysterious vessel recounted in broken Russian. Intrigued, but no less sceptical, Gennady had appointed Jamal envoy of District Four and to establish communications by any means possible. To this end he’d been provided a thousand candle flashlight, a handheld heliostat and an escape suit, all relinquished from an escape pod via the District Four cache. Mercifully they also refilled his water bladder.
Jamal had wound down from Gennady’s eyrie, en route to the emergency airlock in the District Three docking ring tasked, if possible, with a request for the safe passage of the inhabitants of District Four. However, not long after entering District Three, Jamal had sensed a disturbance in the stations fine equilibrium.
It had been over a year since circumstances had required Jamal venture into District Three; on that occasion indentured to stockpile medical supplies for his districts denizens. But in his early nomadic wanderings he’d often stalked the corridors and canteens of the medical laboratories, they had bore the most recent hallmarks of residency. Even in his absence Jamal could perceive the changes around him, changes that indicated he was not alone. Indistinct sounds, snippets of words caught within the stations passage of recycled air. Other sounds as well, sounds indicative of human habitation that carried through the stations very structure so clear after so much absence.
Over time, Jamal had grown used to the hum of Murmansk-13, the noises of the inexorably decaying mechanics and electronics, he even grew accustomed to the ever present movement of the infected. Alone had never been quiet, but it had been the absence of sentience beyond the inhabited enclaves and Mikhail. Abandoning the sharp edged heliostat and the heavy flashlight and escape set, Jamal had scaled the trunk of District Three intent on intercepting his quarry.
He’d been too late though, had heard the groups encounter with an infected, the monotonous keening, a ships captain introduce himself and the confusing shout of “Papa”. Mercifully the assailant had been alone, unusual, and when Jamal reached the scene of the conflict he discovered a fresh corpse with its head bludgeoned to a pulp and a pool of blood. Their distant footsteps rang from the metal stepped stairwell, making good their escape.
Then he heard the rest of them, the crew, what remained of them. Alerted from their starved torpor.
Now the crew were somewhere above him, shambling and clattering down the very same metal stairwell while below Jamal could hear the faint sound of movement, searching movement within the accommodation floor, a deck below. He opened his eyes to the darkness and let the chill air quiet his screaming muscles. He could dally no longer. Two and a half more meters, come on man.
☣☭☠
Tor tried the handle, like the rest the Formica door had been left unlocked and abandoned. He slipped into the cabin, decayed emergency lights seemed to squint into the room, twinkling off old retro reflective safety signs and picking at the shadows that held dominion within each nook and recess. Tor depressed the light switch, to his surprise the reading light above the bottom bunk flickered on, shafting artificial light around a bunched curtain that offered the bunk privacy. He pulled the curtain aside and let the yellowed light illuminate the cabin.
Like the rest, the room comprised a bunk, a single bedside table, shallow closet and a small desk, all mahogany veneered. The same grey-blue plastic veneers of the bulkhead enshrouding the fittings in a dismal miasma. Tor stepped into the middle of the cabin and sighed, unlike the rest, personal effects dotted the space he stood in. A dust coated, plastic aspidistra appeared to wilt in the gloom atop the bedside table beside him and family photos were stashed and jammed into each crevice offered by the louvered wood that separated the bunk beds from the bulkheads. Beneath his feet a worn Quba rug lay across the linoleum stretching into the darkness that cloyed the room.
They’d not found a single escape suit in any condition in the cabins that betrayed no evidence of habitation, Tor greatly doubted he would find one in here.
Tor sat heavily on the dishevelled sheets of the bottom bunk, a tsunami of dust particles slithered into the dim in response. His feet were numb with the weight of the heavy mag boots, EVA suits were never designed for protracted wear and Tor could feel the greasy build up of bodily effluent on the internal layer.
Tor had tried to rest in the many hours they’d spent in the morgue, but the chronic unease set his already enervated muscles and nerves into a perpetual state of nervous readiness that exhausted them further. If he closed his eyes now, Tor knew he would see Falmendikov, corrupted. He shook his head and clasped his gauntlets against the edge of the bed, uncomfortably higher than the thin mattress beneath him. There would be a time for processing the events of the morgue, aboard the Riyadh with a stiff drink and a cigarette. Now was not the time, Tor simply couldn’t, his neural circuitry had gone haywire. Singular focus was crucial and yet his mind kept skipping.
Ham-fisted, he plucked a handful of photos from the louvered bunk backboard, crushing them in his paw. Tor focused on the picture, vivid colours slightly blurred and faded with age. The edge of the print paper was peeling and frayed at the corners, a beach scene from the 60’s or early 70’s looking at the garb and the saturated blues, probably from some Soviet sanctioned workers holiday camp around the Black Sea. A homely Mom with winged spectacles and yellow floral summer dress stood beside a topless Dad in pose, hairy on the chest and shoulders, not on the scalp. In the foreground a small corral of children, probably not all theirs, Tor wondered which one had grown up to walk the grim corridors of Murmansk-13 so many millions of miles from the beaches of Sochi.
A life forgotten. Had they fled? Leaving their belongings to this Soviet crypt. What had become of them? Of all of them? In his pursuit of Falmendikov, Tor had wanted to know what had happened to his Chief Officer, now he wanted to know what had happened at Murmansk-13. Was that why the station had been quarantined? Would they all end up like Falmendikov?

Tor fought back another gout of bile that fizzled the back of his oesophagus and stood up, hoping gravity would drive the acidic substance back to his otherwise starved stomach. His head swam and he could make out the quiet searching of Tala and Mihailov in the adjacent cabins. Listlessly he hobbled to the closet, a blokovi styled pictograph of an escape suit sparkled reflectively green on the bottom drawer. Tor pulled the drawer back, bearings softly screeching, and found it empty. He let the drawer clatter to the floor and turned his back on the cabin and its artefacts.
Tor closed the cabin door, remembering the time capsules he’d buried as a school boy in the dells of Gudbrandsdalen. Little trinkets of his life, immured in cleansed mackerel tins, an old school photograph, notes to the future and a prized GI Joe figurine stolen from a forgotten classmate. Those tins had probably rotted into the earth, relinquishing their contents to the elements. He wondered how long the memories of the cabin behind him would endure in the vacuum of space.
Beside him Mihailov stood rigid, peering down the gentle curve of the corridor, his hand still on the cabin door handle from which he exited. His pose perturbed Tor. “What is it?”
Mihailov fanned his free hand, gesturing Tor to be quiet. In the apparent silence of the corridor he listened. Tala was still in a cabin, Tor could hear her opening a closet drawer, her suit creaking just louder than the insidious hum of the station. Beyond that he heard nothing. “Sec, what is it?”
Mihailov took a pensive step forward, his mouth opening as if to answer when Tala emerged from a cabin, two down. Her features shrouded by the gloom. Tor could see her turn toward Mihailov, his postures aggravated. In response she turned to look down the corridor. The sound of scuffling feet, childlike, reverberated like a wave in the emptiness, followed by the plastic clack of the doors.
Feeling suddenly cornered, despite the cylindrical design of the corridors, Tor began backing up, head swivelling to look forward and back. He felt the metal coupling for the suits helmet rub and clip the skin of his throat. “Tala. To us.” Tor hissed, the stocky Filipina hadn’t moved.
“Wait.” She whispered back, heading the opposite direction down the passageway.
“Tala!” Tor whispered, sotto voce as he watched her disappear into the darkness of the corridors braced curve. “Fuck.”
Unsure what to do, Tor and Mihaliov listened chill and breathlessly caught in indecision once more. “Captain,” Tala called back, Tor heard her mutter an indecipherable expletive. “You need to see this.”
☣☭☠
Katja pushed through the double doors into the stairwell. It was decrepit, dust motes drifted like snow around her. Up was bad, up was how this had all began. Down was easy and all she wanted was to be somewhere else, somewhere far from the people who murdered her father.
An image, animal, feral flashed in her head. Horrible glassy eyes. She felt drunk, she’d been drunk the night Arty had put her to sleep. Why had that happened? Something bad. Alarms.
Her tongue was large in her mouth and furry as if covered with moss, her cranium felt overfull. Katja lurched forward, grasping the cold metal banister that burnt her palms. Her legs were weak and wobbly, her body saggy and empty, each heavy difficult footstep caused loose skin and wasted fat to jiggle under her surgical gown.
They’d been green, she remembered removing her jumpsuit and donning them. Had Arty watched her undress? That would have been weird, why did she remember his eyes, behind those little round glasses on her body?
They weren’t green anymore, not her legs. Her legs were crimson and bulky. For a scared second Katja wondered if it was her blood, then she remembered the killers who strapped her to the horrible chill metal board. It all seemed so primitive, like Neanderthals. Memories of the Flintstones and drinking games, they weren’t supposed to watch American TV.
Katja wanted the numbness in her legs to go away, she looked back at the swinging plastic doors, she thought she’d come further. She thought of dead flesh, her legs necrotic and frozen. Fiercely she coiled her hands against the handrail, a great spume of yellow vomit gushed from her mouth colouring the bulkhead, pattering heavily to the bottom of the trunk. Her eyes watered against the force, her stomach acid burnt chapped and cracked lips.
She pushed herself away from her effluence, suddenly realizing how cold her body was as she teetered atop another flight of metal steps. Treadplate seemed to shift in little wavelets beneath her. One moment she was paralyzed by shivers, the next by her knotted stomach. Neon escape lights seemed to twist around her vision, turning fisheye as she tried to focus on the descent.
“Katja, stop!” The foreign sounding voice echoed down the trunk. Wide eyed she peered up at the doors, a flight above her. The man with scraggily shoulder length blonde hair and a wild gaze was shouting at her.
She redoubled her efforts as she set of down another flight. Katja could hear their heavy mag boots clumping against the metal treadplate behind her. Suddenly the stairwell was cacophonous with ringing aluminium.
Where was she going? She couldn’t remember, the noise made it difficult to remember. Away, that was it. She looked back up, her pursuers were slow, wearing heavy spacesuits and cumbersome boots that kept catching on metal surfaces. She didn’t have to be fast, but she had to keep moving. It was just so hard when her legs didn’t feel like her own.
Papa, her poor Papa. Her mind was on edge as if preparing to receive a flood of information, instead she could barely recall his face.
“Katja, please stop!”
A large, white number four, loomed out of the dim heralding the landing. One floor, really? Katja felt hopelessness wash over her and realized she’d been crying, her cheeks raw.
The grating above her burst open, clattering on the plating of the landing at her feet before disappearing into the darkness below, catching handrails as it descended to the trunk floor. She screamed as a short but stocky black man levered himself lightly to the aluminium deck, his drop barely betraying a sound.
“You Katja?” His accent was thick, African American, his barrelled chest rising and falling in heaving breaths. “The girl they’re hollering for?” Large eyes gestured upward.
Katja found herself stumbling backward from the man who effortlessly reached out and grabbed her hand, small in his. She shrugged it away and fell, the base of her back catching the edge of the steps. She yelped, more in surprise than pain, her tailbone largely numb. “Leave me alone,” she protested, curling into the foetal position, burying her head in her hands.
“Where you goin’?” Katja could feel the man lean on one knee beside her. His musk of stale sweat choked the air around her.
“Get away from me!” She tried to push backward, but found the steps still braced against her back. The man stepped away and Katja chanced to look at him. He was young and wide faced. His features smooth and symmetrical beneath closely clipped curls of coarse hair. He appeared burdened but earnest. Katja struggled to get up, her lower body refusing to act in concert with her arms. “Help me up!”
“You want me to help you up, or get away from you?” The man replied, exasperated.
Katja could hear the sound of her pursuers boots clattering ever closer, they were upon her now. “I need to get away from the people chasing me,” she sobbed. “They killed my father.”
The black man looked behind her. “They didn’t kill your father,” he said, softly.
“I saw them. I saw them do it!” Divorced from the moment, Katja hated how petulant she sounded.
“I don’t know, what you think you saw,” he said, leaning forward to take her hand. “But I know what I heard and I know what I am hearing now.”
“You’re wrong,” Katja began. She took his hand, her mind reeling with memories. She felt her reality — her defence, unpinning. Unsurely, she finished. “You weren’t there.”
“There are worse things than these people,” he said, then slowly lifted his hands up.
☣☭☠
“Leave her alone!” Tor’s voice cut through the sudden quiet as the dissonant chatter of mag boots ceased. At the bottom of the stairs he watched the black man slowly raising his hands in surrender, eyes wide with suspicion as he took a step back from Katja. Tor realized Mihailov had drawn the rifle, having finally torn it loose. The muzzle rested inches from Tor’s cheek. “Rein it in Mihailov, you could hit the girl.”
“He could be like Falmendikov,” replied Mihailov, his eye focusing down the scope.
Tor looked at the solid black man on the landing below. “Who are you?”
“Jamal, Jamal Francis,” he replied in a deep, bass voice.
“Mihailov, lower the damn rifle,” Tor turned to his second mate, the Bulgarian reluctantly looked askew of the scope. “He is not like Falmendikov, lower the fucking rifle.”
For a tense moment, Mihailov refocused his gaze on the scope. Then gently lowered it as Tala brought her hand to the barrel. The Filipina gave Mihailov a concerned stare that went unnoticed as Mihailov watched Jamal with narrowing eyes.
The two parties remained stationary in anxious standoff, with Katja struggling to stand in the middle.
“Do you live here?” Asked Tor finally, stealing a sideways glance at his Second Mate.
“Yeah,” replied Jamal, lowering his hands. “If you can call it that.”
“The girl,” Tor took a step from the landing. “She’s with us.”
Jamal helped Katja back to unsteady feet then returned to a safe distance. He looked upward into the trunk. “They’re coming.”
Above them Tor heard double doors flap open with a plastic whoosh, Mihailov wheeled around and aimed his rifle upward, blindly focused on the scope. The sound of scuffling movement preceded the clotting of air with dust, whipped up from the landings overhead. The double doors continuing to chatter. Myriad sounds echoed about the stairwell.
Tor felt his blood cool. “Who are coming?” But the fear in Jamal’s face was all the response he needed as the first monotone yowl drifted down the trunk and was swiftly amplified in concord.
Jamal grabbed Katja’s wrist, she struggled against his manful grip, pulling back. “Infected,” he said through gritted teeth. “We need to go. Now.”
Tor’s paternal and protective ire rose at the sight of Katja, so fragile, being handled so roughly. Her skin stark and ill juxtaposed against Jamal. “Ease the hell off.”
“There’s no time,” shouted Jamal, trying to pull Katja with him. “Run. All of you.”
“Oh God,” Tala said, taking a step back. “There’s more of them.”
Tor twisted, still grimacing at the impertinent scene below. Suddenly the caterwauling became deafening.
“Lots more of them.”
Emerging from the dim and dust were countless milky eyes, pale and opalescent, foreshadowing the arrival of their deathly housings. The noisome stench of decayed flesh, only just cleansed from Tor’s palette, wafted sickly down the stairwell. Dryly he wretched as he joined Tala, stepping backward. Only Mihailov remained stationary on the landing, his sights on the approaching horde.
The concussive report of rifle fire snapped in the confines of the stairwell. The round ripped into the approaching crowd. They kept coming. Mihailov released a second, then third round. The rounds chipped at papery skin as the emaciated, some near-skeletal, figures closed in, spent .22 cartridges whirled from the breach, chinking around his feet. The small survival rifle looked a pathetic match to the inexorable, innumerable foe.
“We have to move, Mihailov!”
Tor watched helplessly, his ears rushing as Tala shouted at Mihailov beside him. Tor saw a decomposed hand close over the muzzle of the rifle as the Bulgarian pulled the trigger once more. The hand atomized in a plume of mummified flesh, sinew and bone chips, joining the dust motes swirling in the air around them. The attacker curled its other intact hand around the gun barrel, pulling it from the receiver with a rictus grin splayed across its desiccated face. Disassembled and useless, Tor heard Mihailov grunt as he threw the twisted remnants of Nilsen’s rifle into the face of the infected, the Bulgarian realizing too late how close they had drawn as his awareness expanded beyond the rifle scope.
Beside him, Tor felt the rush of movement as Tala darted past and up. “No!”
Mihailov was stumbling backward, as clawing, emaciated hands reached out longingly toward him. Yellowed fingernails tore into the Bulgarian’s flailing gauntlets. Unconsciously Tor found himself scaling the steps towards his second mate.
Three steps back he heard a metallic pop, the gold couplings of Mihailov’s EVA suit deforming as he tried to pull away. Two steps away teeth joined fingernails around the gauntlet as others slowly closed on Mihailov’s flanks from the crowd. Tala was already behind him, adding her weight — pulling him back and away.
A step behind, Tor heard the couplings buckle, the gauntlet twirled up into the air, rotted teeth and cracked nails still imbedded within the fabric as it disappeared into the darkness of the trunk. Tor watched as Mihailov fell awkwardly, pushing Tala backward, his ankles hyper extending as he tried to release his mag boots. A grim face emerged from the ranks, jellied eyes sunken into calcified flesh. It moved deftly considering its advanced decomposition, ribs visible through ragged green flesh and tattered grey jumpsuit. It fell down upon Mihailov; its jagged, smashed teeth sinking into the exposed flesh of the Bulgarian’s right hand as he tried to push its widening maw away with his left.
Mihailov’s elemental yell cut through the frenzied keening that buzzed around the trunk. His boots releasing as he squirmed in agony, Mihailov managed to kick out at the cadaverous attacker, but couldn’t lever it away. Tala, who had regained her balance, swung her heavy mag boot into the face of Mihailov’s foe, it’s face stove inward with a dry crack, like the snapping of a saplings branch. The incapacitated attacker fell atop Mihailov with a lifelessness to match its exterior.
Mihailov shucked the corpse from his body and looked stupidly at his degloved hand, blood welling around the visible musculo-skeletal structure. Tor and Tala grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him backward as the gathering horde smelt the metallic tang of blood. Tor could see their eyes widen with hunger as he pulled his crewman down the stairs, degenerated mouths began clacking as if testing their atrophied muscles. Jaws opened cravingly beyond their living extent.
Jamal was suddenly beside them as the infected began pincering their flanks , moving like a festering wave, lapping up and down over the stairs on calcified limbs. He grabbed Mihailov’s helmet coupling. “How bad?”
Tor was abruptly aware how exhausted his arms felt as his body tensed with fear. “Hand. Think he’s in shock.” He replied, insensate.
“We gotta get him to his feet,” Jamal yelled over the sepulchral longing of the infected.
Tor grunted as Mihailov was bonelessly slithered down the aluminium stairs, beside him Tala was yelling into the Second Mates ear. “You got to get up, Sec. Gotta get out of here!”
Mihailov’s head rolled back, eyes spinning unfocused up into the grey emptiness above. His face was blanched, sweat glistened over his waxy pallor.
“We can only drag him so far,” said Jamal, his voice undulating with the effort. He looked up at their pursuers. “They’re slow, but relentless.”
Tor watched as the infected ebbed and flowed just steps away. The confines of the stairwell was keeping them at bay as the shrivelled forms clawed at one another, each yearning to be at the front, following the trail of blood drops dripping from Mihailov. Tor’s calves burned with the effort of walking backward in mag boots, the counterintuitive steps required to move forward only further complicated in reverse.
“Mihailov, get the hell up.” Mihailov didn’t react, with his free arm Tor cuffed him hard around the back of the head. “Mihailov, stand the fuck up, we have got to move.”
Mihailov grimaced at the pain in his hand, the strike to the head returning him to a level of lucidity. Realizing the mortal danger he literally faced, Mihailov kicked out, writhing in Tor’s grip. His legs slid against dust and blood slicked metal. “Help me up!”
They pulled Mihailov to his feet as he cradled his bleeding and skinned hand. A shaky step indicated he could not move fast, Tor and Tala having to take him by the shoulders, acting as a crutch. Tor felt ill at ease as the omnipresent moaning washed now unseen at his back, his skin prickling at the sound.
“Quicker!” Demanded Jamal, acting as their lookout. Darting steps forwards then turning to monitor their progress.
Tor could feel their pace slackening — thought he could feel the fetid breath of the infected on his neck. They were slower with Mihailov on his feet as long as they had to support him. “Where’s Katja?”
“I told her to wait at the bottom of the stairwell.”
“I’m sorry, Captain,” slurred Mihailov, his usually hard eyes began to loll within their sockets again.
“Don’t fall asleep on us, Mihailov!”
☣☭☠
The final few floors slid past in a wash of fear and moaning; dragging on interminably as heavy footed mag boot steps clung to aluminium treadplate. Mihailov drifted in and out of consciousness but began walking unaided toward the last few steps, stoically maintaining control against the tremendous pain of the wound that was evidenced in his twisted countenance. Tor had been unsurprised when they didn’t find Katja at the base of the stairwell but had been too drained to remonstrate with the visibly exasperated Jamal. Tor could only hope Falmendikov’s daughter found herself someplace safe.
Images of the pretty, porcelain faced girl as a haggard, petrified corpse fired in his brain as he, Tala and Jamal braced the stairwell door with the shining white desk of the districts reception. The stark white atrium scorched retinas long accustomed to the dim abandonment of Murmansk-13.
Despite Mihailov’s injuries, they had put some distance on the clamouring infected, their animal desire a continued hindrance in the tight stairwell. Behind the white reception desk and stout fire door Tor could hear the muffled metallic advance of shambling footfalls and sombre lust. Beyond the atrium, the station opened out into cheerless wide service corridors where the infected’s movement would be unfettered.
“Gotta keep moving,” said Jamal, gravely.
Adrenaline had long been exhausted as the group retraced their own footsteps in the silence and greyness of the curving corridors, leaving their bodies spent and quivering. Tor felt his mind willingly numb to the metronomic beat of mag boots, heart aching in his chest and his eyelids heavy despite the imminence of the threat.
Tor imagined each of them had winced when the first screeching sounds were heard. The distant scratching of the District Three reception desk as it chipped across the once pristine and purposeless tilling. Office supplies, so long in service to time, scattered across the atrium.
Mihailov was still laying a trail of blood droplets from his ruined hand as they past the stations schematic. Reticent for anyone to touch the sensitive and exposed bones and arteries, Mihailov had finally relented when Jamal tore a strip from his hoodie to bandage the wound. “They will find us quicker if we don’t cover it,” Jamal informed. As he secured the strip of dirt covered fabric, Mihailov bit down on a further rag of Jamal’s clothing.
The bandage stemmed the flow for only a while and as Mihailov’s blood renewed its steady trickle to the deck, Mihailov became pallid and listless. Once more Tor and Tala were called upon to guide their crewmate as the drifting calls of the infected echoed along the tube of the service corridor.
“How long till they’re on us?” Asked Mihailov vaguely as his breathing grew shallow.
Nobody chanced an answer, time became meaningless. A lost concept on a station frozen in quarantine, surrounded by seemingly infinite darkness and discarded by its custodians. Tor looked at the time readout embedded on his suit. It had stopped at twenty four hours, he wondered if that had been the point they’d slipped into purgatory. Would the Riyadh still be there?
Brooding quiet prevailed for the longest time; the group listening as the progress of the stations macerated denizens became louder and louder until even thought became impossible.
“You should go ahead,” said Tor, his voice hoarse with disuse. First to Jamal’s back, then Tala. His heavy breaths fogging the dimming corridor before him. “We’re not going to outrun them.”
Tala looked grief stricken, her bruised cheek streaked with tears. Jamal simply shook his head. “I can’t. I am not alone on this station.”
“There are others?”
“Yeah, I am an envoy of survivors,” Jamal looked at the gooseflesh that prickled his exposed arm, trying to reconcile his thoughts. “A messenger, for those seeking passage. From this Hell.”
“I hate to break it to you, kid,” Tor said, over the din. “We’re no rescue party. I mean, look at us.”
“That don’t matter. You got a ship, don’t you?”
Tor laughed, despite himself. “Barely.”
Jamal squared his shoulders and spun to face Tor. His face etched with fury. “This ain’t a game to me, man. This ain’t a fucking daytrip for me. You know how fucking long I’ve been stuck on here? In this Limbo, with these freaks for company?” As if on cue, a nerve shattering bray occupied the emptiness between them.
Drained by the innumerable hours of effort and of fear and flight Tor stared at the youth, Mihailov heavy on his shoulder and Peralta lost. The answer to all Jamal’s questions were that he didn’t care, even though he imagined they both wanted the same thing. To be home, with their loved ones and not on Murmansk-13. But Tor said nothing, he eyeballed Jamal and realized that the unseen advance had stagnated behind them.
A fragile, shivering sob; soft and human shredded the tension. Jamal’s eyes grew huge with Tor’s “Katja.”
☣☭☠
Katja’s diminished and shuddering form looked tiny. Her atrophied leg muscles had deposited her in the centre of the corridor, her pale skin like a pearl against a backdrop of mottled brown and decaying flesh. Beyond Katja, the infected had stretched to the farthest extent of the twelve foot wide corridor, their depth of ranks hidden by the gloom. They lurched forwards as Katja scrabbled in the direction of Tor, her gown torn, their stiff steps matching her pace, playing. Primal grunts seemed to thicken the gelid air, voracious eyes catching the flicker of dying lights.
Tor’s chest tightened. “Oh God,” he murmured, struggling against his expended lungs. “Where did she come from?”
Jamal was looking wildly around the corridor for what, Tor did not know. His furious glancing stilled for just a second. “I have a plan, but the girl comes with me.”
“Katja?”
“No, her,” Jamal pointed at Tala, the Filipina scowled back at him.
“Impossible, I can’t relinquish another…”
Jamal cut Tor off in mid-sentence. “We haven’t got time to argue.” As he started speaking one of the infected pitched forward, warranting a yelp from Katja. Others held the decomposing attacker at bay as if coordinating a unified charge. “I need two to rescue Katja, I can’t do it alone and the girl doesn’t have a backup suit does she. It’s damaged isn’t it?”
Tor paused, processing the scene before him. “It’s damaged,” he replied, detached. “Tala, go with him. And be safe.”
“Captain?” Tala pleaded, dropping Mihailov’s remaining mass on Tor.
“If we’re going we’re going now.” Jamal was growing antsy, limbering up.
“We’ll be back,” Tor turned toward the Riyadh, refusing to look Tala in the eye. “Back with help.”
“Come on, Tala, the grate.” Tor heard Jamal say, then two sets of footsteps, one purposeful — the other uncertain — sprinting toward Katja and the baying crowd of infected.
She’s bait. The thought bolted through Tor’s drowsy brain like backdraft. As the hammering footfalls rushed away from him, Tor whirled around. Fervently, the infected were surging forward, their keening ululating and ferocious. “It’s a trap,” yelled Tor, or he thought he did, the once silent corridors were dense with the cacophony of the infected. Helplessly he watched Tala once more finding unorthodox use for her mag boots, kicking in a large metallic grate as Jamal grabbed Katja. The surprised girl wriggled in Jamal’s grip, but exhausted she could do naught but yield.
An unsure step forward, Tor watched Jamal purposefully turn to him and mouth, “run.” The seemingly silent word rushed toward him, a toneless order as Jamal yanked the near limp Katja toward the recess, Tala rushing to help apparently successful in decimating the grating. Gagging on terror, Tor watched the clamorous wave of clawing limbs and snapping jaws descend upon them, the two parties meeting at the low entranceway. Where Tala, Jamal and listless Katja had been mere seconds before were now feral bodies twisting and hacking at one another, each trying to wriggle into the conduit access, each trying to feed.
Paralyzed, Tor watched until Mihailov stirred beside him. “Captain,” he slurred, turning his head like a souse. “I think we better move.”
The infected’s rearguard had halted their attack on the recess apparently conscious that further assault would be to limited gain. Instead, numerous viscid eyes turned to Tor and Mihailov, the unmoving pair the subject of their renewed desire. The wizened, skeletal figures began marching inflexibly toward them from the dim, breaking from their fellow afflicted at the recess.
Tor took two backward steps to confirm his fears before wrapping his arm around Mihailov’s lean frame and turning tail.
☣☭☠
The grey curve of the corridor felt like an endless visual dirge, the edge of Tor’s vision darkening as he and Mihailov stumbled away in the flickering shadows. The monotonous coronach of the infected chasing them, somehow disorientating them, despite the seemingly infinite straight plain before them. Tor thought about the hard empty vacuum of space mere metres away as his feet pounded down the service corridor, the pain in his ankles, his calves, his whole body the only indication he wasn’t asleep, or in a coma and instead just trapped in a waking nightmare far worse. Mihailov’s agonized breathing provided a rhythm to their movement.
They gapped their pursuers, or at least it sounded so. Tor could no longer judge, could barely breathe. He just knew he had to keep moving, he’d lost Peralta, he’d lost Tala and he’d lost Falmendikov’s daughter. He couldn’t let another crewman down.
The interminable curve of the corridor was punctuated abruptly by the emergency airlock. Four primary life support systems lay discarded in the dust beside Falmendikov’s EVA suit, never to be required again. Peralta’s leather cam bandolier lay beside his helmet, sentiment required he recover the bosuns personal items, practicality demanded otherwise.
Ignoring the effects of his lost party, Tor rested Mihailov against the bulkhead and punched the airlocks entrance, the opening door causing a spindrift of dust to flutter at the threshold. Dispassionately, Tor began loading the airlock with two helmets, two life support systems, a roll of gaffer tape they’d used half of to create Mihailov’s rifle scabbard and a small motorized emergency pulley that he liberated from the bosun’s bandolier.
“We’re not going to have an awful lot of time.” Tor said as Mihailov absently watched his preparations.
The shuffling, keening sound of the infected became exponentially louder as Tor turned to his Second Mate. Mihailov was drawn and sweating profusely despite the cold. Quaking as if fevered within his EVA suit. Tor could see the first flickering shadows of their pursuers perform a ghastly dance across the opposing bulkhead, seconds later their skeletonised forms rounded the gentle curve.
“Time to go, Mihailov,” Tor said, he tried to heave the Bulgarian to his feet, but the ailing Second Mate was a deadweight. “Mihailov!” Watery, confused eyes like those of a senile relation peered at Tor. Summoning what little strength remained in his body, Tor hauled Mihailov to his feet, almost dragging the larger man to the airlock and shoving him in.
Mihailov fell heavily and sideways into the dark chamber, yellow and black warning lines helter-skeltered in disorder around the bulkheads. For a panicked second, Tor couldn’t find the interior locking mechanism, he’d been unconscious the last time he was in the airlock. As the twisted wreckage of anthropoid faces faltered toward them, their jaws at their inhuman extent, Tor managed to find the control protected beneath a thin Perspex cover. He felt relief wash over him as the ardent wailing that had so long accompanied their journey was cut off by cast aluminium. Desiccated bodies and rotten limbs pounded dully on the airlock door.
Tor didn’t savour the relief, nor let it take a hold of his exhausted body. How long until the infected found the controls and re-opened the airlock? Whether sentient or not, the control lay just beside the door and soon one of the massing throng would trip it. Tor knew the only way to secure his and Mihailov’s escape would be to begin purging the airlock, the interior door would then be failsafe closed. It would give him thirty seconds to dress himself and Mihailov and re-pressurize their suits. He felt his cramping stomach flutter as he hit the purge control.
The deafening klaxon, designed for helmet wearing space walkers and hiss of decompression suddenly drowned out any thought of the infected, now sealed just feet away. With his gauntlets clasped to his head, Tor stumbled to Mihailov, the Bulgarian curling up at the noise enveloping them. He strapped the primary life support system over Mihailov’s shoulders, roughly handling the Second Mate on his back to attach the colour coded components to their matching ports on Mihailov’s breast.
Fifteen seconds had already passed, Tor could feel the moisture on his exposed skin freeze evaporate, ice crystals started congealing on his eyelids as he cinched Mihailov’s helmet secure. Mihailov’s suit began pressurizing as the life support system took over, the missing gauntlet causing the pressure to vent into the lock, riming ice over the ad hoc bandage.
Tor had to dress himself quickly, oxygen was becoming thin within the airlock and he could feel the skin of his face begin to bloat. In the deafening chamber, Tor realized he was screaming as he pulled his own life support system on, every joint on fire as if being quartered by horses. His hands, swollen within the gauntlets, shook violently as Tor secured the life support tubing to his chest, fumbling with each feed as his dexterity was lost. He could feel the frozen flesh of his lips crack as the final component clicked into its port.
The klaxon stopped before Tor could recover his helmet; his body already weightless and exposed to space as he pushed from the floor despite the agonies wracking his flesh. His fingers had become useless lumps of meat within his suit as he struggled blindly, ice forming like cataracts over his eyes, grasping for his helmet. He was still screaming, even as the hard vacuum of space stole its method of propagation, numb and ruined hands finally cinched the helmet to his suit.
Mercifully, his suit hadn’t fully depressurized. Momentarily deaf, the first tinny sounds Tor heard over the helmet intercom was his own agonal sobbing and Mihailov. Forgotten in his own personal terror, Mihailov remained floating on his back, drifting to the now activating exterior door of the airlock. Pressurized oxygen still venting from the lost gauntlet, jetting crystallizing vapour and coagulated blood into the haze of dust motes.
Within the multitudinous layers of his EVA suit, Tor could feel his haggard flesh slowly deflate, the air bubbles within his joints diminish. As he pushed toward Mihailov, his crippled crewman’s screams causing the small intercom speaker to crackle with static, Tor felt the hoar frost melt against his skin and knew the fundamental torture his Second Mate was experiencing.
“Hang in there, Mihailov.” Tor’s synthetic voice sounded fatigued, barely cutting through the harrowing sounds of the Bulgarian. Grasping the emergency pulley and gaffer tape floating inanimately beside Mihailov, Tor began securing the gloveless sleeve of Mihailov’s suit, relieved pragmatic Peralta had had the presence of thought to leave an significant length of gaffer tape edging free.
The roll of tape expended, Mihailov’s suit was barely jettisoning gas, but Tor knew there was little he could do for Mihailov’s exposed hand, the edges of the ragged wound hardened with ice — bone and sinew freeze dried. The Second Mate slipped into thankful, silent unconsciousness.
Checking the motorized pulley was still affixed to his suits belt, Tor turned to see the cadaverous faces of the infected, noiselessly clawing at the airlock view port and pressing their hungry maws into the plexi-glass. He stared into their rabid eyes for just a second, but as he turned away, Tor felt the image burn indelibly into his mind, tearing at the threads of the memories of his life in space.
Gently shaking his head, free arm wrapped around his stricken colleague, Tor kicked off the exterior bulkhead toward the gash in the docking ring. Before, the hole had promised darkness as Tor tumbled toward the jagged metal teeth. Now, as he emerged from the maw of Murmansk-13, he felt the warm play of the red supergiant across his visor and the total emptiness the station had left him with.

Chapter 9

Katja’s sobbing grew quieter and remittent as they wended through the claustrophobic confines of the wiring conduit. Itchy fibres of superstratum clung to and raked the flesh while sharp edged cable ties rose from the sea of yellow insulation and pinched the skin. Tala wondered how much the girl must hate her for smashing her father’s brain in, although in honesty, she didn’t care. The Chief tore a hole in Jovan Peralta’s neck, left him gasping for air as his blood drained away. Tala watched the life leave the bosun’s eyes, watched them role back into his head, his eyelids frozen wide open in shock and his mouth half twisted in terror.
Peralta had been a good man, a warm man. Tala had only known him as an ageing bosun, but she’d known him as the friendliest bosun she’d ever worked under. The pressure of his station never made him quick tempered like most of the old jaded bosuns she’d flown with; he was relaxed, flying out the remnants of his final voyage carefree. He never treated her as anything but an equal instead of a useless girl or something to be owned.
He liked to sit in the dayroom till late ships time, recounting stories with the old steward Sammy and any rating who’d care to sit and listen — usually herself and Diego. Bawdy tales; ports of ill repute and space station brawls. Then he would sing some songs on the karaoke machine, his voice reedy and unsteady. Sinatra was his favourite, Somewhere Beyond the Sea. He’d been a sailor, before a spaceman, but the lyrics were no less poignant amongst the stars.
Peralta had spent over forty years of his life, on the waves or in the emptiness of space. Both were far, far from his family. Three grown up daughters whose childhoods he’d largely missed, probably still planning his retirement party somewhere in Iloilo, looking forward to spending the rest of their lives with him. Reward for a life of brutal toil.
Now Bose was dead and that party would never happen.
The thought heated her cheeks as Katja squirmed ahead her sobbing renewed. Fucking girl needs to get her shit together.
In the decaying service light, Tala could discern the wobbling outline of Katja’s ass, her gown completely decimated. Between them, Jamal was silent other than to instruct the girl which duct to take when the channels split. The black man smelt earthy, early on he’d told them that his enclave of survivors were a long way away via the service ducts. That had been innumerable, thirsty hours ago.
The ducts themselves were mostly padded at the base with a fire retardant foam, but the padding was old and already thin when it had been laid. Tala had traversed countless cabling conduits during her service aboard Saudi Shipping vessels and could see the comparative hallmarks of budget Soviet engineering. Where the padding was torn up, knees and hands were exposed to roughly fabricated aluminium that wearied the joints, threadbare patches caught clothing and ripped up clots of toxic blue foam. Tala marvelled at Jamal’s ability to survive in such sterile dilapidation.
Katja must be suffering Tala mused, her depressurized EVA suit provided thirteen layers of cushioning between her exhausted knees, Katja had scant scraps of an old and shredded surgical gown, Jamal’s oversized and ripped hoodie and atrophied musculature. Tala wondered if the fragile snivelling she heard up front was the product of the pains of body or mind.
The girl had fled into the dim recesses of the wiring conduit as soon as Jamal and Tala pulled her through the smashed grating. As the grasping hands and mashing jaws reached for her pale flesh, Katja deserted them, leaving Tala and Jamal to defend the opening, kicking back the steady flow of corpselike faces and shattering thin, corroded skulls. Eventually the heaving vanguard of infected plugged the opening like a rotten cork, their rearguard tearing at their kin, their caterwauling muffled behind a clog of putrescent flesh.
Jamal warned that they needed to move, needed to find Katja and fast. In their hunger the infected would rent the opening clear. It took little time to track the sobbing girl, her attenuated body incapable of carrying her far. Or so Tala had thought. Jamal had placed the delicate girl on point, Tala assumed to monitor her and to set a pace. Tala hoped Jamal’s quiet instructions provided her with a sense of purpose.
The first hours were spent putting distance between themselves and their clamouring pursuers. As the pernicious miasma of the infected faded and their insidious keening fell silent, Jamal told Katja to stop and by proxy, Tala stopped too. They would not find them now. He’d told them to rest and despite her company and her feelings of displacement, Tala fell into a fitful sleep full of half forgotten nightmares.
She’d awoken with her heart hammering and her bruised cheek etched with sharp superstratum, she pictured millions of tiny eviscerations over her swollen, purple flesh.
They’d been moving ever since and Tala was beginning to question the limits of her endurance, only a fighters pride made her bite her parched, cracked lip. She wondered what became of Captain Tor and Sec, had they made it back to the Riyadh? She hoped they had, but Tala had seen the growing anguish creep across the Captain’s bedraggled features. In her heart she knew the Captain was at pains to save them all, but she felt betrayed by his diffidence and cowardice in those efforts. She also felt anger welling within. For him to pass her services on so blithely to Jamal, as if she were his thrall.
Tala knew her train of thought was unfair. The flaccid EVA suit that suckered to her flesh and the painful swollen mass of her face indication that without an alternative suit, she would have died a painful death trying to reach the ship.
Spaced, they called it, Tala had been told hushed stories of unwitting Pinoy being peeled into the vast hard vacuum of space, usually recounted by a crewman dolefully in his cups who’d been there and tried valiantly to assist in some unlikely and heroic manner. They were often careless greenhorns on bulkers, standing in the wrong place at the wrong time when the hold was opened — in the frontier days before mag boots and stricter safety regulations. She’d once heard tale of a galley boy, just sixteen, who got sucked from a vessel due to a faulty garbage dispenser, his limbs severed in his expedited exit. But more often than not the stories revolved around some poor son of a bitch, down on his luck; perhaps ruined financially or having experienced a great personal tragedy far from home, who’d chosen the most merciless of all endings.
An empathetic chill accompanied each retelling. In part because Tala had known a man who’d spaced himself, although she never shared his story. Ricky Velasquez, the old steward, mid-trip on her first ever voyage. She’d boarded as a galley girl and had worked closely with Ricky before crew shortages saw her promoted to the deck. Like Peralta he was homely and unassuming, always quick with inoffensive jokes and unbridled emotional support. Ricky guided Tala through her first months in the lonely emptiness of space and she’d returned each evening after her promotion as he would listen, uncritically, to her complaints and concerns while he would talk about his family, his cabin adorned with their pictures. He was like an anchor to home, even though they came from opposing corners of the Philippines.
Then one night, after downing tools for the day, she found his cabin empty. She’d checked the galley and the dayroom, all the spaces the crew would congregate, before informing the bridge. It was only then they had found the airlock had been activated, the officer of the watch apparently alarm blind and oblivious. A note was later found in his cabin stapled to a laser telex, his wife of forty-eight years had been killed during Typhoon Nitang, his home destroyed and two of his grandchildren missing in Mainit.
Ricky Velasquez had requested to be put in cryosleep as he couldn’t stand the thirteen month wait to return home, the Captain was unable to oblige due to a shortage of fluid. Tala was shocked to find that had been four months prior, the Captain even tried to obtain cryo replenishment on Velasquez’ behalf at Centaurus.
Centaurus had been where Tala, just sixteen at the time, signed on.
All those pictures in his cabin, the conversations about his family spoken as if they were alive, Tala only ever knew Velasquez to be a haunted soul and the memory chilled her. She didn’t want to experience that pure sense of panic that heralded her entrance to Murmansk-13 again. Like a balloon ready to burst, yet devoid of air, before she’d blacked out. The pain secondary to the sense of helplessness and the thought that this had been what friendly, round faced Ricky had experienced in his final waking moments.
To have followed Captain Tor, would have been to follow Ricky into the night. The Captain was right to leave her, yet she no more wanted to face the infected again as she did the vacuum of space and now she was trapped on this foreign station, with foreign people.
A whistling draft brought Tala’s thoughts back to the present, tickling her sweat moistened brow. The pace before her slowed as the downdraft essence of arching electronics percolated through the odorous bodies of Jamal and Katja. The padding sound of hands and knees ceased altogether.
“We need to go up here,” Jamal spoke sympathetically, his words directed forwards.
“No,” replied Katja in a small tremulous voice, on the precipice of tears. “I can’t.”
In the dark confines of the service conduit, Tala tried to squirm beside Jamal, his broad shoulders obstructing the lightless view of what Tala reasoned to be a cabling or air shaft. Jamal shifted his powerful thighs, pushing Tala back.
“I can’t,” repeated Katja, she slumped against the conduits bulkhead.
“How far up is it?” Asked Tala, shifting herself against the scratching insulation.
“The most defensible position,” Jamal began. “The top.”
“She won’t make it, look at her,” Tala replied.
“We ain’t gotta choice,” Jamal now sat, but his voice and features were hard, wide brown eyes fixed Tala in place. “It’s up or back out into the corridors.”
Tala matched Jamal’s look, but softened her tone. “I’m telling you, she won’t make it.”
Jamal clenched his hands and turned his attention to his light skinned palms. Briefly glancing at the shivering girl beside him. He inhaled a long draft of breath and let it go in a spiral of condensed vapour. “We can rest, but not for long.”
“A rest isn’t going to be enough, Jamal,” Tala heard her rising voice echo up and away into the shaft. “We need food and drink. Katja needs proper clothing.”
“So,” Jamal sounded cowed. “What do you want to do?”
☣☭☠
Jamal muttered obscenities as he slowly levered the conduit grating from its housing. Behind his squirming form, Tala could see Katja’s glassy eyes stealing furtive glances at her, before turning to the darkened shaft they were leaving behind, air resonating through the conduit. The light breeze tousled her matted blonde hair.
“We should stay in the conduit,” Jamal hissed, the grating screeched free. “We’re safe in the conduit.”
“I thought you said we’d lost them,” Tala felt her stomach cramp with hunger, the bass grumbling had ceased. “And that was hours ago.”
“Keep your voice down.” Jamal slithered out of the vent as Tala scowled at his muscular backside, rumpled aluminium chinked quietly. Jamal offered Tala a hand as she took his place at the opening.
“And they say chivalry is dead.” Tala batted the proffered hand out of the way and rolled smoothly out the conduit, the ruffle of her suit the only audible indication of her movement. She rose agilely to her feet beside him.
Jamal regarded Tala with a single raised eyebrow before turning his attention to Katja. The girl looked diminished within the conduit, eyes darting from side to side like a trapped cat. “Come on Katja, we have to move.” Jamal gestured for the girl to join them, tried to coax her out, but she just glared at them both from the shadows.
“She killed my father,” Katja remonstrated, her voice fluting with emotion. She jabbed a fine white finger at Tala from the security of her den.
“Fuck! I didn’t kill her father,” Tala addressed Jamal. “Well, I did,” she corrected, throwing her hands toward the deckhead. “But her father attacked us.”
“That’s not how I remember it,” Katja wailed from the conduit, her words ringing around the tiled expanse of the atrium filled with uncertainty.
Jamal tensed. “Quietly.”
“Do you even know what you remember?” Tala spat, leaning into the vent. She watched Katja crawl around the corner of the recess. “Fuck her.” Tala pushed away from the opening and walked into the centre of the atrium, listening to her suit squeak with each angry, echoing step. Cantilevered decks loomed over her in the brightly lit space. Realization and fear stilled her step, had they left District Three?
“They’re all identical,” Jamal said, obviously watching Tala freeze. “We guess they built the districts modularly, somewhere in Russia, then fitted them out here.”
Relieved, Tala noted the differences. Russian words followed by the number four. The ubiquitous identifying bands of colour that ran like painted dado rails were blue here, not grey. The heroic Soviet mural was of rows of office workers, not farmers and factory workers. The abandoned reception desk remained in situ, dust coated stationary and notepads as they had been left, frozen in time. The duplicate desk in District Three had been jammed against the stairwell exit, desk furniture scattered in haste. She imagined the arching scratch marks that would have been ingrained into the ceramic tiles as the infected forced the fire door open. Here the tiling was unblemished.
At a safe distance from Katja, Tala watched the girl being cooed from the conduit by Jamal, her hawkish gaze fixed to where Tala stood, apparently expecting to meet a fate such as her father at any minute. It was a look caught somewhere between hate and fear, filtered through a lens of abject confusion.
After so long on her hands and knees, Katja struggled to straighten her legs having been lowered to the floor. Whimpering as Jamal tried to lift her straight, she continued to sag back to the deck like a puppet on broken strings. Jamal gave Tala a plaintive and appealing glance. Tala toppled a pot of pens, skittering lines through the dust atop the desk, hoping to shatter whatever limbic spell hung over the station.
Katja crawled behind Jamal as Tala approached, reluctantly. Ignoring the action, Tala helped Jamal lift the meekly struggling Katja to her feet. The girl flinched from Tala with each difficult step forward, her body vibrating with exhaustion and the horrors which had accompanied every conscious moment since she woke.
“I don’t want to be in the corridors any longer than we have to be,” said Jamal, leading them to the stairwell door and looking at the burdensome Katja. “I’ve learnt not to do corridors.”
“You think they followed us?” She felt their phantom hands clawing at her legs, imagined their festering maws closing about her calves. Her skin crawled.
“No,” Jamal replied, resolute. “They’re not that clever. But track us, our smell. Maybe.”
They shuffled a few silent steps forward, pensively Jamal nudged the stairwell door open and peered up into the trunk of District Four. Cold air and dust whipped from the crack in the door. Tala watched Jamal, listening, tilting his stout square head to focus his ears up. After a moment he indicated the all clear and the trio entered the stairwell.
Like District Three, the stairwell was gelid and dimly lit by flickering emergency lights. Coruscating illumination captured flittering dust granules that seemed to coalesce where the passage of air was strongest.
“Track us by smell?” Tala repeated, picking up the thread. “You make them sound like animals.”
“You’ve seen them for yourself,” Jamal began indifferently, helping Katja onto the first step. “They are animals.” He gave a quiet mirthless laugh, “And we’re the prey.”
Tala felt her body shiver as her mag boot clattered onto the aluminium step, the sound rippling up and away. “How many of those… things, are there?”
“I don’t know,” Jamal said, his expression withering. “I haven’t carried out a census.” He, screwing his face up, apparently dissatisfied with his glibness. “Sorry. There’s a lot. They pack hunt. What we saw back there, that’s the most I’ve ever seen in one place, at one time. I guess you pissed them off, but was that all of them? I dunno.
“I’ve seen them split into several packs before. When they ain’t got a scent they sort of mill around alone, like sentries. I haven’t seen much of any kind of social hierarchy. When there’s food, it’s every corpse for himself.”
“You know a lot about them.”
“I landed here in ’88,” Jamal’s voice struggled against the increasing deadweight of Katja. “What year is it now?”
“1992,” Tala replied, sombre. “October.”
“Figured,” Jamal fell silent, processing the information, his jaw churned with a fleeting resentment that creased his smooth face. “Well after four years, you’ve either figured out how to survive or you’ve become one of them.”
Tala readjusted Katja’s positioning on her shoulder. “Become one of them?”
“We call them the infected for a reason. It’s some sort of transmissible virus. I don’t know.”
“Like a cold? I mean can you catch it from the air?” Tala could feel her skin cool beneath the air chilled layers of her EVA suit. They stopped stock still as a popping emergency light, somewhere within the trunk, silenced their thoughts.
“Not unless you get your colds from folk biting you,” Jamal continued quieter, smiling sardonically. “No, I don’t really know the mechanics of it, only that if you’re bit, you’re fucked. Ain’t no way back.”
Tala tensed again, her mind erupting. “Sec? You let the Captain take him back to the ship!”
Jamal let Tala’s ire subside before replying. “We ain’t got medicine and doctors here, girl. I figured he had a chance if we got him back to your ship.”
“Our ship is fucked, Jamal. Fucked. We’re out of supplies, out of air and out of cryo. And, oh yeah. No comms,” Tala quietened as Jamal’s eyes grew huge, afeard more by the beacon of her intensifying volume than the words themselves. “Why the hell do you think we came on board?”
“I didn’t… I don’t, I don’t know,” Jamal said, deflated, his deep voice trailed away. “I just hoped, prayed you guys could get us off this place.”
“I’m sorry.” Tala thought to continue, but let the apology drift away on recycled air. Unspeaking, she bore up Katja, easing the strain on Jamal.
Silently they continued up the steps, their pace slowed by the deteriorating condition of Katja. The girls face had slackened and she appeared to have slipped back into catatonia, her eyelids flickering against some unseen impetus. Tala had been aboard Murmansk-13 less than two days and her body was worn down, her emotions pulled taut like a drumhead. She couldn’t comprehend existing on the arcane station for four years. While Katja had benefited from her effective cryogenic coma, Jamal lived it. Tala prayed she would find something akin to civilization in the eyrie of District Four, lest the mere thought of Jamal’s ordeal would burst the gossamer thin skin of her sanity.
Those naive steps through the service corridor, following a now dead man’s trail, seemed an aeon ago. She longed to be with her countrymen, warbling to karaoke or pounding weights. She would even rather be home, in Vigan, amid the aged cobbled streets and colourful Spanish colonial architecture, bathing in the dry season sun. Homeless in her hometown aside from a roll mat in her local gym and the awkward incidental meetings with her disapproving father.
Yes, even that ailing visage of disappointment and loss, as if her father was looking at a ghost when he saw her, would be preferable to another moment on Murmansk-13.
“He will die. Your friend.”
Katja’s slurred words knifed through Tala’s lost thoughts. “What?”
“Your friend, the one who was bit,” Katja’s voice was cold and emotionless, as if she were a mere siphon for an unseen, childlike, speaker. “I saw a dead man, a friend, wake up. He was bit. There is no cure.”
“What do you know?” Tala wanted to scream, but she remembered the fear in Jamal’s eyes. It didn’t matter, Katja slumped across their shoulders, her conscience fled once more. Tala gave Jamal a supplicating look and shook the girl. “What does she mean?”
Jamal adjusted Katja’s weight to accommodate her total lack of sufficiency and Tala’s attempts to reawaken her, but otherwise he seemed elsewhere, his face grimly set. Dust rimed the sweat on his brow like hoarfrost. “I don’t know what she knows.”
Her stomach twisted again, Tala felt sick, her head dizzy with the enormity and impossibility of what she’d witnessed. “What are those things?”
Jamal turned to Tala, looking over the gently bobbing form of Katja’s head, his eyes lustreless and starved of hope. “I can’t be sure, but I know that some of the prisoners who were bitten became infected, like one of them. After that it’s not even that they’re not the same.” Jamal breathed heavily, backlit by one of the failing emergency lights, Tala’s world was reduced to Jamal’s profile and the great pools of condensation that punctuated each exhale. “They’re not even people anymore.”
“Are they dead?” Tala resented the feebleness of her voice.
“They look it,” Jamal began. “And smell it.”
Tala thought about Peralta, her mentor. Her friend. The Pinoy don’t survive alone, that’s why you never have one Filipino aboard a ship, we know how to look after each other, together we are always close to home. Peralta said that to her once, early after joining the Riyadh. “One of our crewmen died, the one Katja’s father attacked. The reason I had to… kill him.” She’d killed before, but never intentionally. “Do you think…”
“I hope and pray for his soul he stayed dead,” Jamal cut off Tala thickly, then sighed, wrestling with some unspoken thought. “Now is not the time to talk about it.”

Chapter 10

The shafts of florid light emitted by the red supergiant inhabited a portion of the visible light spectrum that ill prepared Tor for his return from the gloom of Murmansk-13. It had taken almost an hour to haul Mihailov back to the Riyadh, the ship a giant, growing shadow against the backdrop of the star. Now sat alone in the antiseptic glare of the Evac Suite, Tor found himself blinking away tears.
He couldn’t be sure it was the light.
Tor sat at the padded table and let the fading steam rising from the coffee cup moisten his face, the flesh still sensitive from space exposure.
Around him, the Evac Suite lay in disarray, the force of the impact had blown the seals on several hermetic wardrobes, numerous EVA suits sat crumpled behind their Perspex doors. Vaguely, Tor thought somebody should rectify the mess before the remaining functional suits were corroded by the atmosphere. That would have been Stewart’s job on the maintenance system.
Another man lost. It was becoming surreal. Tor shook his head slowly, working out the resolute bubbles that fizzed within his neck muscles. Concentrating on the pain of his swollen joints so to avoid the realization.
The ship — his ship, sounded dead. They were running on auxiliary batteries and the reassuring, ever present hum of the engines was now absent. Nilsen had decided on the measure after the impact, weary of running Syntin through jolted fuel lines. Nilsen intended to do a full inspection of the engine post impact before running her again. The Riyadh wouldn’t be moving anywhere any time soon and the silence was suffocating. Tor fought away the unreal sound of the infected that filled the void like virulent tinnitus.
On the deck, frozen crimson beads of blood slowly thawed in tiny pools, spreading as they warmed. Nilsen and Sammy had taken Mihailov to the medical bay. Sammy then diligently returned to hand his Captain a scarce cup of coffee. Tor gave Sammy his leave as the tendrils of steam began to dissipate. There was a certain banal criminality allowing one of the last cups of coffee to go to waste, but Tor didn’t want to experiment with hot fluids against his ailing strength. He’d never felt so fundamentally drained.
Around the blood, playing cards scattered the deck like heraldic mosaics. Faces and backs now lay inert having been tossed from the table when a chunk of the godforsaken station clipped the ship. Another tear moistened Tor’s motionless features.
At some point, Tor had stripped his starlight warmed EVA suit down to his waist. The heavy garment hung limp behind him. Heat was bleeding out of the ship and Tor could feel his skin cool. Like the coffee before him, the Riyadh was growing cold. In two days, if the engine was damaged, they would expend the auxiliary battery and the Riyadh would become dark. Just like Murmansk-13.
Tor pictured the station reaching out and grabbing his ship. In entropy they became one and the same. Tor knew he had to fight it, but he also felt his eyelids grow heavy. Somewhere between shock and exhaustion he almost found sleep.

“How you holding up, Tor?”
Tor’s eyelids reopened. A renewed blaze of light scoured his retinas. Nilsen stood in the Evac Suite entrance. Tor formulated a sound that wasn’t a word, he knotted his brow trying to remember what he was going to say.
“You look like you could use something a little stiffer.”
Nilsen entered the suite, Tor stared stupidly at the little ceramic cup. “It’s gone cold.”
Nilsen nodded and gave Tor a moment to marshal his thoughts. He pulled a sterling silver hipflask from his shirt pocket and placed it carefully on the coffee table. Tor watched Nilsen’s fingerprints fade from the precious metal as he sat down and regarded Tor with sleepless, small eyes. “I imagine if Doctor Smith were here she would say you shouldn’t drink whiskey in your condition.” Nilsen unstoppered the flask and poured the cold, copper coloured bourbon into already cool coffee. “But, she isn’t.” Nilsen looked up, a tight grimacing smile puckered his face.
“She is not onboard?”
“No.”
“I see.” Tor sipped the tepid, liquor laced coffee. “Do you think she made it?”
Nilsen leaned back against the padded seat and took a heavy breath. “I don’t know. She was out there when the debris hit. When I picked myself up off the deck, she was gone.”
Tor’s eyes flicked to the empty hermetic wardrobe, the one whose content was not removed by his boarding party. “Do you think we’ve been setup?”
Nilsen rubbed his eyes with the meats of his palm. “Something was going on. I don’t know if it was Falmendikov who arranged it, or the Saudi’s and the doctor.”
“I just haven’t had time to process it. Any of it.” Tor bowed his head and fell silent, but he could feel Nilsen looking at him.
“You can’t blame yourself, Tor.”
Tor sighed, but didn’t look up. “Yeah, I’m a regular victim of circumstance, Jan. I’m the Captain of this clusterfuck. Good men are dead, Tala saved our asses twice back there and for all I know she’s dead too.” Tor looked at his friend. “I hold myself responsible. Me. And you damn well know the courts and inquests will too.”
“James died on my watch,” Nilsens usually calm, monotone voice crackled. “We’re all responsible.”
Tor let his eyes close again, his voice quietened. “I’m going to leave the apportioning of responsibility to the authorities. Right now all I want is to get the remaining crew home without losing anyone else.”
“We can’t do that without parts.”
Tor hammered the table with his fist. Displaced coffee lurched over the cups rim, forming a circular stain at its base. The hipflask fell on its side. Nilsen regarded Tor with steely eyes, but Tor did not see that. Tor could only see Peralta’s look of sheer panic as blood gushed from his severed arteries, remembered the way Falmendikov’s broken neck had lolled from side to side, could feel his body swelling as he was gradually exposed to hard vacuum. Tor doubted he could ever return to Murmansk-13 and maintain his sanity. He also knew he had no choice. “I’m sorry.” He said raggedly, shaking hands reached for the mug. Nilsen passed him the flask.
Tor swigged back a draft of bourbon. He allowed the viscous liquor an overlong tenancy in his mouth, filming his tongue and cheeks before swallowing. Tor felt the warmth bloom down his oesophagus, enveloping his lungs and then his trunk before replacing the top.
Tor suspected he would be hearing plentiful sympathetic platitudes if he made it back to Earth.
If.
Tor had often wondered when reading accident reports how such a seemingly benign situation could so rapidly escalate. Now he was beginning to appreciate for every seemingly benign situation, a dangerous undercurrent flowed beneath. Still, most of those spacefarers had only a nascent idea they were in any sort of danger before their FTL or EM drive vaporized them, or they were blown apart by sudden explosive decompression. Tor felt that would have been preferable to the cancerous decline facing his ship and crew, slowly being absorbed into Murmansk-13’s decay.
“How is Mihailov?” Tor finally asked to break the tension, he’d seen the Bulgarian only twenty minutes before. He knew he wasn’t good.
“Unconscious and in shock. He’s lost a lot of blood and looks feverish. We bandaged his wounds and elevated his legs,” Nilsen sighed. “There’s not a whole lot more I’m trained to do, Tor. We ain’t got anything for a blood transfusion, just a few plasma bags. If he wakes and he’s in pain I can sedate him, maybe see if I can get him on a drip to replace fluids. I don’t know, I’m just reading this from a book.”
“How about Hernandez and the cadet?”
“They’re OK. In shock I guess, but I let them go back to their cabins. They didn’t want to get in the way when we brought Mihailov in anyway. They were damn lucky.”
“Too bad James didn’t get some of that luck.”
The room slipped back into the unerring total silence of the Riyadh. “I’m sorry, I know he was your boy.”
“He was a damn good cadet, best this company had since I became a Captain. Fucking diligent and hardworking. I wanted to make sure he got a job.” Tor shook his head, his eyes glistened. “The only reason he was on this fucking voyage was because I insisted.”
Nilsen made to say something, then stopped. If he says it isn’t my fault, I’m going to fucking pop him. Nilsen remained silent.
If you work with somebody long enough an understanding is formed. You learn to adapt and to compromise. You learn when to push and when to hold back. Like any kind of relationship, for it to be successful there has to come symbiosis, particularly in space. You don’t get to go home and vent every night.
For several years, Tor only flew with Nilsen barring the occasional overlap with Skaarsgard. Tor knew him as a calming influence who meted out discipline in appropriate measures. From the time of boarding to the time for signing off the predictable choreography of the voyage with Nilsen in the engine allowed Tor to adapt to the endless turnover of Chief Officers the Saudi’s kept throwing his way. But nothing like Murmansk-13 had ever befallen Tor, the professionalism he prided himself upon was shattering under duress. Nilsen was struggling to read him and Tor knew it. Like a loved up couple breaking under their first serious argument, Tor began to see past the veneer. Nilsen wasn’t his friend, he was his Chief Engineer and Tor was his Captain.
“Tor, the crew are going to need to be addressed. They’re going to know what is going on.”
“I know.” The time for friends was fading. Now the crew needed a commander. He’d already tried that part in the station and gotten Peralta killed and Tala dispossessed. Tor didn’t know how to command and he wondered how long it would be before Nilsen felt the need to assume leadership. “I just need to sleep.”
Bonelessly, Tor heaved himself up, letting the heavy remnants of the EVA suit slough off to his ankles. The innards reeked of warm rubber, stale perspiration and urine. Stepping from the mag boots, dressed in only his stained boxers, Tor shuffled from the room. He could feel Nilsen’s eyes on his gooseflesh covered back. “Goodnight, Jan.”
☣☭☠
Tor struggled to recognize the man staring back at him from the mirror. In the dim warmth of his cabin his skin looked gray and slack. Waxy flesh had become infirm around his jaw, his eyes, wide and blank, receded into reddened sockets. His shoulder length blonde hair lay straggly and limp behind his ears or pasted to his forehead. Loose strands following the deepened lines of his face. Through heavy eyelids, Tor watched his chin dip toward his chest. He staggered back allowing himself to tumble over the rim of the footboard.
The tousled sheets still smelled faintly of Dr. Smith. Tor drew them around him and in their yielding softness found succour. He could hold his eyes open no longer.
Mihailov was still in his arm now, silent. As they emerged from the darkness of the docking ring, Tor let the heat of the deep crimson light flow over him. The red was deeper than he remembered and somehow seemed fluid, shimmering.
Tor clipped the motorized pulley to the lifeline. A creeping sense of déjà vu overcame him. He could still see their dead faces, pushing against the airlock door. Tor shook his head and activated the small handheld pulley.
The little motor struggled against the steel, the drive wheels slipping against the low friction wire. Tor pulled with his free hand, careful not to catch his gauntlets against the handheld pulley. The drive wheels spooled up in protest. He wanted to be away from Murmansk-13, away from the smell and sound of rot. “Hang on Mihailov.”
Incrementally, Tor and the pulley drew them closer to the silhouette of the Riyadh. The Supergiant flared, forming a great corona beyond his vessel. How long had they been on the wire? In the gentle solar winds the wire flexed creating little ripples. Tor closed his eyes, he could see the beach in Salvador and feel the warmth of the sun. Then it was gone and all he could see was the darkness of his eyelids
A sense of wrongness overcame Tor, Mihailov was suddenly heavy despite the absence of gravity. Urgently, Tor turned the Bulgarian over in his arms. The visor on Mihailov’s suit was fogged with condensation, Tor tried to peer through the haze as the pulley slipped behind him, its tiny motor threatening to burn out. He saw nothing.
Then Mihailov flexed, Tor almost dropped him. A ragged gasp filtered through the helmet mic in a wash of harsh static. The condensate slowly cleared as the suit tried to regulate its internal atmosphere.
The face staring back at Tor was no longer Mihailov.
Olaf Gjerde, his son, lay quiet and still. Somehow he appeared younger than when Tor left him and Lucia at the airport. Lucia had been checking her watch a lot, Olaf played on his Gameboy. Tor’s leaving for three years had been an inconvenience in their day. That half empty page where one chapter ends and the next waits to begin.
Manhood had been touching that Olaf, the first gossamer wisps of facial hair reminded Tor that everything would be different when he returned. This Olaf however was the Olaf he had returned to from his last voyage, still a boy. His face was still round with puppy fat. An awkward mop of brown hair that refused to be styled ringed his soft features. His light olive skin had grown pale and sickly. Arteries and veins ran prominently under translucent flesh.
The boy gave another rattling breath. Sleeping features flexed as if in nightmare.
“Olaf?” Tor’s voice was a static laced sob, his mind reeled.
Olaf’s eyes opened, milky and glazed. His mouth worked, struggling to form words. Tor’s visor was open against the hard vacuum of space, yet he breathed.
Papai, me ajude Papai, me ajude. Tor was sure that was what Olaf said, but he heard nothing, not even breathing. Tears crystallized against his cheeks as he pawed at his sons visor. Olaf struggled as if unable to breathe. Tor could feel his fingernails being peeled back as they grated against the insides of the gauntlets. Feel the moist flesh parting.
Finally the visor opened. A sleepy smile seemed to cross Olaf’s blue lips. His eyes unseeing. Tor pulled Olaf to his chest and held him. His son didn’t move in his arms. Frantic and confused Tor held Olaf back and looked at him. Olaf’s head cocked curiously to the left cataracted eyes glared out through the darkness of the helmet.
“Olaf?” Tor asked quietly. Olaf thrust forward, his jaw distending to an impossible angle revealing jagged and smashed teeth that raked across Tor’s cheeks. They found purchase in his nose.
Tor screamed as his sons teeth incised the flesh of his face and began pulling the cartilage from his skull.
Tor was still screaming when he woke, a weak stream of piss dribbling from his penis, soaking his crotch and the mattress beneath him. Acidic bile stripped the back of his throat as he rolled from the mattress, landing face first into the shag carpet beside his bed. He sobbed into the soft fabric, great heavy tears as he banged his head gently against the cushioned deck. Eventually the tears stopped, then Tor laid there in silence, surrounded by the silence of his ship and a profound implacable sense of loss.

Chapter 11

Tala was convinced she could hear the lactic acid leeching from her muscles, fizzling and bubbling as she slumped to the deck. The stairwell climb had taken at least an hour, maybe more. Katja remained an inert millstone since her dreamlike, unsettling words breached her dry lips. Jamal was mute and resigned, his stocky frame lessened. Inexorably he’d hauled Katja up eleven floors in silence, uncomplaining, but Tala knew her outburst had stolen his resolve. Jamal’s earlier actions were driven by hope, now Tala wasn’t sure what drove him.
Still, in her anger she’d been honest. The fall would only have been greater if she’d promised salvation and reneged at the last. Tala doubted she would be leaving Murmansk-13 again, let alone aiding Jamal’s coterie of survivors. She squeezed her eyes closed at the thought.
Jamal was stood beside a keypad controlled door, recessed into the curving corridor. The screen on the pad was smashed, black liquid crystal pooled around the cracks like fractured ink blots. At his feet the dust congealed into a morass of grey sludge, bonded by odorous, putrid fluids. The patina of grey granules throughout the corridor had been thoroughly disturbed, wafted into drifts against the bulkheads. The electric door was streaked with coagulated finger prints, palm prints and brown-black spatter. “Time to time, the packs congregate here,” Jamal said, looking down at Tala. “They’ve not made it in yet,” he added with a forlorn grin.
Jamal rapped his knuckles against the door, behind Tala could hear muffled movement, startled into action by the dull metallic report. After a moment the sound subsided, Jamal rapped again. In the smeared Perspex viewport of the door, Tala saw a figure, bald or hair cropped to the skull, peering into the dim of the corridor through the translucent film of cruor. “Eto ya, Jamal.” Jamal leaned toward the figure, his nose millimetres from the stinking membrane of gore.
“Jamal?” The heavily accented voice was faint beyond aluminium plating. “Why are you in the corridor?”
“I have guests,” Jamal said. “From the ship I told you about. They’re tired.”
“We’re not supposed to open this door, unless we have to,” the man drizzled English in a monotone dirge. “Use the vents.”
“I can’t.” Jamal snapped, he leaned close to the jam of the door. “One of them is hurt.”
“I’ll get Kirill.”
Tala watched Jamal tense. “Fuck Kirill, get Gennady.” The command was spoken in a calm, venomous timbre.
“You want in, you speak to Kirill.” The sentence drifted away with the shadow behind the viewport.
Jamal stayed his hand short of pounding on the door, anger giving way to caution. Outside they were vulnerable, noise undesirable. Tala watched his knuckles whiten in the dreary corridor light. A chill zephyr ran through the passageways, disturbing the drifts of dust; carrying a cloying, musty essence.
“Who’s Kirill?” Tala asked, her voice strained and arid.
“An issue,” Jamal replied, squinting through the filth to the room beyond. “Someone threatening our delicate equilibrium.”
Beyond the door, Tala could hear raised voices. Squabbling. There was a long pause before the sound of electronic motors whirred, drawing the blood stained curtain of aluminium away. Ilya stood a sinuous giant, filling the door frame with his tall, taut physique. He leered over a small waifish man, smaller than Tala. He was fox faced, long tousled brown hair swept passed his shoulders. He stared sheepishly up at Ilya.
“I’ll remember that, Andrei,” Ilya said dangerously.
“So will I,” replied Jamal, drawing Ilya’s ire. Jamal and Andrei exchanged glances, Jamal indicated for him to return to his post. Andrei gave a small smile and retreated under the antagonistic gaze of Ilya.
“You boys are a dying breed, here,” Ilya said. His thick brow knitted as he squinted into the darkness of the corridor. Porcine eyes briefly appraised the crumpled, battered Tala before settling on the curled form of Katja. Jamal’s torn, grime-streaked hoodie paltry defence for her modesty. Tala shuffled beside the senseless girl.
“Ilya, help me with the girl.” Jamal was wider than Ilya, but a full head and a half shorter.
“I’m not your fucking servant, monkey boy.” Ilya stared overlong at Katja, but appeared reluctant to step beyond the threshold of the enclave. “She bitten?”
“No. How stupid you think I am?”
“Stupid enough to bring another two mouths to feed,” Ilya turned to Jamal, regarding him with the same indurate expression. “When you going to finish that supply run?”
“When are you going to make one?” The exchange seemed to play out for its millionth time, both verbal combatants equally disinterested by the inevitable impasse. “I need to speak to Gennady.” Jamal added finally.
Ilya smiled a disdainful smile. “Tick-tock, eh. Not much time now,” he stepped from the doorway as if crossing a busy highway. Groggily Tala lifted herself up, meeting the large Russians unimpressed gaze. Ilya ushered her away with a huge paw as Jamal stooped under Katja’s arm. “That way.” Ilya pointed through the doorway, guttering green light flickering beyond. “Mind the wires.”
☣☭☠
The electric door whirred shut behind Tala, the sentries guardroom beyond was criss-crossed by twenty or so high tensile steel wires, roughly affixed to the opposing bulkheads through shackles and pad eyes. Most were at ankle height, the insipid candlelight emitted from the green-tinted sconces cast dancing spider web shadows across the carpeted deck. Where the wires didn’t bisect the space, old office cubicles remained in situ.
Thin, single cut boards of dark mahogany stood inert, textured curlicue frosted glass inserted into single frames just above the built in desk unit allowed the ebbing light through. Within each cubicle, green baize pin boards were dotted with colourless pins, creating spindly menacing shadows that reached into the darkened corners where the light did not.
“We stole the wires from the lifepod launches. Most had been activated,” explained Jamal. “If that electronic door was breeched, we hope the wires will give us enough time to fall back.”
The thin industrial carpet was flecked, salt and pepper, and still bore the indentations of former cubicles and furniture, removed for the purpose of defence. The remaining ramshackle alignment of the office space railed against the Soviet uniformity that once existed here amid the organised rows of desks.
Beside Tala, Jamal and Ilya hefted Katja awkwardly over the wires. Ilya’s hand cupped around the lifeless girls infirm breast. Tala gritted her teeth, tried to remind herself how long it must have been since Ilya had seen a woman; not unlike some spacemen and their peccadillo for station whores on long voyages. One moment rejoicing in their Catholic virtues and reminiscing about their families on-ship, the next going ashore to the nearest or cheapest bordello.
“How come the door is working, but the lighting isn’t?” Tala asked, looking forward, trying to distract herself.
“We managed to jury-rig an autonomous closed circuit around the keypad.” Jamal began, his voice conspiratorially hushed. “The lighting is too damn ingrained with the districts circuitry. They keep it off.”
“Who are they?” Tala frowned, the puffiness and bruising on her face felt reduced. “The infected?”
“No.” Jamal replied with a harsh laugh and a look of finality. Tala decided not to push the withdrawn man.
The guardroom terminated in a plain interior door, at odds with the defensive measures before it. Beside it, Andrei stood sentry; only after he knocked at the this door did Tala realize that further barricading was in place beyond. The sound of two heavy metal crossbars being pulled away from their strikes, grated dully from the other side. After a pause the door opened with a cautious squeal. Steady artificial light poured into the guardroom, forcing Tala to squint.
Andrei stared at Katja boyishly. His gaze bereft of the same animalism characterized by Ilya. Timidly he smiled at Tala. “Is she OK?”
Jamal ignored the inelegance of the lad. “Andrei, where is Gennady?”
“Office.” Andrei replied, pushing the door open. Two more curious heads peered round the door jam at the first visitors to District Four.
“Door watch.” Andrei’s smile waned at Ilya’s command. The diminutive man sank into the dark and webbed guardroom, occasionally glancing back at Katja. “And don’t fucking open it again.”
Beside the interior door, two cast iron bars had been propped against a row of vertical beige filing cabinets and a sizeable and dilapidated copy machine. Tala assumed these were in readiness for further reinforcement if the office kingdom were besieged from their guardroom.
They were now in what Tala guessed was the hub of the District Four enclave. Brooding Jamal seemed in no mood to provide a tour. This room, like the last, was once an office, or at least had been designed as such. Contemporarily appointed and considerably larger in comparison to the guardroom, there was little sign the office was ever used for the purpose intended. The cubicles, had there ever been any, were removed as was all evidence of office furniture. In one corner, a portable petrol generator had been rigged, its exhaust fed into a large tank of browned water that bubbled in rhythm to the rattling thrum of the machine. A soot-blackened gym mat was placed beneath to further dampen the noise. Tala noted, reassuringly, that a small stockade of fire extinguishers plundered from nearby units was in readiness in the opposite corner.
Snaking away from the generator, black wires ran about the compound into the numerous modular office spaces that lined both bulkheads like poisoned roots. Deck to deckhead panes of frosted glass, banded by the districts blue stripe, concealed what was now the survivors living quarters. In one, the flickering lambent blue of a television provided actinic silhouettes of two individuals, their heads visible above the rectangular outline of a settee. They were watching an action movie, Tala could just discern the fuzzy Russian and static report of weaponry above the generators din.
In another room, door ajar, Tala saw a roll mat and a book, open and upended its spine bent. The title was in Cyrillic, but the black and white picture was a scene of war, a panzer tank rolling over desert. Bedding pilfered from the districts living quarters had been cast aside in a hurried manner and a stack of scrawled upon paper lay nearby. Tala wondered if they were letters to loved ones, unsent, or a diary of incarceration. She wondered if they knew Earth had been told to forget them and their uncharted station.
At least their families would miss them, she supposed.
Tala surmised that many of the sterile prefabricated offices were commandeered as bedrooms, the frosted glass roughly blacked out with stark poster paint providing hostile privacy.
The remaining open space of District Four was empty, a byway for the generators wires that furnished the survivors with sanity maintaining amenities and entertainment. The essence of unfiltered gasoline and heated industrial carpet glue created a noxious atmosphere she doubted few dallied in unnecessarily. Graffiti, daubed in dripping Russian, was faded into one of the plastic veneers that separated the modular offices and showed signs of being cleaned away.
ВЫЕБАТЬ “ИХ”

“Seems your arrival is drawing some attention.” Tala sensed an uneasiness in Jamal’s words as she drew her eyes from the partially eradicated Cyrillic. Unseen, the community had gathered at their doors. Wearied grey faces, seven in total, conveyed expressions of hope and wonderment. Tala couldn’t help notice that Katja bore the most appraisal, Jamal’s hoodie was hitched above her stained panties and torn scrubs revealing pale female flesh.
Amid the more harried men, the eldest and most numerous she noted, Tala also detected looks of fear and uncertainty. Newcomers arriving in their caste society, so long isolate. And female to boot.
She recounted flights with the institutionalized spacemen — Ship Hoppers — who would fly contract to contract, paying off at one station and headed directly to the first manning office they could find to secure a contract out. She knew of at least one AB who’d flown for eighteen years without seeing his native Brazil, flying contracts as a galley boy, radio operator, bosun — even a waiter on one of the first outer Sol cruise ships.
Ship Hoppers just couldn’t engage in life on land, but they could adapt. Bouncing from crew to crew, ship to ship. Here, the eldest looking man, his trimmed moustache greying at its extremities, appeared severe and rigid as his cold eyes locked with Tala. She thought she saw his lip tremble as he and he alone retreated from view. Their tiny lost lives had just changed immeasurably with Tala and Katja’s arrival and for each man it would mean a different thing.
Tala felt herself sink into the rumpled remains of her EVA suit as she deftly stepped over the generator wires. While most of the attention rested upon Katja, Tala felt discomfort even existing within the same dubious limelight. Stepping into the boxing ring in front of scores of braying men was one thing, there was an opponent to focus upon — and the inevitable onset of tunnel vision. In District Four she found a self-consciousness she thought lost after her first few fights.
Fresh meat.
A large modular office lay at the very end of the space. Frosted glass ran the length of the bulkhead, punctuated by an unremarkable door. Tala noticed Ilya’s hand slip to Katja’s waist before Jamal knocked. Heads ducked slightly behind their door frames in a thinly veiled show of decorum.
“Come.” The voice sounded gruff and old, barely audible over the white noise of the generator. Jamal peeled back the door.
Gennady was stood behind a heavily polished conference table, it was marble finished, dark stained pine. Papers were sprawled across the central portion of the table and an architect’s schematic of the District was tacked to the bulkhead like an arras. Little spotlights flickered as if displaying the precariousness of the survivors existence, Gennady didn’t flinch.
“Please sit,” Gennady gestured to a cluster of metal and fabric chairs arranged on the one side of the table. “It seems your tales of a visiting ship were true after all,” Gennady looked to Ilya, “Perhaps this will quiet some of the dissent from your previous abandoned scavenge.”
Ilya grunted and closed the door sealing away the heat of the generator and deadening the rattle. Jamal nodded and Tala took a seat. Jamal eased Katja’s limp form into a chair, propping her unceremoniously against a bulkhead. Gennady, his finely lined face angular and grim beneath a cadet cap, watched. He wore a goatee long at the chin and greying. It appeared once well clipped, perhaps a source of pride, but had recently grown dishevelled.
“Drink, anyone?” Gennady asked once Jamal and Ilya finally took their seats behind Tala. “I trust we have cause to celebrate, although I fear the drinks cabinet is poorly stocked.”
Tala pursed her lips, Jamal shook his head in well versed deference. Gennady turned to an incongruous, low-set rosewood chiffonier and pulled the only bottle Tala could see from the cupboard. It was a glass Coke bottle, but the contents within was almost clear — save for a slight clouding. “Gulag moonshine, cask strength,” Gennady said, briefly turning to Tala with an awkward avuncular wink. “Our boys make it here, helps pass the time.”
Gennady poured the fluid into a vodka glass and slung it back like a pelican swallowing a fish. He gasped and slammed the heavy bottomed glass back down on the sideboard. “It is not Stolichnaya, but it does the job,” he wheezed.
A long and voluminous grey woollen trench coat, hung from Gennady’s shoulders and swung with his every movement. The coat seemed excessive to Tala after hours in the frigid corridors and conduits of the station. Turning to his audience, Gennady seemed reluctant to sit but relented, a concealed wince wrinkled crow’s feet. His concrete features settled on Tala. “You must forgive Jamal and Ilya their barbarism, it has been such a long time since etiquette demanded an introduction. My name is Gennady Poltarenko, apparent leader of this motley band of survivors.” His affable tone opposed the stony face it babbled from. “And you are?”
“Angela Tala Herrera, AB aboard the DSMV Riyadh,” Tala replied.
“And the girl?” Tala noticed his voice harden, his eyes flickered to the girl propped upright by Ilya’s huge hands.
“Katja.”
“Katja?” Gennady probed, eyebrow raised.
“She was the daughter of the Chief Officer aboard my vessel,” Tala said, weighing how much information to cede. “But worked aboard this station.”
“So this was a rescue mission?” Gennady leaned forward, the crow’s feet creased again.
Tala shrugged. “Of a sort.”
“Of a sort?”
As far as Tala was concerned, herself and the crew of the Riyadh had done nothing wrong. Mere victims of happenstance. Still, the difficult mannerisms of the man before her put her on edge. This was Gennady’s territory, while compliance was probably her best tact, she had no idea how the arrival of herself and the Riyadh could affect the delicate politics of his miniature office kingdom. Ultimately, she was now under the protection of this man having been entrusted to Jamal by Captain Tor. She thought of Ricky Velasquez to suppress the surprising wellspring of anger that flashed across her mind.
Tala sighed. “The Chief Officer hijacked our vessel while we were in cryosleep. We woke up here.”
“And where is the Chief Officer now?”
Tala stared at Gennady. “Dead.”
Gennady’s expression was unmoved. “That is unfortunate.” He pushed his chair back and paced behind the conference table, rarely exceeding the false boundaries of his paperwork. “Is the girl, Katja, sick?”
“No,” Tala replied. “She is only recently out of cryo, she witnessed her father’s death.” She felt Falmendikov’s brittle skull crack beneath her boot. “Our Captain felt responsible for her, I think.”
Gennady paused mid stride. “Poor girl.” It sounded like an afterthought as he continued walking back and forth. Tala tracked his movement as the pernicious sound of the generator spawned a blooming ache in her head. “I assume your Captain is intending to return for you?”
“I…” Tala was brusquely cut off.
“You can consider her a guarantee,” Jamal interjected overloud, eager it seemed to quell Tala from voicing her doubt and quashing further false hope.
“You have exceeded your remit, runner,” Gennady smiled thinly. “I assume plans have been made for a rendezvous?”
Tala could feel Jamal grimace behind her. “Not exactly,” Gennady’s smile evaporated. “There were complications. We were attacked, one of their crewmen was injured.”
Ilya tut-tutted loudly, drawing Gennady’s eye. “Who is on guard duty?”
“Andrei,” Ilya answered with an acid tone.
Gennady made a show of looking down at a piece of paper, the words were in Cyrillic, but Tala assumed it was a guard rota from the grid pattern and what appeared four hour timeslots. “It says here you are on guard duty,” Gennady looked back up, impassively. “Thank you for your assistance with the girl, please relieve Andrei and send him back to his station.”
The huge man clenched his jaw as if prepared to respond insubordinately. Instead he sighed and pushed his chair back, allowing it to squeal across the wood vinyl. He left Gennady’s office without another word, leaving the door open as he padded across the length of District Four.
Unhindered, the sound of the generator gnawed at Tala’s brain. Gennady watched Ilya return to the guardroom before motioning for Jamal to close the door. The lights flickered again, casting a pall across Gennady’s face. “Did the Captain and his crewman make it back to their vessel?”
“I couldn’t say,” Jamal replied. “I was busy trying to keep myself and these two alive.” Gennady dipped his head and muttered something in Russian. “But,” Jamal continued. “Even if the Captain didn’t make it back to his ship. His crew will surely launch a rescue.”
Tala suddenly felt alone. For most of the crew she knew, alone meant being away from Earth, home and loved ones. For Tala, space and the camaraderie of her crewmates and countrymen was home. Normally that didn’t feel so far away or so intangible. She looked at the little green palm tree emblem of the Saudi Shipping Company, stamped on the forearm of her EVA suit and partially rubbed away.
She’d been fourteen when her family cast her out. She was resolute she wouldn’t fall into the same trap of prostitution and drug abuse other urchins in Vigan fell into. Instead Marcario Garcia, a retired boxer, took her in just when poverty threatened to propel Tala into the underworld. She’d boxed out of Garcia’s from twelve, the only girl. When Marcario found out what happened he’d let her sleep in the gym, even sent her back to school.
Tala had never been sure of Garcia’s intentions, he’d never tried anything with her. Only asked that she trained and boxed. Boxed hard. Tala supposed he wanted to lay claim to a champion, heaven knows his boys and men were vainglorious losers. Garcia was in truth a washed up fighter. Aged, obese and a lazy coach. Women’s boxing was still nascent and Tala, despite and perhaps because of her youth, was one of the best. At least until that night.
She’d survived though and was damn proud of her self reliance, which was why she hated feeling alone and feeling like a pawn. When had she grown so soft? So scared?
“I think Jamal, another time would be more appropriate for this conversation,” Gennady said, seeing the distress that knotted Tala’s features. “First, I suggest we find our guests suitable accommodations.
“Now, I assure you and your sleeping counterpart, that you are perfectly safe hear in District Four. These are, after all, reformed men. However, for some of our denizens it has been a long while since they had female company and I fear some may be,” Gennady paused, trying out different English phrases in his head. “A little over friendly.
“Subsequently I bequeath you my cell. I’m afraid it is a little sparsely appointed, but it is at least spacious and you should be able to rest comfortably there.”
“Cell?” Tala asked.
“Forgive my parlance, force of habit,” Gennady replied, narrow lips curling. “Cabin.”
“And where are you going to sleep?” Tala asked, arms crossing.
Gennady gave a dour laugh. “Fear not, I shall sleep in my office.”
Tala returned the smile hoping her damaged face made it suitably unsettling.
☣☭☠
The girl lay on the canvas, blood dribbling from her ear. Tala hadn’t even bothered to remember her name, names gave people stories and Tala didn’t need a story. Marcario was bounding toward her, a giant smile splayed across his pudgy face. Nobody was running toward the girl on the canvas, not until the convulsions started, but Tala barely saw that.
The girl was on the canvas for over a minute, Tala’s conditioning had been good, but her breaths still came in short ragged gasps. She kept having to push people out of the way, a tombola of faces, but her feet remained anchored to where she’d delivered the knockout blow. Eventually Tala was forced to step forward, away from her oblivious celebrants, as the referee lifted the girls eyelids. One eyeball was black with blood, both were rolled back.
The warehouse was humid, she could feel the cloying air around her. So warm. The girl was still breathing. She was still breathing as another convulsion wracked her suddenly small form.
Tala gasped, the room was lightless. Outside the generator had been shutdown plunging District Four into a dark and merciful silence. Beyond the blacked out frosted glass, Tala could see figures moving around in the office space, the light from their head torches illuminated where the poster paint was thinned or chipped. Pinpricks of light lanced over the room and Katja. Tala assumed they maintained a rigorous day night cycle in the district as they did onboard merchant space vessels. She supposed it also saved on fuelling the generator and allowing it to poison them.
Tala hadn’t remembered falling asleep, hadn’t even remembered lying down. A day night cycle only mattered when the circadian rhythm wasn’t completely shattered. She tried to sit up, but exhausted muscles screamed in protest. In the dark she listened to her heart settle and the consistent, soft breaths of Katja who lay somewhere to her left. Beneath her skin, the polyethylene roll mat was greased with sweat. At some point Tala had removed her EVA suit.
She wondered how long she’d slept, tried to recall the space she now inhabited. Tala could only remember a tiredness so deep it penetrated every memory. As the guards returned to their posts outside, she felt her eyelids grow heavy.
☣☭☠
“They’re no use to us if we can’t contact the ship, just more people to support.”
Tala’s eyelids were half open and she drifted deliriously between sentience and sleep.
“Then we make our move, we head to the emergency airlock with the girls. They’re bound to come.”
The voices hissed around her. Mumbled and hushed words, veiled by their thick accents.
“It’s too risky, we can’t all make it. That girl for one, she’s a vegetable.”
“We can’t wait, this is our last opportunity. I know better than the rest of you, the supplies are running out. In less than a year there will be nothing left.”
Tala could feel her hot eyes rolling around in her head, her body was so tired. She’d never felt so leaden.
“You’re becoming like the rest of them. You don’t want to leave, maybe you’re growing to like your power.”
“Chush’ sobach’ya! Pizhda! I have a wife and a girl, god she’ll be an adult now. You fucked this by letting the Captain get killed.”
The words were angry and heated but so muffled they sounded lulling.
“Keep your voice down. I didn’t say he was killed, though if he was they’re probably more likely to comeback.”
Silence.
“Some of the men won’t leave you know. Some of them think we’re holding back resources, a coup is in the works. They were planning on moving soon… Now things have changed.”
“Who? Kirill?”
The words were growing quieter and further away. “And his huge lapdog.”
“How long?”
For a moment, Tala felt she was falling. Spinning through space, thrown by astral projection.
“I think sooner now, we have to move, but we may be forced to choose only the loyal.”
“I have done this to myself, hidden myself away. Damned if I wanted this post.”
Tala no longer knew if the darkness belonged to the waking realm or elsewhere. She yearned for it to be elsewhere.

Chapter 12

It was three in the morning, ships time. As a seafarer, Dag explained, you would often convert the local time to the time zone in which your friends and loved ones existed, going about their lives. You would mentally picture what activities they could be doing; having dinner, going to school. As a pastime, Dag said time conversion helped anchor a sailor to the life he’d left at home and provide normality to the working day.
That was fine on Earth. Earth was small, barely a blip on the cosmic radar.
Once beyond the atmosphere of Earth, time became purely functional. A metronome for the Circadian rhythm of man. Three in the morning meant nothing in space. Tor supposed it was three in the morning in Saudi Arabia. What did that mean? It certainly wouldn’t be the three in the morning parties and drinking that accompanied his return. Or holing up in some questionable gated brothel in the Salvador old town, fucking some girl with a beautiful figure and life ravaged face. No, three am in the desert — just darkness, sand and escaping heat.
And even that seemed imaginary when so very far away.
It was a three in the morning, three years removed from the world he’d left behind. Tor had earlier sifted through a small pile of news telex’s, lasered to the ship until communications failed. He’d let the silky tendrils of smoke caress his face from his final cigarette after picking himself up from the rug and removing his urine soaked underwear.
The company tried to keep its spacefarers in touch with Earth. Absently, Tor browsed the reports from UEFA ’92 in one of the final received messages before blackout. Tor had carefully followed the Norwegian national teams efforts to reach the tournament in Sweden prior to cryo, but drawn in a group with the Soviet Union and Italy, they’d been outgunned. Headlines, Tor decided, could wait for later. If America and the Soviet had dropped the nukes on each other, it had happened after July ’92.
Whatever began to affect the ships communications began then. The telex’s ceased on Friday, 3rd of July, 1992. As if Earth had ceased to exist on that date. Friends, family everything that underpinned Tor to reality was erased. Maybe it had, or maybe that was the day they’d been dragged into purgatory while still asleep in their cryobeds. It wasn’t so much Earth had gone, as they no longer co-existed on the same plain.
Apathy threatened to overwhelm Tor as he paced the silent corridors of the Riyadh, the suckering of his gripped booties the only sound penetrating the quiet. Tor remembered a time when the Saudi DSMV’s operated with a full complement of thirty two men. Even at three in the morning a party would be happening in some cabin, or the Filipino’s would be in their cups singing karaoke, dressed in unmanly coloured bathrobes. There was always company to find even in the smallest hours.
But not now, Tor stalked away from the crew accommodation. A sea of beige Formica veneers broken up by locked doors and unoccupied cabins. He heard no hushed conversations, no sounds of sleep or masturbation. Just dead silence. The few remaining men were shuttering themselves away, hiding from entropy and accepting their fate. Tor could feel it in his tired, heavy bones. All of them were slipping away.
Tor continued on without destination, descending a ladder into the medical bay. The lights had been lowered here to a soft yellow hue that bathed the sterile medical equipment with an alien warmth. Slowly he wended around the open cryobeds to a viewport and code locked door at the far side. In emergencies the ships ward doubled as quarantine. Tor checked the keypad and was surprised to see Nilsen hadn’t initiated quarantine measures.
Nilsen wasn’t there. Nilsen hasn’t seen what I’ve seen.
Peering through the viewport, Tor could see Mihailov. The Bulgarian slept atop a reclining hospital gurney, handrails drawn up around him. His EVA suit and undergarments had been removed and Nilsen had hooked Mihailov up to an EKG machine. Electrodes dotted his limbs and chest while wires snaked over his anaemic flesh.
Despite the lowered lights, Tor could see sweat glistening Mihailov’s skin, even as his own breath fogged the cold glass. The medical bay was frigid. The muffled beep of the heart rate monitor was slow and irregular.
Periodically Mihailov would shudder, like a dog dreaming of a chase. His hand was redressed with clean bandages. No blood spotted the white gauze.
Running up and away from the wound, Mihailov’s veins blackened with coagulating blood. The little branches of necrosis faded near the elbow, turning to red infection and then a pallid, bloodless grey. Gangrene would claim his arm and the ship no longer boasted a medical professional amongst its crew. For somebody, a day’s intensive medical training would be pushed far beyond its limits.

Tor let his breath fog the glass a final time before leaving the medical bay.
☣☭☠
The elevator no longer worked, at least that was the consensus. Nobody cared to test the mechanism following the impact and besides, Nilsen would have closed down the elevator as a non-essential system. Only four flights separated the very lowest decks of the Riyadh, its stock rooms, refrigeration and medical to the uppermost serviced deck, the bridge.
Still, Tor eyed the stairwell wearily. His body had received little respite, but his legs seemed to possess a mind of their own. Sleep and rest had failed. Closing his eyes was no longer an option. Even in waking the silence of the ship was filled with the sepulchral moans indelibly imprinted in his mind. Now his body acted on autopilot, whether it was an act of self preservation or subconscious avoidance, Tor couldn’t discern.
He rubbed his hot, sleep starved eyes with the meat of his palms and paced forward.
Bones and muscles ground inside him as he padded up the Riyadh’s steps. His hand gripped the banister, hauling him forward as he’d hauled himself along the lifeline, Mihailov under his arm. Every other step, Tor swivelled his head. In the dimmed lights, shadows played within his peripheral vision, eidetic phantoms — memories of the infected in the stairwell of Murmansk-13.
Up had been bad.
The further Tor ascended, the deeper the gloom became, working spotlights growing scarcer in the sporadically used spaces of the ship. At the top a reinforced door separated the vessels conning station from the rest of the ship. Tor placed his ear against the cold steel, beyond he felt the heart of the vessel slow down as if it were an organism entering suspended animation. He opened the door.
The debris had struck the Riyadh on the starboard side, just aft of the vessels collision bulkhead, which of itself formed the dividing frame for the bridge and the rest of the vessel. In theory, the bulk of the crew could survive a bow docking failure in which the bridge was crushed with the rest of the vessel acting as a pressurized liferaft.
It had been a glancing blow, but severe enough to partially wrench the vessels emergency docking clamps askew of the docking ring. It also placed a pronounced kink in the clamping arms themselves and a colossal prang in the starboard shell plating. Fortunately the plating had held, save a few parted rivets and some torn aluminium which were easily patched before the vessel depressurized.
Tor noticed the curious realignment of the Riyadh during his escape from Murmansk-13, but in the terror and urgency of his line walk, he hadn’t completely registered it. Now, staring out at the new aspect of the station he came to realize how close his crew had came to complete disaster. How close he and Mihailov came to being stranded aboard Murmansk-13.
Forever.
Tala and Katja still were, he reminded himself.
The bridge was dark save for a distant binary pulsar occasionally scanning the windscreen with irregularly patterned pallid white light like a celestial lighthouse, silver lining the central console and radio station. All systems were placed on standby by the Chief Engineer, their CRT’s and LED’s dead. Even the chronometer was put to sleep.
Looking at the dead digital display of the chronometer, Tor felt time become even less substantial. If the ship had somehow been transported to Hell, he imagined the chronometer would show nothing but blackness. For eternity. The suspension of time caused chills to wrack Tor. For just a moment he forgot in space, time was a mere function.
On the deck, star charts, deck logs and space fairing publications littered the rubberized deck covering. In between, office stationary and navigational tools further cluttered the once orderly bridge. The disarranged objects cast angular shadows in the erratic binary starlight.
Tor began retrieving the items, memorizing their location during each light phase, then recovering them in the dark. It was a hypnotizing and mind clearing activity to focus upon. He was holding a pair of antique brass nautical dividers in his hand when he saw a second figure, shifting in the ambit of the bridge, the dark shape barely discernible from the shadows. This phantom was too vivid to be unreal.
“Is someone there?” Tor thrust the dividers out in front of him, his voice sounding brittle.
A shape shifted from the far side of the bridge. “It’s me Captain, Sammy.”
Tor kept the dividers pointed toward the shape. “What are you doing on the bridge Sammy?”
“I couldn’t sleep,” light poured through the windscreen, the diminutive Chief Steward stood staring wide eyed at the dividers pointed at his face. His usually neatly slicked hair spiralled and curled in mad directions, his pencil moustache was untrimmed. He wore no whites, just a vest and checked lounge pants. “I thought I’d try and straighten the old girl out.”
Reluctantly, Tor lowered the dividers as the bridge slipped back into darkness. “Why didn’t you tell me you were up here Sammy, you…” scared me. He let the sentence drift into the cool air.
“I’m sorry Captain, I was hoping you would go away.”
Tor laughed despite himself, when the light hit Sammy’s face again, he realized the old steward had been crying. “Carry on with what you were doing.”
Sammy wandered off, head bowed, without further explanation. Tor watched him picking up the items that were scattered during the impact. He walked stiffly and bent slowly, arthritic knees and a bad back would retire him at the end of this voyage, whether he wanted it or not. Tor knew little about the man, like most of the Filipinos he flew with, but he bore a superficial fondness for the Chief Steward. He was in his mid sixties and like Peralta began life a sailor. He’d probably spent the best part of thirty years at sea or in space, cryogenic flight coming far too late in his career to preserve a mock youth.
Tor kept the dividers at hand and sat in the Captain’s chair. The old seat shifted unexpectedly under his weight. The force of the impact had apparently loosened the long seized gimbals upon which the chair was mounted. Tor found his hands sinking into the worn upholstery, brass dividers skittering from his grip and into the darkness at his feet.
“I cannot sleep in my cabin,” Sammy began as if talking to nobody in particular. “Too many memories there. Since the bad things began, I find my memories playing tricks on me. This place feels wrong.”
Tor looked out the windshield, abaft them the supergiant lay, lighting the gunmetal grey space station with its weak red radiance. The ablated scars glowed like great suppurating wounds. “It is wrong,” he murmured.
“Why are you awake at this time?” Sammy asked.
“Same, I guess. I couldn’t sleep.” Instinctively, Tor reached for his concealed cigarettes, then remembered they were gone. All gone. “Listen, I’m sorry about Peralta. I know you two were friends. I… There was nothing we could do.”
In the corner of his eye he saw Sammy pause, his posture stiffen. “He was a good man,” he faltered. “A good friend.”
Tor heard the agony in Sammy’s reply and found no platitudes to spare. Instead he stared at the station, iridescent in the redshift, strange shadows danced glacially across the scoured metalwork. The shadow of the Riyadh was an elongated oblong with rounded edges that due to the disposition of the star, stretched across the lower portion of the central command capsule and dangled off the spoked wagon wheel silhouette of the docking ring.
“What happened over there, Captain?” Sammy’s nasally voice trembled with sadness and fear.
“There are people over there Sammy and… and, they’re very ill,” Tor winced at the station through the windscreen. “Something is very broken there.”
“But we will have to go back there, won’t we?”
Tor looked at Sammy, small and fearful, stood at the edges of darkness the binary starlight failed to penetrate and got up. Angry and scared he stalked away from the Steward and the crimson visage of Murmansk-13, only pausing at the doorway to answer. “If we want to survive. Yes.”
☣☭☠
Colder and colder. Heat leeched from the Riyadh like heat leeched from a corpse. Tor drew his terrycloth bathrobe close to his prickling skin and walked aimlessly about the life starved corridors of the Riyadh. Moribund in silence. Watching the skirting mounted lights illuminate his boots in a soft yellow hue.
His breath fogged with each exhale, light tendrils of condensate caught the dimmed lights of his ship. He remembered the seemingly endless walk in the service corridors of Murmansk-13, following the long trodden footsteps of Nikolai Falmendikov. Deceased.
Tor was in the Medical Bay again, although he couldn’t recall the journey. It had been three in the morning. How long ago was that? He could feel the cold trying to steal in through the folds in his bathrobe. He swaddled his hands inside the voluminous sleeves of the robe and pinched the ends closed, cuddling himself in the process.
He was inside the ward. Pregnant beads of sweat dotted Mihailov’s wide forehead. The Bulgarians eyelids fluttered, occasionally parting to reveal bloodshot whites. The corners of his lips twitched spastically. His upper lips were cracked and parched, yet moisture gathered in his philtrum.
Mihailov was fighting and losing. Necroticism slowly claiming the flesh around the wound. The skin had become a blackish green; wizened. The tracks of coagulated blood spread beyond the elbow. Isolate spots of decay bloomed on his exposed chest, mottling him as mould mottled old bread.
The mahogany grip of the bone saw felt smooth and cool in Tor’s hand. Unsure how it had found its way there, Tor turned the tool over and felt its weight, surgical steel scattered flashes of rationed light into the darkened recesses of the ward. Tor flicked the switch for the operating lamp, but the lamp stayed dead.
That was okay, Tor could see where the infection ended. Knew what had to be done.
Tor licked his lips and hunched over Mihailov, lowering the handrail so he could gain easier access.
In his mind’s eye, Tor negotiated the positioning of the blade like an indecisive student in shop class. Beside him, Mihailov whispered in Bulgarian tongues his lips inches from Tor’s ear.
Finally, Tor decided on a transhumeral amputation, cutting six inches above the elbow. While he couldn’t guarantee an easier operation would stop the infection, he could almost totally guarantee this operation would kill the Second Mate. Mihailov has seen what he will become.
In the dim light, Tor lined the blade lengthways across the meat of Mihailov’s upper arm. Up close, he could see the veins clotted with thickened blood bulge and throb through red blotched, diaphanous flesh. Holding his breath, Tor drew a line across Mihailov’s skin as one would a piece of wood. The singular motion elicited a high pitched moan from the Bulgarian. Healthy blood welled in dots across the line then coalesced, dripping to the unprotected bed sheets.
Tor watched the slowly pooling blood run from his subordinates new wound, hypnotized.
“What are you doing?”
Tor froze and dropped the saw to the deck. It fell with a flexing metallic clatter. Behind him the door opened with a pneumatic whoosh. Tor stood and looked down on Mihailov, the spell broken. Tears formed in the clenching corners of Mihailov’s eyes.
“Tor?” Nilsen put a long boned hand on his shoulder.
“He’s going to die,” stammered Tor in the cold, his bathrobe falling open.
Tor felt hot tears anew sting his already raw cheeks. Nilsen put his arm around Tor and guided him gently from the ward. “Tor, you have to try and rest.”
“I can’t,” Tor answered, staring into Nilsen’s face. “When I close my eyes, I see things. Things I don’t want to see, things I can’t explain. Jan, I know I sound crazy, but you haven’t seen them.”
☣☭☠
Nilsen was not familiar with providing emotional support or comfort. Where he grew up men didn’t cry. Men were also often found deep within the woods having swallowed their shotguns during the long lightless winters. It was easy in Nilsen’s mind to step back and preach a stiff upper lip, to believe that Tor, a proud Norwegian like himself, had softened in the hot and emotive Salvadorian climes. But then he recalled his own fears on that first day awake. He’d been close to tears in Tor’s office, although he would never admit it, and since then it was becoming apparent that any possible radiation was the least of the horrors heaped upon them.
Awkwardly, Nilsen tightened his grip around the sobbing Captain. Tor seemed to shrink in his grasp, trying to wipe the unseemly water from his eyes with the sleeves of his robe.
“I’m okay,” Tor said, hoarsely, shaking himself free of the Chief Engineer. Still wiping his face, Nilsen watched Tor walk away between the rows of empty cryo beds, never turning to acknowledge the look of despair and sympathy etched in Nilsen’s narrow features.

Chapter 13

“Oh God, the faces!” Katja flailed off the side of the roll mat. Her eyes remained closed though, and aside from indecipherable utterances, remained asleep. A cherubic cheek pressed to the wood vinyl.
Tala wasn’t asleep, hadn’t been for some time. She watched the girl with overslept eyes, her back pressed to the cold bulkhead. The skin around her eyes felt tight, but when she pressed the flesh, the swelling appeared to have subsided.
Stark artificial light bathed the space Gennady called his cell, a large modular office. In one corner an old Gulag prisoners jumpsuit, hooped black and grey, had been discarded, torn and speckled with long dried blood. Tala hadn’t seen it when herself and Katja had been ferried to the room, but she now knew why he had designated his space a cell.
Tala had assumed Jamal and the inhabitants of District Four had been station workers, she now knew they were Soviet prisoners. While the realization had startled her, the irony that they continued to enjoy little freedom seemed to make their fates more palatable to Tala’s mind. She was unsure if she felt any more or less safe, Jamal had saved them after all, although Tala knew it was for ulterior reasons. Tala supposed Katja was at greater risk than herself.
Beyond the room, the generator had been turned on. The dull thrum accompanied increased activity. Tala heard heavy footfalls beyond the blacked out glass. Twice somebody had approached the door, but had refrained from entering. Both times she had tensed, her still aching muscles pulled taut.
On reflection, she did feel less safe.
The rest of the cell was empty save a collection of books that were stacked upright in one corner. Most were leather bound, their titles in cyrillic and their pages yellowed. There were no notes to loved ones in the room and little indication anybody called it home.
Katja murmured something and rolled gracelessly back onto her roll mat, tangling the thin coverlet around her legs. The sterile lighting gave her a jaundiced pallor and yellowed her blonde hair. Tala knew it to be an unfair illusion. Katja’s skin was pale, but not in an unattractive way. Her face had not thinned like her body and remained full and round cheeked. The plait she had worn when they had discovered her in the morgue had long since fallen out revealing long silvery hair that stretched to her ass.
“I remember.”
Startled by the gentle words, Tala banged her head against the bulkhead. Katja was awake, her bright blue eyes appraising the Pinoy, suddenly self aware in her sweat stained tank top and panties. Tala had been staring so long and so firmly, she hadn’t realized the girls eyes had opened. “Sorry.”
Tala braced herself, Katja had awoken alone in the same room as her father’s killer. Any second she expected the unpredictable girl to start screaming or launch an attack. Tala didn’t want to have to restrain Katja, mostly because she knew it would be easy. She particularly didn’t want to have the attention of the District outside brought back upon them.
Instead, Katja sat up impassively and stretched, no doubt her muscles wearied beyond anything Tala could imagine. Katja’s cold blue eyes turned on Tala and Tala dug her gnawed fingernails into the foam of her bed roll. “I remember.” She repeated quietly.
Tala paused, the girls face was set in an unflinching expression of loss. Katja looked focused and lucid. “You remember?” Tala asked cautiously.
Katja nodded, but did not reply immediately. “I’m sorry.”
“Why?” Tala found the word caught in her throat.
Katja sighed as tears welled. Her voice remained steady. “My father, you didn’t have a choice,” she turned and looked at Tala. “You shouldn’t feel bad.”
Tala felt herself rooted to the mat. She wanted to console Katja but found the girls contrition reignited the anger she’d felt in the conduits. The big-eyed tears and helplessness. Tala gritted her teeth as Katja drew her legs to her chest and looked away.
“I’m sorry about your friend, he seemed like a good man.”
“He was,” Tala snapped. “His name was Jovan Peralta and he was due to retire when we got back to Earth.”
Katja nodded and buried her head in her knees. She cried silently.
That had been unfair, she had given Katja the bosun’s name. Names gave people stories. It hadn’t been Katja’s fault the bosun had died, if anything the Captain’s curiosity had led Peralta to his fate. Katja should have remained in blissful unconsciousness, forever.
The thought saddened Tala almost as much as the loss of her friend. She scooched over to Katja and put her arm around the taller girl. Katja fell into Tala’s shoulder and she sobbed. Tala smiled, despite herself, was this the same girl that flinched from her with each step just a day before?
After a while, Katja extracted her reddened face from Tala’s neck and tried to compose herself. “I’m sorry, about how I’ve been. I put your crew in danger. You should have left me.”
“Once we found you, we couldn’t really leave you,” Tala gave a reassuring half smile. “Not here.”
“Then my father should have left me.” Katja’s tone hardened.
Tala thought about her own father. “He must have cared about you a lot.”
Katja paused, perhaps sensing the loss in Tala’s response. “He has killed himself and your friends,” she wavered. “I’m pissed off that he’s dead because of me.”
Tala envied the girls anger. She had raged inside over Falmendikov’s actions, the quiet, distant Chief Officer had given her no personable connection to his ultimate endeavour. He had displaced Tala and displaced her friends. In effect, Peralta’s death also lay at his door. However, knowing the lengths Falmendikov had gone too to save his daughter Tala was envious. “He must have been a very good man, a very good father.”
“He was,” replied Katja quietly. “I only wish I had got to spend more time with him. He hated flying but he did it to provide for me, to give me a good life, a good education. I never wanted for toys, I was always the best dressed. I was the only girl in my ballet class that got new slippers every year. He even got us out of the tenements,” she gazed into emptiness. “He was so upset when I took up the contract here. He didn’t want me to come.”
“I’m pretty sure he spent every last minute up to the end figuring out how to get here, after you guys lost contact.”
Katja smiled. “He was a resourceful old bugger.”
“Must have been. This place isn’t on any star charts.”
Katja’s smile faded as the lights around them flickered. For a moment the generator skipped a beat. “It wouldn’t be.”
Outside, Tala could hear more footfalls approaching. These were softer, but again they ceased beside the door. She was starting to think she was imagining it. “You never finished telling us what happened.”
Katja shuddered, her voice tiny. “I came as part of a team of lab technicians, to assist with salvaging the equipment onboard. As I told you, the Soviet had all but abandoned the station. From what I can tell, they’d even abandoned trying to sell it. I heard a Chinese consortium out of Snake’s Head had offered them scrap value, nobody wanted to touch it. Too old, too outdated.
“Anyway, aside from District Three, only the Weapons and Hydroponics districts were open, but we were strictly forbidden to associate with the R&D guys. Warehouse and Plant were still being serviced, but most of the ops had contracted remotely into Central Command. We were a week away from finishing when traffic control picked something up on their radars, just sixteen kilometres out.”
Katja’s blue eyes burnt through Tala. “They sent a scout party out and found another Iban Arc. Just drifting, local radiation levels and particulate readings suggested it had jumped although nobody knew from where, STC didn’t even pick up a wormhole opening.
“They tried hailing it on VHF, Hi-band, Laser. They even tried Morse, but got nothing.”
“Just like when Kovalyonok and Ivanchenkov found the first one?” Tala blurted out.
Katja nodded. “Total ghost ship. No signs of organic life.”
“I thought there was only one Iban arc?” Few Filipinos had realized the significance of the Soviet discovery yet within a decade as more balanced drives were created and mankind reached further into space, near half a million Pinoy would work the stars.
“For most of the world there is. When the scouts got no response the station commander suggested they board it. I guess by that point the Politburo had their finger in the pie and wanted to secure the find as quick as possible, especially with the proximity of Reticuluum One.
“By all accounts, the ship was like the one in Sol. No bodies, no signs of struggle or disease. Just empty save alien technology that was no longer fully alien and the same theorized bio-organic recording log that scientists had deemed unbreakable without an organic sample of the Iban’s.
“It was all very exciting, except I was still a medical lab technician one rung up from the stations maintenance and janitorial functionaries. I was still just sterilizing and packing test tubes and volumetric flasks with my little team. We were told the ship had been towed to the station and docked at District Twelve, but the stations cleaners had a better chance of scoping a look at it than me.”
Katja laughed, coldly. “I was two days from paying off when we were told our contracts had been extended. Some of the scout party had come down with a flu like ailment and while most of the medical services had been shifted to Central Command during contraction, it was determined District Three would serve as a suitable quarantine.
“Suddenly, District Three was operable again and all our work packing away the medical instrumentation was being undone. Most of my team, at least the experienced members, were extended indefinitely. I was dreading hearing that, although apparently I wasn’t very important, I was extended for a week.”
Katja’s eyes glistened with tears. “I was a technician, dammit, not a fucking nurse,” she clenched her knees and for a moment Tala feared the threads of Katja’s lucidity would tear.
“There was six of them, the scout party. Big guys, mostly. Healthy, ex-army. We thought; even if it was something from the ship, they’d be OK. But within days we were providing palliative care. They deteriorated so fast. At first it was just the flu, raised body temperature, aches and diarrhoea. Within two days they’d all become unresponsive. Some were still conscious, but they weren’t there anymore. Just vacant eyed husks. The few doctors left on station came to the district, performed CT scans on one of the guys and found that his brain tissue was degenerating at a startling rate. On the way back from the scan he grew agitated despite his sedation. They were placed in the quarantine ward and shut down. Blue lighting seemed to calm them, but we couldn’t get them to eat.
“On the fourth day,” Katja paused and fought back a dry heave, tears trickled from her moist eyes with the effort. “On the fourth day their bodies began degrading. Arty thought it was necrotizing fasciitis, their flesh began to blister and discolour. The room smelt of piss, shit, vomit and rotting flesh. That was the last day we tried to feed them. One of them had tried to bite Nikita, the other girl with me, and the guards had pulled us out.
“I think on the fifth day, they were all dead.”
The room was preternaturally hushed as Katja sank within herself. Tala silently prayed, for Peralta and for Mihailov. Tala hadn’t turned to God in a long while, not since her father had found her kissing her best friend. She thought of the girl who’d died in the ring, Tala hoped that was the last of God’s punishments.
The thrum of the generation seemed oddly distant.
“You think?” Tala asked meekly.
“I didn’t go back to quarantine after that. I began packing and preparing to go home. Six men were dead and I had a leaving party. I got wrecked. That was the sixth day.” Katja hissed through the coverlet her face was now pushed into.
Tala watched as Katja rocked herself back and forth over the roll mat. She wondered if prying further would unravel the girl. Tala supposed she didn’t need to ask, she could complete the picture herself, but she wanted Katja to finish her story. Hoped it would provide a release and allow her to focus on the present. After four years placed in primitive cryo, Tala felt the girl was still trapped in the same limbo as the station. “Then what happened?”
Katja stopped rocking, her round face conveyed anger poorly but her eyes were cold and savage. Tala was not sure if the anger was directed at herself or the memory. “There was a power surge and the electronic locks failed. The scout party escaped into the station and began attacking the staff of District Three. I didn’t know this at the time, I went looking for my muster station and by some miracle didn’t run into them.
“Arty found me wandering the corridors, I was still drunk and I’d become disorientated in my panic, I think. He dragged me into the quarantine control, told me that Central Command had tried to lock down the whole station when District containment was lost. Instead one of the mustered parties got jumped, started a mass evacuation of the station.
“We didn’t know the Soviet had deployed destroyers. I don’t think I was ever destined to leave this place,” Katja balled the coverlet between her fists. “Our standby vessels were neutralized then they began neutralizing the civilian lifepods.”
“They shot down lifepods?” Tala shook her head, “That’s illegal.”
“Arty said they wouldn’t let us leave, that they’d ‘dropped the concrete sarcophagus on us,’ like in Chernobyl. I guess he thought if he put us in a medical coma and locked us away in the morgue we’d be safe. I don’t remember much after that. I have flashes of memory. Arty saved me and now he’s dead like everybody else.”
The memories seemed to exhaust Katja more than the trials she’d faced since waking. Her eyelids drooped, threatening to return her to slumber when a light wrap of the door startled both of them. Tala shot Katja a silencing glance as she jumped to her feet.
“What’s wrong?” Whispered Katja, scared. “Where are we?”
Tala brought her finger to her lips and peered over Katja’s shoulder to where Gennady’s prison uniform lay, indicating for Katja to look. When she turned, she quickly drew the coverlet over her body, pinning it, still clenched, she brought her fists to her breast.
The door was knocked a second time, slightly harder.
Tala sidled behind the door, unsure of an appropriate course of action and bereft of a plan. She and Katja were trapped.
“Girls, you in there.” The voice was deep and warm. American. “You’ve been asleep a long time.”
“It’s Jamal,” Tala was suddenly aware of the tension building across her shoulders. “What should I do?”
Katja’s face twisted, trying to recall. “Jamal? The black man?”
“I can hear you in there, just let me in.”
Tala sighed, what good would escaping be anyway. Reluctantly she opened the door, to Jamal and the incessant thump of the generator.
Jamal’s physique filled most of the frame, his features impassive. Around one arm was draped a couple of soft blue jumpsuits, in the opposite hand stubby fingers juggled two mess tins of still steaming food. The smell of powdered eggs and mycoprotein sausages made Tala’s head rush and her stomach knot. The toxic essence of the generator, quickly dampened her body’s enthusiasm.
Jamal peered around Tala and into Gennady’s cell. “How’s she doing?”
Beyond Jamal, Tala could see several pairs of sleep deprived eyes fixed to the doorway. Tala stepped aside and let Jamal enter, closing the door behind him.
Katja had reverted to the frightened girl, peering out of the conduit, the coverlet pulled over her nose and her piercing eyes contracted to pinpricks.
“Is everything OK?” Jamal looked at both girls, Tala with hands on hips, Katja fearful. His voice wavered. “I brought you guys some food, and fresh clothes. I figured you could use them.”
“When were you going to tell us?”
“Tell you what?”
Tala gestured to the Gulag uniform abandoned in the corner of the cell.
Jamal looked at the garb and sighed. “It ain’t what you think.” He said as he placed the mess tins on the floor.
“Are you prisoners?”
“Most of us,” Jamal pressed his back to the painted glass. “We picked up a couple of station survivors when we got here.”
“What about you?”
“I was bound for the Celestial Gulag. Working some type of special silica mine in some forgotten beat up recess of Soviet Deep Space.”
“Why?”
“Does it matter?”
“Depends.”
Jamal smiled, his dark intense eyes shifted from Tala to an empty corner of Gennady’s cell. “I could tell you I was innocent, and I was, but would you believe me?”
“Try me.”
Jamal shook his head slowly, his coarse hair grated against the poster paint. “It was all about leverage. That’s the word my attorney used. I was part of the American team competing at the second Friendship Games. Friendship-88. Only part of the relay team, a reserve otherwise. We weren’t even competitive athletes, I didn’t make the national sprint finals. Might as well been drawn from a hat.
“Things weren’t so friendly anymore between Russia and America. I guess they never had been, to be honest I’d never cared about politics or nationalism. I was a black kid from a poor neighbourhood. The world seemed a long way away. All I know was the equilibrium in the global superpower stakes brought by the discovery of the Iban arc had already faded.
“You have to understand, it was a setup. Something was planted on me. To this day I don’t know if it was by an American looking to stir some patriotic anti-Soviet fervour back home or the Soviet’s looking to discredit American’s. Either way they should have chosen a white boy because as far as I know it got virtually no media coverage. Maybe the stuff got put in the wrong bag.
“Anyhow I got detained in Moscow and eventually got shipped out to Siberia. No trial, no appeal. The US lost interest, decided I was guilty. I guess there was some kind of deal. Once my Moms died there was nobody left fighting my corner. My brother had become a gangbanger like my Dad and my sister… I just didn’t hear from her anymore.
“I don’t think the Politburo knew what to do with me. So they sent me out to their deep space mines,” Jamal paused, his voice growing hoarse. “Just bad luck and bad people.”
The undercurrent of anger faded from his voice, his eyes met Tala’s again. “We aren’t bad guys. At least not all of us. In Russia, law is arbitrary and first and foremost it’s about securing the party. Gennady was a dissident, got arrested for handing out anti-Communist pamphlets in a school. Andrei was caught stealing food, not because he is a bad guy, but because his family were starving. Gennady would not let anybody stay in District Four who is unrepentant or guilty.
“Least that was the old rhetoric.”
Tala held Jamal’s gaze. His eyes betrayed no treachery, no furtive movement or ill ease, only a dull sadness. Years of killing time playing Tong-It’s had refined Tala’s nonverbal perception, but cards on a coffee table were rarely a complex endeavour. “You said, ‘at least not all of us.’ What do you mean?”
“That’s pretty much what I came to speak to you about, as much as I like recounting my personal downfall,” Jamal shared his glances between both women, still trying to determine Katja’s wakefulness. “Gennady needs to speak to you. Since you guys fell asleep, things are changing pretty fast here.”
Tala could sense a nervousness in Jamal’s tone that sundered her appetite.
“Get some food in you” Jamal gestured to the no longer steaming mess tins. “It may be some time before we eat again.”
Tala watched Jamal depart quietly, reluctant to draw attention. She could hear something spoken in leery Russian outside.
Katja too watched Jamal leave. She had sat unflinching while Jamal had stood in Gennady’s cell, now she swooped voraciously to the mess tin. Her eyes wide as she messily shovelled food into her mouth and down her tattered scrubs, little concern for the plastic cutlery poking from the amorphous yellow eggs. Propriety lost, Katja paused only to give a small embarrassed smile to Tala. Tala couldn’t shake the image of Katja’s father leaping ravenously onto Peralta. The image stole the remnant of Tala’s hunger.
☣☭☠
Jamal had waited outside while Katja ate. Tala had never quite regained her appetite and had allowed the starving girl to finish her mess tin of processed and rehydrated food. Now her stomach squealed beneath the clingy velour jumpsuit, the strong smell of powdered egg still wafted from the soft fabric.
Much like their arrival in District four, the eyes of the population monitored their short passage between Gennady’s cabin and his office. The stares had hardened and the tension remained. Tala saw a few men muttering under their breath, incomprehensible Russian drowned out by the District’s generator. Now conscious, Katja balked at the attention, trying to conceal her taller frame behind short, muscular Tala.
Where a day before the looks of most had been of fear or lust they were now replaced with curiosity and loathing. The demographics of each countenance roughly dividing the room. Tala sensed sedition amongst Gennady’s motley ranks and rebellion in the air, many of the afeard men from yesterday now stood in close proximity to Ilya beside the guardroom door, the iron bars slung across the strikes. His cold small eyes fixed Tala as she paced behind Jamal. He guards the door, thought Tala, coldly.
A youthful man with a sharp chin nodded at Jamal, Tala remembered his name, Andrei. She was relieved to see three survivors stood beside him in the half of the district occupied by Gennady’s office and quarters. No weapons were drawn, but Tala had little doubt each man concealed a kitchen knife or a rapidly fashioned shank. Whatever passed for normality within the kingdom had rapidly unravelled as Tala and Katja slept. Now the television room lay dark and silent, the designated mess hall empty. A wheeled crate lay in the centre of the District, filled with processed foods in tins and hermetically sealed silver foil packets. Tala wondered if it was the remnants of the enclaves food supplies.
Jamal knocked on the door, Andrei and his group closed ranks around them like bodyguards. The eldest looking, a man in his late thirties perhaps, strawberry blonde hair thinning in curls, shook visibly as he eyeballed the gathering around Ilya.
“Come.”
Gennady struggled to his feet as the group entered the office. Andrei and his companions waited outside. Tala could see Gennady glance over her shoulder toward the insurgents siding with Ilya at the guardroom entrance before signalling Jamal to close the door. Deep red rings hung beneath bloodshot eyes, Gennady had not slept and his greying skin appeared to have slackened from his skull. He gestured to the chairs, “Please sit.”
“It is good to see you awake,” continued Gennady, a sad half smile tweaked his lips as he addressed Katja. “How are you feeling?”
Katja gave a blank look at the ashen faced man, then turned to Tala. Tala simply shrugged “I don’t believe she remembers you, sir.” Sir didn’t seem appropriate, not to an escaped Gulag inmate, but it seemed the most fitting. For the time being Gennady was the most important man in their tiny world.
“I imagined she wouldn’t, but I’d rather hoped you had filled her in. I suspect the weight of my name is diminishing by the moment,” he shook his head and removed the old Cola bottle of Gulag Moonshine from the chiffonier, Gennady drained the remnant of the bottle into a shot glass and looked at the delicate cloudy tendrils twirl. “I suspect it may be some time until I can get another stiff drink again.” He slung the moonshine back, then gazed dumb and wistful at the empty glass.
Tala broke the silence. “Jamal said you wished to speak to us.”
“The architects of my demise,” Gennady spoke to nobody in particular, then put the shot glass down atop the chiffonier. “Understand, I do not blame you but as I am sure you have observed, mutiny is afoot. After you arrived the shifts and rotas broke down, some of the men organized an unauthorised meeting from which men loyal to myself were barred. Now they are refusing to comply with their duties and are only associating with their allies.”
“I suppose you must be familiar with political dissidence.”
Gennady winced and slowly turned to Tala. “ So Jamal has told you then.”
“I asked, it was hard not to when I spent the night sharing an office space with an old Gulag prisoners uniform.” Tala held Gennady’s gaze.
“I believed I acted for the best, for my family, my friends and my countrymen. To this day, the Communist Party strangle those whose very ideology it purports to uphold,” Gennady began pacing. “But what is happening here is an act of avarice, a power grab or at the very best misdirected.
“I’ve tried my best dammit,” Gennady slammed an open palm down on the conference table, the lights dimmed as if in fear. “I’ve kept them alive despite the infected, despite the Unseen Hand and the lack of supplies and for what?”
“They believe we have been hoarding supplies,” Jamal interrupted giving Gennady a moment to regain his composure. “Discontent has been bubbling for months as rationing became increasingly severe. The truth of the matter is the supply warehouse is almost empty, perishables have long since perished, even some of the canned goods are exceeding their expiry. If the station is being replenished, it is going directly to the Unseen Hand.”
Tala wanted to ask about the Unseen Hand, she’d heard the name referenced numerous times since they had entered District Four, but was quickly cut off by Gennady. “After speaking to Jamal last night, I have decided we can no longer stay. Your arrival has heralded the chance of escape. It is a chance I believe we cannot spurn.
“I am going to hold an election this evening. It is mine and Jamal’s belief that there may be those who choose to stay. I will not prevent them, but I believe they will be signing their own death warrants,” Gennady’s tone became grim. “It is neither your or Katja’s place to vote. I trust you will be seeking a return to your vessel and for Katja, rescue. I ask that you prepare to depart. I can’t say I regret your stay being short, but I warn you. The situation grows dangerous. I ask you remain in my quarters until we leave.”
Tala nodded “Ship Hoppers.”
“Ship Hoppers?” Gennady cocked a bushy, salt and pepper eyebrow.
“These men, who choose not to leave. We call them Ship Hoppers at space. Institutionalized, they forget how to survive in the real world.”
“I pity them,” Gennady said, sadly. “This is no life, here there is no future. Just a hunk of decaying metal, slowing upon its axis and manned by the dead. I’m ready to have my life back.”
☣☭☠
It had been a long time since Tala had allowed her fingernails to grow so long, she marvelled at the striated keratin that pushed passed the tip of her finger. The surface was scratched and knurled and the edges unkempt, but their length and shininess suggested a strange femininity. Thin strips of curled poster paint had accumulated beneath her index fingernail where she had clawed sight holes into the body of District Four and now she waited for Gennady to emerge from his office. It had been a peculiarly nerve wracking hour of waiting since they had returned to Gennady’s cell under the glare of Ilya’s men.
Ilya stood, obscured in the frosted glass, but his giant form obvious, stooped over what appeared to be the eldest man who had slunk away before Tala had been first presented to Gennady. Tala remembered the man’s wide head and densely curled black hair which thinned at the crown beneath which he wore a neatly clipped, grey and black walrus moustache. He’d appeared younger than Gennady but exuded an aura of dotage. Tala suspected that the bullish Ilya was a mere puppet for the man, a muscular automaton for his machinations. She recalled the name Kirill from some unremembered recess of her memory. Tala wondered how long the man had waited for a catalyst like herself and Katja.
“I don’t feel safe here.” Said Katja, she had been quiet since they had returned to Gennady’s room. Despite the comparative warmth of the cell, Katja had pulled the coverlet over her jumpsuit.
“Me neither,” Tala tried to give Katja a reassuring smile, but anxiety gnawed at her starving gut. “I don’t think safety is a common commodity here.”
Tala watched one of Ilya’s men dart for the wheeled cart, he snatched away a few hermetically sealed foil packets which shimmered in the artificial light, before being chased away by Andrei and two other men loyal to Gennady. It was the second time she had seen a such a display, the man would be allowed so much time at the crate before their opponents approached with intent. It was like watching little birds fight over seeds.
“Has Gennady come out yet?”
“No.”
“I don’t like this.”
Tala was about to respond when the door to Gennady’s office opened. “I think he’s coming out now.”
After a moment Gennady walked wearily from his office with a limp that hadn’t been apparent when he paced behind his conference table desk. Through the scratched out poster paint and frosted glass the scene appeared blurry, Tala thought she could see Gennady usher a man away. She assumed he didn’t want to appear partisan.
Men on Ilya and Kirill’s side catcalled, words Tala knew to be Russian expletives pierced the tense silence like knives. The fragile order these twelve men had come to share for four years was coming to an end. She imagined Gennady’s supporters tensing as he strode unguarded into the middle of District Four and stood beside the cart of supplies. For a second, the man assigned to guard Katja and Tala sidestepped into Tala’s sights before disappearing from view.
“Brothers’ please hush.” Gennady’s old voice wavered over the thrum of the generator.
“We are no longer your brothers, Gennady,” Ilya spread his arms out as if encompassing those around him. “It is time you step aside.”
Gennady stood very still, staring down his opposition. “You will be pleased to hear I intend to.”
There was a surprised hush followed by muttered babble.
“But first,” Gennady continued. “Please let me ask you. Who will come with me?
“As you are surely aware, we have been graced by two visitors one of which is a spacefarer on a wayward merchant vessel. For four years, we have existed here, not lived. Four years of the same faces, the same routine while our loved ones slowly forget we exist. We live and yet we are mourned! Up to now, our only visitor has been the ghastly infected. Desperate to draw us into their ranks, desperate to give reasoning to our loved ones loss.
“We are afforded an opportunity, today, to leave this place. To leave this purgatory and return to our families, return to our friends.
“We know that District Seven know of this ship. We cannot dally. Igor will no more let us willingly leave than the infected or them,” Gennady gestured toward the faded graffiti. “I will be leaving tonight. I ask you, all of you, regardless of your allegiance, who will come with me?”
Some of the men around Ilya had bowed their heads. In the end the coup had been a peaceful one and brief, now they couldn’t look at their once appointed leader square in the face. They shuffled their feet while the men stood behind Gennady raised their arms. Those loyal to Gennady, Jamal was easily identifiable, so was long haired Andrei. They numbered four, five including the deposed autocrat who had raised his own arm.
“Why should we leave?” Asked one man, Tala was unable to identify him “We are safe here. If we leave we will die.”
“Our runner has left countless times and both our visitors came from beyond our domain,” Tala could hear incredulity creeping into Gennady’s voice. “We are safe for now, but we cannot exist here forever. The supplies have grown dangerously low. As far as we know this vessel is the first to dock here since our transporter smashed into it.”
The man Tala established as Kirill walked from the shadow of Ilya. “Men, do not listen to this zmeya,” his voice was high and fluting. “I never asked for this teacher to reign sovereign over me, I remember no election, I was detained beside him in Norilsk. He is weak, he subverts, he would sell out his other prisoners to guards so his letters would be sent home. Where are our supplies? Gennady. I don’t doubt he and his monkey boy know. I don’t doubt that is where they intend to go.”
“Madness, Kirill. You speak utter, unfounded madness. Are you suggesting I am intending to simply relocate with the supplies? That I have been knowingly stockpiling them elsewhere? If that were the case why would I offer for you to join me?”
Katja had shuffled up beside Tala and pressed into her, the cover still wrapped around her soft body. Katja had surely heard the spiralling conversation beyond the glass, muted though it was. “This is what happens when you introduce women into a male-only society.” She tried to smile, but her face betrayed her fear.
Tala felt it too. Kirill was desperate, there was surely some truth in Katja’s musing. The arrival of women had allowed Kirill to pervert the weakest men, to bend them to his will. She caught snippets of the conversation outside. “Thin you out… insane!” But she no longer listened, her mind rushed forewarning dread. “Katja, we need to leave. Now.”
What little colour remained in Katja’s round face drained away. Her skin turned white at Tala’s cold command. “How?”
“I don’t know, but we can’t…” Tala’s thought was shattered as something began to pound the guardroom door.
“YOU! You led them to us!” Tala returned her eye to the small scratched out sights. Kirill pointed at Gennady as the men backed away from the guardroom entrance. The iron bars rattled in their strikes. “Slash and burn. Slash and burn — Gennady and his lackies intend to kill District Four so that they may survive. This is treachery!”
Jamal stepped forward. “It is you who have allowed the infected to breach our barricades! You who convinced men to stand down from their posts for this charade.”
“But now we must surely leave!” Even before the words parted his lips, Gennady would realized he had incriminated himself.
“Nobody leaves until they surrender the supplies.” The drawn out keen of the massing infected beyond the door and the constant thrum of the generator threatened to drown out Kirill’s breaking voice. “Seize them.”
Tala pushed away from the glass and grabbed Katja by her hand. Frantically she looked around the cell. In the far corner a grating lead to what she hoped was the air conditioning ducts or service conduit. The grate was small, Katja’s tear filled eyes turned to where Tala looked. “I won’t make it through.”
“We’re going to try.”
Tala dragged Katja across the office. “Give me a boost.”
Just as Tala levered herself up to the height of the grate the frosted glass shattered beside them, sprinkling blackened shrapnel across the room. The guard stationed outside half fell into the room, Ilya on top of him. Katja screamed and dropped Tala as the two men turned to regard the women. The guards eyes glazed as a trickle of blood parted his lips, Ilya smiled hungrily as he crawled off the man. A shard of glass poked through the guards chest having been driven through his back. The guard struggled for just a moment against his impalement, trying to grasp Ilya before his body fell slack. Tala recognized him as the strawberry blonde haired man at Gennady’s office door hours before. She’d never learnt his name.
Katja turned to run, but like a caged rodent, darted about the limited space offered to her. As she tried to shoulder charge the remaining pane of glass, Ilya grabbed her by the neck. She gave a throttled yelp. Instinctively Tala grabbed a long, thin needle of smashed glass that had come to rest by her feet. As Ilya tightening his grip around Katja’s throat, Tala’s knuckles whitened around the glass. Her blood trickled down the makeshift shank.
“Let her go.” Tala said, teeth gritted. Katja tried to pull Ilya’s fingers from her throat but her hands flailed uselessly in the giant mans grip. Her face reddened as tears streaked her cheeks.
“Maybe if you play nice, I’ll let your little girlfriend go,” Ilya slurred his English like a drunk. “Or maybe I won’t. What are you going to do you little dyke cunt?”
Unthinking, Tala lunged toward the man. Beyond the office she could hear pitched battle ongoing. She imagined with no one coming to help, Gennady’s men were losing. And so was she. Ilya was taller by at least a foot and a half. Even with one hand tied up with Katja, Tala couldn’t get near the bigger man. She could dodge his slow, lumbering hooks all day but she didn’t have time to tire him out, Katja’s face was growing purple, her eyelids fluttered toward oblivion. As Tala tried to dodge outside his left hand, her foot slipped on the icy carpet of glass. His swing caught the back of her head, but flinging her arm back, Tala managed to slash Ilya on the outside of his forearm. She felt the fragile glass pick snap in her hand. As Tala tried to regain her balance, Ilya threw another haymaker. She tried ducking it again, but Ilya had read her defence. Tala managed to get half a block up before Ilya’s fist skittered across her forearm, smashing into her temple.
Tala fell to her knee, splinters of glass burrowed through her jumpsuit and embedded in the thin flesh. She’d bareknuckled before, but no man or woman had ever hit her so hard. As the world threatened to darken around her she tried to remember when she had last fought. The girl.
Ilya’s free hand closed around the back of Tala’s neck before she could right herself. He forced her face to the deck. Now glass punctured her cheek. “I’m going to make you watch as I fuck your girlfriend raw,” Ilya’s lips were pressed to the top of Tala’s ear. His whispering, clearly enunciated words made her skin crawl. “I’m going to make her pussy bleed before she dies. Then I’ll feed all this busted glass into your dyke cunt. Understand?”
“I am going to kill you.” Tala slurred before Ilya hammered her face into the deck.

Chapter 14

There had been one crate of beer left, twenty four bottles. He’d donated twenty one to the remaining crew and retained three for himself. Absently Tor sipped the warm pilsner, his legs crossed, his back pressed into the smooth headboard of his bed, trying to avoid the sodden — almost circular — patch of urine that dominated the middle lower portion of his mattress.
Compared to seagoing vessels, uses for rope were few and far between aboard space fairing vessels, but Tor found a four meter coil of Manila rope entombed beneath the various old tools and knickknacks of the bosuns store. He’d taken the rope, careful to avoid detection, back to his cabin and fifteen minutes previous fashioned a textbook seven loop hangknot.
It was the type of knot that served a singular purpose, yet every spacefarer knew how to tie.
The noose hung over the footboard and was secured via a complex run of cinch points running the breadth of his cabin, anchored by the heavy bed leg and looped finally over a hollow steel bar Tor had drilled into his wardrobe and en suite bulkhead. He wasn’t convinced it would hold, but it would have to do.
Anything to kill the images that gnawed his mind, to stop the shadow phantoms that clung to every corner as darkness bled into the Riyadh. The ceaseless voracious coronach that sang within his brainpan. Murmansk-13’s hooks dug deeper into his ship and into the soft matter of his mind; malignant and metastasizing.
Tor clamped his hands over his ears and watched loose fibres drift from the coarse hemp fabric. Tor tried to distract himself, wondering what other purpose the rope could ever have served and how it had come to be onboard the Riyadh short of providence. Looking at the noose brought a modicum of clarity to his fragmented thoughts, quieting the creatures in his head. He swigged his last tepid beer, it was five fifty in the morning; a point at which it is not quite morning and not quite night and where in space there is no dawn and no dusk, just a dark lifeless void bereft of designation.
Tor lowered the picture of Lucia and Olaf to the dresser top. They didn’t need to see this. Lucia would move on quickly, she was no longer young but with Tor gone, there would be no one to pursue a lawsuit against except the Saudi’s. She’d inherit his meagre wealth and attract a vigorous Lothario. She probably already had.
He hoped Olaf would miss him, but his son had grown up in his absence. What Tor truly regretted was missing so much of his childhood, the golden years for a father and son which Tor spent in a frozen coma or pencil pushing amongst the stars. Or whoring with Columbian hookers at Snake’s Head. Had it all been for his family? Was that what every failed sailor thought in his final minutes?
This was not the life’s trajectory Tor had projected as a horny bakers delivery boy. He drained the beer bottle and placed it next to the downturned photograph.
Lightheaded, Tor lifted himself up and stumbled across the uneven footing of the mattress, carefully avoiding his ring of urine. He’d changed his underwear and drained his bladder, determined not to be discovered reeking of piss.
In the corner of his eye, Tor saw the child sized black and red striped replica jersey of Vitoria, Olaf’s favourite football team, hung in the wardrobe. It was the small memento from home he always allowed space for when packing to join ship. Olaf had grown away from Brazil’s national pasttime in his teens, due in no small part to his unnatural deficit in talent for the game. Tor wondered if he’d been home he could have nurtured the boy into a soccer player.
As he stared through the eye of the noose and into oblivion, he doubted it. He stepped onto the footboard of his bed, slipped the noose around his head and remembered what a dreadful footballer he’d been as a boy growing up in Norway.
☣☭☠
Jan Nilsen was normally a morning person but today, as his alarm stridently sounded for o-six hundred, he just wanted to keep his eyes closed. It had been a disturbed night and as he rubbed the yellowish mucus crust riming his eyelashes, he wondered how it had found time to accumulate and clog his lids.
The cold beyond his bed sheets was pernicious, bypassing flesh and lancing straight to the bone. Nilsen had awoken countless times in a tent in the snow mottled wilderness of inland Troms on a winters hunting excursion, but there was something direct and brutal about the cold in space. It sneaked passed the survival instinct leaving little trace to fight.
Nilsen quickly piled as many layers of clothes over his wiry body as their size would allow. The sinuous nature of his physique providing little natural protection. He recalled his rotund mother bemoaning his terminally emaciated condition. “You eat and you eat, but you never gain an ounce of fat. I wish I had your genes, the neighbours must think I starve you for my own greed!”
Suitably attired, he sat at the Perspex coffee table. Scattered across the transparent top was the Polaroid pictures Nilsen salvaged from inside Mihailov’s EVA suit. Bloody fingerprints were smeared across some of the corners and borders of the pictures, but miraculously, even in the low light, many retained a perceivable level of clarity. Nilsen squared the photographs up, keeping them neat and ordered.
Most of the pictures showed a deathly pale and comatose girl Nilsen understood to be Falmendikov’s daughter. Blue lips and acne scarred skin. The last photo depicted the girls twisted visage. A look of agonized terror, her flesh burning phosphorous white in the camera flash, ice blue eyes knifing through the backscatter. Nilsen quaked against the cold and turned the photograph face down.
Last night he and Second Engineer Pettersson had studied the photographs determined to make a plan of action. They were disappointed to find Mihailov had only managed to take a single, oversaturated picture of the station schematic. Making do, Nilsen and Pettersson made a simple copy of what could be discerned in the Polaroid and then made a list of essentials required to reach escape velocity.
They’d already decided that the chances of reaching populated space was slim, a starchart salvaged from the bridge was fastened to Nilsen’s pinboard and showed they were stranded in the boondocks of Reticuluum. But if they could reach a busy spacelane, they could activate their emergency beacons and hope that a passing vessel picked up the signal. Most modern deep space vessels would wake crew members from cryo upon receipt of a distress message.
Both he and Pettersson knew the chance of survival were diminishing rapidly, but with scrubbers and cryo fluid they could drift for months. They also knew they must act now, the Captains corroded mental state was yet to truly effect the crew, but Mihailov’s deteriorating health and the surmounting deaths would. Soon the remaining men would slip into a state of shock induced apathy. Already Diego, Hernandez and Aidan had shuttered themselves away and Sammy was acting almost as strange as Tor.
Keeping his mind occupied immunized Nilsen to the atmosphere of dwindling hope. Pettersson would soon round up the crew for briefing this afternoon, the Swede oddly unperturbed by circumstance, and their plan could be put into action. Nilsen felt the lightness in his stomach gnaw at him, while he feared the crew were already slipping into an inert stupor his greatest concern was Tor. His and Pettersson’s actions were tantamount to mutiny, surreptitiously they’d excised the ships Master from the chain of command.
It was a necessity, Nilsen reminded himself as he paced in a neat square around the perimeter of the coffee table. Tor was no longer firm of mind, had not so much as delegated control of the situation, or proposed a solution. Like the rest of the crew he’d become emasculated by fear.
Nilsen already knew that feeling, before the impact. But he’d found strength in the growing adversity and as such it fell upon him to rouse the crew. But first he would have to talk to Tor, either seek his friends support, or act against. Jan Nilsen wasn’t ready to abandon his life to spare his friend; he was due to be married for a second time next month, his two girls from his previous marriage would be flower girls. This, he was determined, would only be a delay in plans.
Nilsen stopped pacing and sank into the leatherette recliner. He resisted the urge to draw himself into a ball, to shield himself from the penetrative cold of space. Instead he poured a shot of aquavit into a still-sticky glass and glared at the syrupy ring left beneath, despoiling his Perspex table top.
Just one, he thought.

Chapter 15

Tala’s eyes rolled about in their sockets, her eyelids fluttered. The room she regained conscience in was dark. Dim light filtered beneath a crack in the door and shafted across the deck. She groaned, both her head and her nose pounded, a viscous syrup of blood and mucus was spattered from her nostrils and had dried to the skin around her lips. She was forced to breathe through her mouth. Tala tried to touch her face, assess the damage, but her arms were bound behind her back. Thick plastic cables ties bit into the flesh of her wrist, her hands were numb through loss of circulation. She tried to wiggle her fingers.
Tala made an exploratory effort to move, but found her ankles had also been bound by cable ties, which in turn were linked to the ties shackling her wrists. She was on her knees and immobile. She felt the glass splinters from Gennady’s cell burrow into the thin skin covering her knee cap. The metallic tang of her own blood coated her throat.
“You awake?”
The rasping question startled Tala. In the gloom she could make out a vague figure at the opposite side of the room, bound like her, on his knees. Wayward follicles of long hair caught the fragile light. “Andrei, is that you?”
“You remember!” The excitement in Andrei’s reply was testament to his resilience. A stark comfort in their present situation.
“Where are we?” Tala’s voice crackled, her mouth dry. As she played her tongue across the back of her teeth she found a couple loose. “What happened?”
“Kirill has seized control,” Andrei answered flatly.
Beyond the door the shaft of light was occasionally broken by the movement of men. The rattle of the iron bars barricading them inside the District was louder than the endless rhythm of the generator. The muffled moans of the besieging infected was incessant.
“Where is everyone else?”
“Other rooms,” Andrei appeared to shrug. “Pavel is dead. I think Gennady and Jamal are being held in the office.”
“Where’s Katja?”
“I…” Andrei’s voice broke and then he fell silent.
Tala felt bloody bile rise in her gullet. “Where is she?”
The outline of Andrei’s shoulders slumped, but he didn’t answer. In the neighbouring office Tala could hear a wet slapping sound and grunting almost indiscernible from the cadence of the District. Then she could hear the delicate, pained sobbing of Katja as the metronomic pounding increased in speed and intensity. Another grunt, Ilya.
“No,” the word barely parted her lips.
“It’s going to be OK.” Tala didn’t hear Andrei. All she could hear was Ilya and Katja.
“No!” She strained against the ties, felt the plastic carve into her flesh. “No!”
“Tala, listen to me. You have to trust me.”
Tala could feel tears stream from her eyes, felt the warmth of them wash over her swollen cheeks, stinging the little lacerations that etched her face. When had she last cried? She hadn’t cried about the girl she killed, that had only made her numb. Neither when her father forced her into the streets — or at least she hadn’t let him see her cry.
But she had cried that night.
As Ilya climaxed loudly, Tala screamed. Although she no longer registered the sound. She only heard Katja her sobbing quietening and Ilya, braying.
“Tala please!” Andrei pleaded. “Please trust me. Please be quiet. Oh, shit.”
The door opened, two darkened figures entered speaking Russian. Tala still strained against the ties, no longer knowing, no longer feeling her flesh tearing. She spat at the first man as he grabbed her roughly by the hair. She was forced to the cold deck. The second man stood over her. In the dark she felt the needle pierce her flesh, thin and hot. Felt the warm flow of something violate her blood. One of the men managed to force a rag into her mouth. One of the loose teeth tore from her gum.
“Don’t fucking come near me with that shit.” Tala heard Andrei say as the men left her paralyzed on the deck.
Tala wept as the light from the open door faded into darkness. Her head suddenly felt heavy, she felt the numbness spread from her hands and feet, rising through her limbs. She couldn’t keep her eyes open.
☣☭☠
Kirill walked nervously from one side of the office to the next, idly tapping the empty .25 junk gun against his temple. He’d relinquished the weapon from Jamal the day before and had brandished it since. Jamal missed the security of the weapon, it was his insurance from becoming infected, or at least it was when it was loaded. But after Gennady’s supporters were overwhelmed, the weapon has been discovered and handed over to Kirill.
Now the man muttered to himself. It hadn’t been much of a battle. After Ilya jumped Pavel, Gennady’s men were outnumbered. Watching the life slip from Pavel’s body, Gennady ordered his men to stand down, in part to save Katja who’d become lifeless in Ilya’s great paw. Jamal imagined Gennady had seen enough suffering in Russia, he would not tolerate any further harm in his name. Ilya relinquished Katja’s windpipe and those loyal to Gennady had been paired up, separated and bound. The civil war lasted less than five minutes. Kirill had probably expected greater resistance.
Jamal sneered at Kirill who paid him no heed. Since his victory, Kirill grew anxious and erratic. Instead of securing his position with the confused men outside, he’d sequestered himself in Gennady’s office. As each new hour past he grew increasingly agitated, regularly snatching glances at the Sputnik modelled wall clock.
Jamal passed the time fantasizing about what he would do to Kirill and Ilya when he found a weapon.
Beside him, Gennady was kneeled and bound. His face frozen in confused disbelief since his surrender. Kirill had been a quiet member of their tiny nation since they holed up in the offices four years ago. He’d welcomed Jamal into the fold as their final citizen. In recent months, as rationing grew severe, he’d become withdrawn. Some of the men noted that he’d stopped writing home, a cathartic practice many of the citizens observed. Neither Jamal, nor Gennady believed he harboured delusions of control, if anything they’d feared he would succumb to depression as Murat had almost a year before.
Jamal remembered the terrifying morning when he’d awoken to find the District wide open to the corridors of Murmansk-13. Ageing Murat, once a deli owner who’d fallen foul of the Politburo, had been on duty. Perhaps he’d fancied himself a modern day Oates, walking willingly into the maw of the infected at the onset of rationing. His disappearance was not altruistic however, only luck had saved the District from becoming overwhelmed. After that day Gennady had mandated that all watches would be carried out by two men stationed fore and aft of the guardroom door.
Until the uprising.
Now the guardroom had been breached, the outer door tripped. The infected massed against their final defence, unseen but not unheard, not inodorous.
Only a month ago reports of dissent began to emerge. While Ilya had become the public face, covert assemblies were held under the guise of card games. Kirill was testing the waters, questioning loyalties through Ilya. Misinformation regarding the quantity of supplies started to spread, Ilya helping to strong-arm the Districts weakest members.
In hindsight, Jamal realised the downfall of Gennady had wholly been the arrival of Katja and Tala. His aborted supply run lit the touchpaper. It left the District dangerously bereft of supplies. Katja and Tala had been promised to some of the other men once the District was under the care of Kirill. After four years, female flesh tipped the balance. Jamal tried to block out the sounds of the poor girl. They’d put her in the near empty storeroom, alone save her new captors, and her dull sobbing which floated in waves above the moans and bangs of the infected and the thrum of the generator.
“What I don’t understand, is what you hope to fucking gain from this?” Kirill stopped in his tracks and regarded Jamal’s question. He didn’t answer and resumed his pacing. “We had a modicum of safety and we had a way out, and you’re pissing it away for what?”
“We cannot leave,” Kirill said, distractedly. He continued to pace.
“Why?” Gennady’s voice was hoarse.
“This isn’t what I was promised,” complained Kirill.
Jamal and Gennady looked at each other. “Promised by who?” They asked in unison.
“By Murat!” Kirill slammed the .25 pistol down on the conference table. “When he came to me, a couple of months back. When that girls ship arrived.”
“Oh fuck, this guy has lost it, man,” Jamal almost toppled forward attempting to gesticulate with his bound hands. “Murat’s a fucking dead man.”
At the door Oleg stood guard at Kirill’s behest. The former army deserter looked disconcerted by Kirill’s apparent crumbling mental state, his eyelid twitched at Murat’s name. His thick Slavic features were drawn. Kirill had not stood him down since taking Jamal and Gennady prisoner. “Kirill, I don’t intend to advise, but perhaps you should address the men. They are probably seeking guidance after the,” he paused and looked at Gennady, “transition.”
“What do you know what the men want?” Kirill’s tired bloodshot eyes were wide and feral. “You’ve been in here with me the whole time. The men are doing fine ploughing the blonde whore,” he sneered. “Or do you feel you’re missing your turn?”
“No, that’s not it…”
“You want the butch Asian dyke, huh? You can take your leave if you wish to get your dick wet.”
Oleg shifted uncomfortably under the glittering-mad gaze of Kirill, but didn’t answer. Sweat beaded his forehead. Kirill resumed pacing.
“They shouldn’t be out there,” Kirill muttered. “That wasn’t part of the deal.
“The deal you made with Murat?” Gennady tried to sound calm.
Kirill eyed Gennady suspiciously, but didn’t respond.
“So, say Murat came to you, what the fuck does a dead deli owner have to offer you a billion miles from his fucking shop? He planning on restocking Murmansk-13 with deep freight sausages?” Jamal shuffled forward on his knees causing Oleg to flinch. The guard looked nauseous.
Kirill stopped and slowly directed the barrel of the .25 pistol at Jamal. “Murat didn’t kill himself, monkey boy. There’s so much you don’t understand about this place.”
“Then educate me, Kirill,” Jamal replied, staring down the barrel of his own gun and hoping Kirill hadn’t found time to load the weapon.
A cold smile spread across Kirill’s lips as he cocked the hammer. Red rings cast raw shadows down to the mottled flesh of his cheeks as he sighted the weapon. Despite himself, Jamal cringed.
“Kirill,” Oleg’s said calmly and slowly. “Lower the weapon.”
“Why?” Kirill didn’t turn from the sight. “What’s the point? There is no going back now. It’s all bust. The District is finished. Something big is happening. Mark my words. They’ve tired of playing with us.”
A single tear ran down Kirill’s cheek as he squeezed the trigger. Distantly, Jamal heard someone shout as blood rushed in his ears.
But the bang never came.
When Jamal opened his eyes he saw Kirill drop the gun to the deck, then slump to his knees, crying. A pasty looking Oleg delicately retrieved the weapon. Jamal turned to Gennady to ensure he was OK. Gennady had blanched and breathed heavily, but was unhurt.
“Kirill,” Gennady began shakily, “You must address the men and end this madness. Together we may stand a chance, but like this we cannot endure.”
Oleg helped the broken man back to his feet and wheeled the leather office chair Gennady rarely used behind him. “I’m tired. I am a tired old man. All I wanted was to go home, to see my wife and children again before it was too late. I thought this was my chance,” Kirill sobbed, then tried to compose himself. “I was promised, this was my chance. I would be rewarded. I sold you out, I’m sorry. I just want to sleep.”
“Kirill! Enough with the self pitying act. Stop this, all of this.” Gennady strained to keep his voice quiet so as to not alert the miniature kingdom beyond the office door.
“It is already too late. Ilya would kill me if I backed down now, so would the others,” Kirill’s lip quivered again.
“Tough fucking shit, man.” Jamal strained at his restraints, “and fuck Ilya too. If you don’t do something we’ll all be killed by those fucking infected on our doorstep.”
“Ilya is in the storeroom with the girl,” Oleg said hovering between the door and the office chair in which Kirill now looked so very small. “I can hear them.”
“So?” Kirill creased his face.
“So you can speak to the men at the barricade, convince them to come with us,” Gennady looked imploringly at Kirill. “It’s not too late. We will outnumber Ilya.”
Kirill gulped and let his head fall into his hands. When he answered his voice was a whisper. “No.”
Jamal and Gennady sank back to their haunches. Katja’s whimpering shivered above the cadence of the failing District. The toxic essence of gasoline stifled and poisoned the air. The lights flickered as Kirill’s eyes darted to the clock once more.
“Then I’m sorry, Kirill,” Oleg said quietly and repentant. “Truly, I am.”
The former Red Army infantryman stepped forward, despite a dispassionate mien, his intention was apparent. Kirill had no time to cry out, instead he fumbled for the unloaded junk gun, spilling the pistol to the deck as Oleg grabbed his throat. The leather chair rammed against the bulkhead as Kirill flailed against Oleg’s grip.
Jamal watched, numb, as Kirill’s eyes widened and bulged from their sockets. Gennady bowed his head and whispered something Jamal believed was a prayer. “Have mercy upon me, O God, after thy great goodness; according to the multitude of thy mercies do away mine offences…”
“I wish things could have been different,” Oleg’s grip remained firm, Kirill’s flailing grew weaker, his eyes rolling up into his head. “I will mourn for my soul and for your family.”
Kirill stopped moving, but Jamal could see the veins and tendons in the back of Oleg’s hand remain taut. The room was suddenly silent save for the mutterings of Gennady. “O All-honourable Abode of God, grant unto me the heavenly, the supersensual abode, after that thou hast kindled my expiring and unradiant light by the holy oil of thy mercy.” A tear slipped from Gennady’s cheek, dashing dust from where it fell against the laminated deck.
Another moment passed before Oleg finally loosened his grip. He stepped back and regarded Kirill’s corpse as if in a daze. “We must act quickly,” he began, not averting his eyes from Kirill. “Before he is found.”
“Then get these fucking restraints off,” Jamal was surprised by how ragged he sounded.
“I don’t understand,” said Gennady as Oleg finally turned away and pulled out a kitchen knife concealed in his waistband. The large deserter began sawing away the cable ties binding Jamal’s wrists and ankles.
“We needed someone on the inside, someone Ilya and Kirill trusted,” Jamal flexed his hands, trying to quell the pins and needles as blood re-entered the capillaries in his fingers. “Oleg came to me, told me what was happening. I just wish I’d acted on it sooner, maybe we coulda avoided this.” Jamal regained his feet wearily. His legs felt heavy. “I woulda acted on it, but I thought this ship,” Jamal had to catch himself as a rush of sudden emotion threatened to overwhelm him. “I thought this ship would save us from this.”
Gennady slumped to the floor as the restraints parted under Oleg’s knife. “It wasn’t your fault, Jamal. Neither yours Oleg. Ultimately I failed you all.”
“As cathartic as this is, our window is getting smaller,” Oleg secreted the knife back in his waistband and stood between Jamal and Gennady.
“I’m not leaving without Andrei and the girls,” Jamal tried to peer through the frosted glass to see if anyone outside had been alerted. Kirill’s supporters milled a safe distance from the guardroom door. A fifth man was foraging in the dwindling supplies crate. The remaining District seemingly abandoning rationing in the belief that Gennady had truly been hoarding stores.
“They kill us if we go out there,” Oleg said, although there was no disagreement in his assessment. “Especially you.”
“I know. But I need to make things right,” Jamal shrugged. “Well, as right as I can. I brought them here when I knew it wasn’t…
“Anyway, I have a plan. But I need to borrow your blade, Oleg.”
☣☭☠
The sounds and smells of District Four rushed into Gennady’s office as Oleg cracked the door open. While gasoline and carpet glue were familiar, the prevalent smell of rot seemed the most fitting. Jamal felt the weight of the kitchen knife in his hand, the textured plastic grip in his palm as full sensation returned to his extremities. A couple of Kirill’s men had abandoned the guardroom door, for how long and to where Jamal couldn’t guess, but they hadn’t headed toward the office. He knew he and Oleg had to act fast. “Memorise where that door and that door are in relation to one another. We’ll work our way back.”
Oleg nodded.
Behind them, Gennady hung back. His body, wearied from months of selfless additional rationing, was weak and taking a longer time to recover from a day in restraints. He would prep the conduit for a quick exit upon their return. Jamal gave him the empty gun, if for no other reason than a sense of security. Gennady wished them luck.
As Oleg and Jamal slipped from Gennady’s office, Jamal found himself for the first time thankful for the noise of the generator and the distraction caused by the infected. Over a day had passed since Kirill ascended to power and his supporters manning the barricades looked exhausted waiting to hear about the next phase in their survival. It’s going to be a long wait thought Jamal with wry sadness. His time in District Four was drawing to an end and while it felt like a purgatorial continuum of his imprisonment at the hands of the Soviet, it had also been his sanctuary when he needed it most. Now only uncertain freedom lay ahead.
Oleg gestured with his head toward the guardroom. The old copy machine and filing cabinets were clustered haphazardly about the entranceway. The iron bars rattled loosely within their strikes. In their sleep deprived state, the men grew heedless. It would suit Oleg and Jamal for their purposes as they inched in a crouch toward one of the thick black wires snaking from the generator.
Jamal felt his heart hammering in his chest and his palms slicken with sweat. He almost dropped the knife when one of Kirill’s men sneezed. The air was acrid with fumes, the water tank filtering the generator had filled with a tarry syrup. Huge bubbles plopped in slow motion at the surface. If the men didn’t change the water soon they would asphyxiate. Jamal wondered if they even cared, it seemed after their one final paroxysm of survival instinct in deposing Gennady, the District succumbed to the ennui of their situation. Jamal licked his lips and suddenly realized how dry his throat had become. He rolled the textured grip in his hand.
Oleg and Jamal pushed off from the frosted glass and on all fours and crept to the edge of the largest wire feeding into the generator. Tentatively Jamal gave one last glance to the men near the guardroom door and scanned the rest of the open District for signs of the other men. One of the missing men, Yuri, was staring at them, mouth agape. Wide eyed, Jamal just had time to hope he wouldn’t be electrocuted before plunging the knife into the wire.
The lights in District Four fell dark with a fizz and a crackle. The sudden blackout elicited a shrill cry from one of the men at the door. Yuri also shouted, betraying Oleg and Jamal’s position. “Better move, now.”
Jamal shut his eyes in the total blackness and ran, recounting mentally the door behind which Oleg indicated Andrei and Tala were being held. Behind them the sound of the still running generator faded as the stagnant air rushed past his face, only slowing as he neared the door. Jamal didn’t want to slam into it and indicate his new position or worse, knock himself senseless.
Carefully Jamal groped for the door handle, Oleg’s heavy breathing warm on his back. Behind them, Jamal could hear booted feet on the carpet scurrying around, but not toward them. He hoped he had the right handle as he wrapped his hand around the cool steel.
☣☭☠
“Andrei, is that you? Wake up!”
The world was dark and it swam. Urgent whispered words, meaningless in their composition drifted like flotsam in the impenetrable blackness. When the last of the light extinguished, Tala assumed she was dead. But she could feel her head bob lightly to the irregular rhythm of her chest.
“What did they do to him?”
The core of her body felt hot, but her limbs were so very cold. Beyond that was only numbness. She tried to call out, but her mouth was clogged with an old rag, blood caked and hardened within the empty socket in her gum, pulling with each muffled word.
“Is he…?”
“He’s cold, I can’t feel a pulse. Shit. Shit.”
The door opened a second time, a headlamp blasted Tala in the face. She tried to cry out and shut her eyes. The newest entrant to the room made it two steps in before a knife flashed from the blackness into his throat, Tala saw the glint of the weapon in the head torch before it disappeared into soft flesh. Tala felt something warm and viscous spray across her face as the knife was removed and the man lowered quietly to the deck. The door was closed again and the headlamp switched off.
Now hands were on her. Tala squirmed against the grip. The smell of stale, earthy body odour, oddly familiar, filled her nostrils as moist hands explored her injured jaw. She felt the plug of blood in her gum come away as the rag was pulled from her mouth.
“Keep away from me,” Tala slurred.
“Tala, it’s me Jamal.”
Tala remembered the man’s smell from the conduit. The black man who’d she’d helped save… “Katja!”
“We’re going to get her, just hang on.”
Behind her, another man whose scent she wasn’t familiar with, gently cut away the plastic ties binding her wrists and ankles. Despite taking great care in the darkness, Tala felt the bite of the blade and winced. The man apologized.
“How you feeling?” There was an urgency in Jamal’s tone.
“Weird.” Tala tried to stand, but her legs and feet felt like dead meat. “Sick.”
“Can you stand? Walk?”
“Do I have a choice?”
☣☭☠
The first iron bar fell to the carpeted deck with a dull thunk. Somebody had had the presence of mind to kill the deadheaded generator to conserve fuel and now the sound of the infected increased in fervour. The remaining iron bar clinked within its strikes as the pounding on the door grew in intensity. From what Jamal had observed of the infected, they possessed no intelligence, only instinct. But they sensed, sensed that District Four was in terminal decline and its denizens trapped. The resonant keens and moans of longing ululated like a war cry.
Andrei was gone and Jamal wanted a moment of silence for his friend. It would have to wait, nobody else had ventured in the footsteps of Yuri. Oleg had stabbed him in the throat and was mercifully not called to defend their band again. Jamal heard activity at the generator, but nobody seemed to be moving to investigate in their direction, nor rectifying their failing barricade.
As order fell apart the men seemed to be favouring safety in their diminishing numbers.
Still Jamal and Oleg tried to keep quiet, edging along the bulkhead that separated the storeroom from the office Tala and Andrei had been held captive. Jamal had not heard Ilya move from storage since killing the lights, apparently transfixed with torturing Katja. Even now, Jamal could hear the throttled cries of the girl, just feet away beyond a modular wall of veneered plastic. The sound seemed to awaken Tala, she pressed into Jamal’s side urging him to move faster. He felt her fists clench and unclench with each increasingly purposeful step. Whatever had been injected into her system seemed to be rapidly diluted with seething rage.
Oleg opened the door, Jamal and Tala slipped quietly in behind.
“What is it?” I’m fucking busy.” Ilya sounded gruff from exertion. The room smelt of oniony sweat and cum. There was a distinct metallic tang Jamal placed as blood.
“The generator has failed,” Oleg fought to keep his voice impassive. In the darkness they could hear flesh pound against flesh. Katja had fallen near silent, a stuttering mewl was punctuated with each unseen thrust of Ilya.
“Oleg? Where is Kirill?”
“Dead,” answered Jamal. The pounding stopped.
Somewhere at the far end of the room Ilya laughed, joylessly. “Useless old fool.”
“Let the girl go,” Jamal said, stepping forward.
“Come any closer and I’ll cut her throat,” Ilya had turned toward them. His voice clear and unrepentant. “I’ll let you and Oleg go, but the girl… After so long, she’s just exquisite.”
“You’re forgetting someone,” said Oleg.
At the far end of the room a headlamp illuminated the scene. Ilya stood towering naked above Tala, comingled blood and semen slicked his still erect member. A small sneer crept across his face, eyes wincing against the sudden burst of light, before the small Filipina thrust Oleg’s kitchen knife up through his lower jaw. The six inch blade imbedded to the guard, Ilya was momentarily lifted from the deck, his arms gripping Tala at the shoulders. Tala stared, eyes bulging into Ilya’s face as she wriggled the knife deeper into his cranium, blood dribbled down the guard. Ilya spasmed, ejaculated hard then fell limp, his arms slipping from Tala’s shoulders.
Tala released the knife and Ilya crumpled to the deck, ragdoll. Tala rushed to Katja who had been bound with her wrists and ankles tied beneath her buttocks. Blood and seminal fluid wept from her raw and torn genitals. Jamal felt bile rise in his gullet, Oleg turned away.
Tenderly, Tala parted Katja’s binds. The girl fell limp and apathetic into Tala’s arms. As Tala cuddled and cooed to Katja in the shifting light she left little bloody handprints on Katja’s naked flesh. After hours of torment, Katja was slipping into shock.
“Please, help me.” From beyond the veil of the headlamp, Jamal could see tears streak Tala’s battered face, she looked imploringly to him with one eye. The other was swollen shut.
Oleg and Jamal rushed over. Katja had been stripped in the room and Oleg retrieved her panties and the blue jumpsuit Jamal had given her from where they’d been discarded. Mindful of her ordeal, Oleg and Jamal were reluctant to try dressing the girl. She shook in Tala’s arms and her lip quivered. Her neck was striated with lurid purple bruises, at some point ligatures had been placed around her throat.
“I… I don’t know how to stop the bleeding.” The fear in Jamal’s voice was mirrored in Tala’s expression. He glanced around the room, the headlamp cast cavorting shadows amongst the roughshod and sparse shelves of the stockroom.
Outside, there was a second dull thunk and a shrill cry. The sound of the infected was suddenly amplified as the main door to the District burst open. Heavy metallic filing cabinets clattered loudly over. Amid the cacophonous moans, Jamal could hear their besiegers dismantle the final barricades of office furniture.
“There’s no time, just dress her.”
☣☭☠
Oleg and Jamal winced as they roughly clothed Katja. Blood immediately pooled through her thin white panties and was spotting through her jumpsuit bottoms even as Tala pulled the top over the girls lolling head. Katja remained silent throughout.
Tala cried as Jamal pulled her from Katja. “We have to move!” Oleg and Jamal bore the girl up, their arms beneath her thighs and her arms wrapped limply, devoid of life, round their necks.
The putrid reek of decay hit them immediately as Tala burst through the door on point, Oleg and Jamal behind. Jamal heard countless shambling footfalls drift across the Districts carpet and could make out various deranged gaits as the infected flooded into his long time home. Stealing a glance behind him as Tala briefly turned toward the door, Jamal could see countless flat eyes, bereft of life, peer out from the blackness and their savaged papery deathmasks. Some lumbered only meters behind. Beyond the bobbing beam of Tala’s headlamp, Jamal heard a feral scream and a wet crunch. “O Bozhe! O Bozhe!”
The screaming soon stopped as another wave of infected scaled the now scattered filing cabinets behind them. Gennady blinked against the headlamp of Tala. He stood in his office doorway, wildly gesturing for them to hurry. His grey pallor and sagging jowls gave him the appearance of the dead.
Tala crossed the threshold of Gennady’s office as their pursuer loosed another moan at their backs. Jamal could feel the infected closing in as he and Oleg entered behind Tala. Gennady slammed the door shut behind them and Tala joined him in bracing the door as the former crewmen of Murmansk-13 crashed against it. The door pitched momentarily ajar before their combined effort secured it.
“The table,” Oleg said breathlessly.
“There’s no time,” replied Gennady as more infected pressed against the door. There was another scream outside and then the infected began pounding into the frosted glass. Huge cracks webbed rapidly across the large, thin pane.
While they’d been away, Gennady had opened up the conduit grating through which Jamal would usually enter and exit the District. He’d also pushed the giant conference table beneath the opening, anticipating the need for easy access. As Jamal marvelled at how the macerated Gennady had managed the feat, more infected began pushing at the door. Gennady and Tala struggled against the weight, both were now near horizontal, their legs bowing as they buttressed against the table, faces reddened with exertion. “Now, go!” Gennady yelled.
Deftly, Jamal and Oleg lowered Katja on the table. Jamal scrambled into the conduit and Oleg lifted Katja to the opening. Roughly, they forced Katja into the conduit as the glass bulkhead popped. Razor edge shards rained over Kirill’s corpse. “Come on!” Shouted Oleg, indicating for Tala to follow.
“Fuck your chivalry, get up there!” Tala hollered back, grimacing against the force of the infected bearing down upon her.
Oleg scrambled into the conduit as the infected began piling into the opposite side of the office, Tala flicked her head toward the onrushing horde illuminating their petrified flesh and rictus maws.
From the conduit Jamal watched as Oleg beckoned to Tala and Gennady. “Tala, you next.” Gennady said, gently. A warm smile creased his stoic face. His words unburdened by the struggle to keep the door closed.
“No, I’m OK,” Tala replied, sweat glistening her bruised features.
“I am old, Tala.” Gennady said, peering over Tala’s shoulder. “They are almost upon us. Someone has to take care of the girl. You have to get them back to your ship, get them back home.”
Jamal could feel warm tears glisten in his eyes as Tala flicked her head once more to her left. The infected spilled through the broken pane; some feasted upon Kirill’s now masticated remains, the majority beelined toward Tala and Gennady. Mummified digits clawed around the increasing opening of the door. Gennady handed Tala something and then she pushed away, the kinetic force ramming the door closed behind her. Several amputated fingers fell to the deck as Tala scrambled onto the table.
A wizened hand clamped onto Tala’s ankle as she stood. Oleg and Jamal watched helplessly as she sprawled hard against the marbled mahogany. More infected closed on the scene, those that had fed on Kirill clambered onto the far side of the conference table. The table shook and wobbled under the unsteady gait and mass of the infected, threatening to collapse beneath Tala.
Oleg held Jamal back as Tala managed to spin in the infected crewman’s iron grip. With her free, barefoot, she kicked out at her attacker. She managed to reach her knees even as it tried to pull her back. Dried tendons pulled taut as the infected’s decaying maw opened wide, preparing to clamp on Tala’s leg. She slipped backward, eyes wide staring at Oleg and Jamal who watched in terror.
Then Gennady was upon it, grabbing it from behind as the office door burst open, unfettered. Gennady snapped its head back and the surprised crewman released Tala, falling backwards atop of Gennady. As Tala jumped into Oleg and Jamal’s outstretched arms, Gennady disappeared. Beneath them the office seethed in a whirlpool of decay.
There were no screams as Oleg and Jamal numbly secured the opening, only the crack of the conference table collapsing under the weight of dead flesh. Scrabbling hands slipped beyond the reach of the grating.

Chapter 16

Three men had gone onto the monkey island, only two came back. Diego watched one of them, Guillermo Hernandez, cutting a line of coarse white powder atop his cabin table. His usually slicked back pompadour fell limp across his face as he snorted the line of speed. Languidly, Diego supped his beer as Hernandez jumped from the edge of the bed and began pacing the deck, muttering to himself.
Hernandez’s cabin was adorned with posters of Tank Girl and Durham Red, gig tickets and flyers from hardcore punk bands and pictures of topless punk rock girls, all colourful mohawks, extraneous nipple piercings and bullet belts dimpling the flesh below the belly button. Diego marvelled at his colleagues ability to cart so much paraphernalia with him on every voyage.
Where neat, orderly, orangey beige plastic brightened the banal space Diego called his own, Hernandez created a dark, inhospitable and vividly antireligious personal fortress. Diego supposed it provided ample deterrent for repeated inspection, Hernandez’s habitual drug usage was common knowledge throughout the company, yet he’d survived three voyages with the Saudi’s apparently unmolested.
Diego cringed as Hernandez switched on his ghetto blaster, acerbic guitar feedback bled from the speakers proceeded by lo-fi garage production punk. The noise shook Aidan from his near slumber, the beer bottle, already perilously angled in the cadets drowsy state, tipped violently at the jagged sound of powerviolence. The young Australian shot Hernandez a glance, but if Hernandez noticed he didn’t say anything. Instead, Hernandez pogo danced around the small cabin, windmilling his arms and banging his head with reckless abandon, oblivious to his company and the flat Pilsner now soaking into his bedding.
Diego paid him little heed. Distantly, he decided the aggressive paroxysms of Latino hardcore punk were preferable to the suffocating, melancholy silence of the vessel. The impenetrable dead air was beginning to swallow hope like a little black hole forming within the heart of the ship.
Two days had passed since James Stewart died. Diego had been their lookout and their radio man, their safety was his responsibility and he’d failed. Diego had become used to failure in his life, but he’d never cost a person their life. A feeling of deep nausea overwhelmed him each and every time he attempted to process the scenario. Replaying the impact in his mind over and over, his abiding memory before darkness was the fear Diego had felt for himself and himself alone.
Then he came to, overhead lights were blinking. Diego came to rest on the rubberized laminate of the bridge deck, the radio station chair having tipped over at some point. Diego wasn’t sure if he’d lost consciousness or the period of impact was marked by a brief and total blackout of the ships electronics.
There was an alarm sounding somewhere on the bridge — an electronically synthesised woman’s voice “Warning, hull breach. Warning, hull breach…” repeated over and over gaining clarity as his dull tinnitus subsided. The crash of metal on metal briefly deafened Diego.
Chief Engineer Jan Nilsen had been thrown clear across the bridge, but was already up. Diego felt a hand grasp his jumper neck, tightening the fabric around his throat and hauling him upward. Diego staggered to his feet, bewildered. Wild eyed, Nilsen screamed into his face the words a shocked jumble of English and Norwegian. Diego understood the pointing up and felt bile stinging his throat.
The concussion of the impact was still rocking Diego as he stumbled to the radio desk. The headset had been torn from the unit and thrown into the shifting shadows of the bridge, frayed copper wires were all that protruded from the jack. Diego switched to speaker and frantically tried to contact the team on the monkey island. He felt tears welling in his eyes as his futile efforts were met with dead air.
That was when Nilsen ordered Pettersson to kill the engines. That was when they were all plunged into silence.
Ten minutes would pass before Hernandez and Aidan emerged from the airlock. Diego was already helping Nilsen suit up when they lumbered sheepishly from the lock. Nilsen stared at them, each propping the other up, when Hernandez shook his head. “He’s gone, Chief.”
Diego felt his jaw tighten and he slipped into the growing darkness around the comms station. Surrounded by dead radio equipment and watching impotently.
The cadets suit was covered in tiny, glinting gold fibrewire particles, miniscule slices of metal debris jagging the external layers. He moved stiffly and didn’t remove his helmet, but his sun visor had been lifted and revealed a mask of pain. Hernandez limped, his magboots ripped in half and his face slicked with sweat. Neither asked what had happened to Diego. Diego prayed they hadn’t seen him being self indulgent in the shadows, consumed by his own shortcomings as Nilsen and Sammy helped them to the medical bay.
Nilsen returned to the bridge forty five minutes later, Diego was still sat in the darkness. Looking at the silent radio equipment, looking at the airlock, insensate and waiting. Stewart hadn’t returned, Nilsen was ashen faced. He informed Diego the hull breach had been patched by Pettersson, that the cadet had some badly wrenched neck muscles but that he and Hernandez would be OK, then Nilsen relieved him.
“Diego, don’t blame yourself,” Nilsen said as Diego departed the bridge.
Don’t blame yourself. In truth it hadn’t occurred to Diego to blame himself, up to that point the absence of Stewart hadn’t sunk in, just that he had, in some capacity, failed.
But Stewart was truly gone. Diego hadn’t much cared for the cocky Brit his superior in rank and junior in age, but his absence had been attributed to him.
Diego didn’t remember returning to his cabin, the low lit quiet of the ship was like a hazy dream. He’d stared at the crucifix his grandmother gave him as a boy, the sole adornment on the bulkheads of his cabin and found sleep remarkably easily.
Nobody rang his cabin at seven in the morning the next day and in sleep the hours slipped by. When he finally awoke it was cold, no duties had been doled out, no work to be done. It was if the crew were in a state of chrysalis. Diego took the crucifix down and felt the icy gold plating absorb the warmth of his hand.
In a loop, he played the scenario over again and again. Why hadn’t he seen the debris? Why had he lost comms with the party? Something, some failure that even in hindsight escaped him. He clutched the crucifix and tossed it onto his cabin desk. Diego spent the afternoon dry heaving and crying. Then Hernandez had knocked.
Diego braced himself, at the best of times Hernandez was volatile and this was not the best of times. Worse, Hernandez had every right to feel aggrieved, Diego was a trained radio officer, he’d had the radar and the comms at his disposal, he should have given forewarning. But he’d missed it and the people it truly cost were stood before him… or never would be again.
“Hey man, you look like you could use a drink,” Hernandez lifted an air cold bottle of Pilsner from behind his back, Aidan stood with his neck crooked to the side behind him. “Captain’s donated them to the crew and that looks like it’s me, you and the kid.”
Diego did need a drink and he needed company and he sensed Hernandez did too.
And that was how he and Aidan were drawn into Hernandez’s usually private sanctum.
Hernandez had already cut his first line when Diego cautiously stepped into the cabin, so decidedly at odds with his prudish dwelling. It was then that Diego learned of the return of Tor’s party.
“They brought Mihailov in, that’s when I had to bounce. His hand was fucking ice all I could see were tendons and shit that looked like frozen meat chunks and I’m pretty sure his skeleton, man,” Hernandez motored through the recollection. “Me and the kid here just left, they gave Aidan some painkillers and we bounced man, right out of the medical bay. No point staying there any longer, we didn’t need the help like he did. His suit man, just fucking covered in blood.”
“How is he now?” Diego asked.
Hernandez looked away, Aidan tried to bow his head but couldn’t, his neck was covered in livid purple and black bruises that contrasted heavily with his fair freckled complexion. Instead he stared at the beer label and spoke in monotone. “Sammy said he’s getting sicker, he said that people are ill over at that station. Captain told him.”
“Ill?”
Hernandez just shrugged and started pacing his cabin. “We ain’t got no doctor to look after him, either. Sammy and the Chief have turned Florence fucking Nightingale. I’m sure if sec were awake that would inspire his confidence.”
“Where’s the Doc?”
“I guess that was who was on the lifeline when that debris hit us,” Hernandez stopped and looked at Diego with a surprising absence of malice. “Nice catch with that one by the way, cabrón. A heads up would have been appreciated.”
Hernandez turned away with a smirk and resumed his pacing. Diego resisted the urge to defend himself with a flurry of inadequate excuses circling his mind like a Wheel of Fortune. He knew none would suffice, instead he recalled the person on the lifeline, struggling across the clamps before the Chief arrived on the bridge. Was it that distraction that had caused him to miss the debris? Or the Chief startling him? “Why did she go over there? Did she make it?”
“How the fuck would I know, man,” Hernandez spat, “and I’m damned if I care, that whore abandoned us. Fuck her.”
Diego pressed himself into the sofa and away from Hernandez’s aggression. It was only then as he sat there, slowly coming to terms with his surroundings and the sequence of events, that the conspicuous absence of Peralta and Tala occurred to him. The Captain’s party had returned, Hernandez had said so, hadn’t he? “Where’s Bose and Tala?”
Hernandez stopped dead. Even the pained cadet, on the brink of sleep and dosed up on codeine, managed to shoot Hernandez a blanched look. “They didn’t make it back, man.” Hernandez replied quietly.
Diego felt his lip wobble, he quickly pursed the beer bottle to his mouth and swigged. Warsteiner clotted at the lump in his throat. He coughed. “Didn’t make it back?”
“That’s what I said, yeah.”
Suddenly, the silence of the ship grew loud. Diego felt blood pounding through his head, the sharp fuzz of tinnitus returned as if the debris had struck anew, only now, Diego was absolved of responsibility. He forgot the inadequacies and grief that had consumed him in the wake of the impact. Now it was he who was aggrieved, the sense of loss was still burning, but it was no longer burning out of sympathy for himself. Diego realized he had not grieved for Stewart, but his hand in Stewart’s death. He tried to scold himself for his selfishness, but he couldn’t. Instead he thought of Tala.
“Diego,” Aidan spoke sleepily, “Tala isn’t dead. She’s still on the station. I overheard the Chief and the Sammy talking about it.”
“You sure?”
“He’s sure,” replied Hernandez, cutting his second line of speed.
Diego felt his grip tighten around the neck of his beer bottle, his mind rushing with jumbled thoughts. That same beer had grown hand warm like the crucifix from his cabin as Hernandez music drowned out the silence and gloom.
“We have to do something,” Diego shouted over the raw music, slamming his beer bottle down on the speed dusted cabin table, white powder whipping away in little spindrifts. Pilsner frothed out the top like a high school science project.
Panicked, Hernandez grabbed toilet paper from his bathroom and tried to contain the spill. “Watch my gear, pendejo!”
“No, fuck this,” Diego turned the music down. “We can’t just sit here drinking beer, getting smashed. Not if Tala is over there, we have to do something!”
“Oh fuck you, man. Just because you gotta boner for her.”
“No fuck you man. Fuck all your bullshit. What you going to do, just sit here and wait to die?” Diego rounded on Hernandez who was still trying to protect the small zip locked plastic bag on the cabin table. Truthfully, Diego wasn’t angry at Hernandez, but his knuckles whitened all the same. He needed an outlet for the flash flood of emotions threatening to overwhelm him.
“Hey man, back the hell off. She’s my… friend too, but last time I checked Diego, you weren’t Captain. Nowhere damn near it and neither am I.”
“Both of you fucking chill out.” Awkwardly, the cadet pushed himself upright on the bed and stared at Diego and Hernandez. “We’re all stuck in this together, going crazy isn’t going to help things.”
Diego slunk back to the couch, Hernandez relaxed his posture and finished mopping the frothing mixture of beer and amphetamines from the table top. Forlornly, he looked at the beer soaked tissue and newly clean tabletop. “He’s right, man.”
“Sorry, Hernandez,” mumbled Diego, although he knew someone had to act. The ships life support systems and supply would run short soon. And if things were so bad that Mihailov was critically ill and the Bosun was dead, how long did Tala have on the diseased station?
A knock on the door drew Diego back to the present. Hernandez, Diego and Aidan shot each other glances as if they’d been caught smoking in the school bathroom. Hernandez killed the music. The knock came again.
“Hernandez, you want to open up? I know you’re in there I need to tell you something.” It was Pettersson, the Second Engineer.
Unaccustomed to so much activity around his personal space, Hernandez froze. Instead Diego answered the door.
In the dim of the corridor, Oscar Pettersson stood like a poster child for the Aryan race. Rangy, chisel jawed and flaxen blonde hair, slicked tightly back above a neat fade. He seemed surprised to see Diego in the basement environs of Hernandez’s cabin. “Oh, hey Diego. Didn’t expect to see you here. Is Hernandez there?”
“We’re all here,” replied Diego, flatly. “What’s left of us. You want to speak with Hernandez on his own?”
“No, it actually saves me hunting around for everyone.” Pettersson paused, waiting for an invitation. “Can I come in?”
Diego stepped aside.
Hernandez was failing to look nonchalant in the middle of the cabin, covered in amphetamine dust, tissue coated with beer and speed still in his hand as Pettersson slipped into the room. Belatedly the Swede noticed the cadet supine on Hernandez’s beer moistened bunk.
“News?” Asked Diego, standing by the door.
“Sort of,” Pettersson replied, trying to address all three in the cabin simultaneously, “Chief Nilsen is calling a crew meeting this afternoon, fifteen hundred in the mess hall. He wants everyone present.” He eyed the numerous bottles of beer scattered about the room. “And as sober as possible.”
“Is the Chief assuming command of the Riyadh?” Asked Hernandez, slowly jamming the soaking wet tissue into his jeans.
“No,” replied Pettersson, brusquely.
“Is there a plan to rescue Tala?”
Pettersson turned to regard Diego, piercing blue eyes ruddy with sleeplessness, but his appearance otherwise unperturbed despite their situation. “Just come to the damn meeting. You can ask questions then.”
And with that, Pettersson made for the door, closing it behind him.
Hernandez and Diego looked at each other and listened to Pettersson’s curt footsteps disappear down the corridor. “Action?”
Hernandez lifted two fresh, air-cold beers from the stash and opened them using the edge of the table. He handed one to Diego, “Here’s hoping!” he raised the bottle in salute and hit play on the stereo.
Aidan and Diego groaned.
☣☭☠
Nilsen pressed his ear to the door. It was like pressing flesh to ice. Beyond the closed Formica he heard nothing. Like the soul of the ship, the Captain’s cabin was silent. He had knocked twice, now his hand hovered above the handle, but Nilsen relented. He peered at his Casio; fourteen forty. Nilsen had spent the morning building up his courage to speak to Tor. Now his head was light and his breath smelt of aniseed and caraway.
He hadn’t imbibed much, only enough to warm his core. Nilsen was determined to maintain his wits and scared by the Herculean effort required to stopper the bottle. Instead he had fallen into an uneasy sleep on his recliner filled with disturbed half dreams and punctuated by the ever grasping cold, eventually he’d returned to bed. Hopelessness and lassitude grasped him for the first time since the impact. As he lay fully clothed in his bunk, Nilsen stared at the bottle of Linie Aquavit and thought about how easy it would be to submit to the frozen silence enshrouding his ship.
Those thoughts fired a fear far greater than he’d felt before. He had to wake up.
Now he felt tired and his head muggy with early morning drinking. He’d found Pettersson stalking the corridors as if looking busy was the same as being busy. He’d already informed the crew about the meeting. That left Tor. Nilsen knocked again.
It dawned on Nilsen that perhaps Tor had managed to straighten his head out, that in fact he hadn’t succumb to the desperation of their situation. But a more pertinent alarm rung in his mind. That something was perhaps very wrong indeed.
☣☭☠
Where the upper decks were cold, the medical bay and storage were positively brittle. Water vapour had crystallized, dusting the surfaces with a patina of fine ice that glinted in the faint emergency lighting. The gelid atmosphere seemed to crackle with febrile electricity. There was a distinct crispness with each step he took as he threaded between the empty, pill form cryobeds.
Nilsen peered into the ward and his heart skipped. The hospital bed was empty. Wires and electrodes, torn from the flesh, spidered the vacated sheets. Nilsen was preparing to enter the room when Mihailov hove into the viewport, naked. Nilsen caught his breath.
Mihailov stared blankly at Nilsen through the Plexiglas, tendrils of ice webbing the reinforced plastic. The black coagulate in Mihailov’s veins had liquefied, but his arm had died in the process, the skin was waxy and grey, translucent flesh revealed a flaccid vasculature and the necrotizing infection appeared to be spreading across his torso. Through the glass Nilsen could hear the rattling, hacking breaths of Mihailov as the Bulgarian regarded him with a look between absence and fear. His right eyeball was blackened as blood vessels ruptured throughout his body. Everywhere his flesh slackened, his muscles limp. Mihailov appeared to be rotting alive.
“Studeno mi e, studeno mi e,” Mihailov slurred, his head lolling around his neck.
Nilsen put his hand on the glass, instantly a voracious focus entered Mihailov’s widening eyes, the second mates lips curled back. Quickly, Nilsen withdrew his hand and initiated the quarantine lock on the ward keypad — 2105. The liquid crystal display altered from OCCUPIED to IN QUARANTINE.
“I’m sorry, Atanas.” Perhaps I should have let Tor operate on you.
Nilsen walked from the medical bay as the meeting time approached. He’d not found Tor and a large part of him was relieved. He could deal with the Captain later.
Behind him, Mihailov watched him go, his disintegrating brain struggling to process the alien wave of instincts and impulses driving his trapped body. He was just so cold, so hungry and he could feel the wiring of his mind slowly fizzle away inside his skull.
☣☭☠
The remnants of the crew was a disheartening sight. Swaddled in old, torn, green emergency parkas stained by years of inadequate storage and as many layers of extra clothing they could find, the four men watched Nilsen enter the mess hall with bleary eyes. He couldn’t shake the image of hobo Michelin men.
Three seats had been placed at the front, Pettersson occupied one, he stood to greet Nilsen looking surprisingly hale, the other two sat vacant. Nilsen assumed one was for him, the other for Tor.
At the back, Sammy busied himself tidying the mess hall, tables and chairs had skittered across the room during the impact. Dented silver plated serving dishes and cutlery glinted in the low light, scattered across the deck. Sammy looked as if he’d not rested in days and probably hadn’t, abandoning his trademark whites for conspicuously informal attire. The steward sleepwalked in the background in a purple dressing gown that reached beyond the Saudi inc. parka, tickling his ankles. He cut a sorry figure — they all did.
“Sammy, take a seat please,” said Nilsen. “In fact, all of you come in closer, there’s no point concerning ourselves with rank anymore.” He could feel Pettersson shrink beside him, the Swede having probably set the seats in position to advertise his newfound seniority.
“I can see that,” said Hernandez, looking at the empty chair beside Nilsen. “Are we going to wait for the Captain?”
Nilsen let the chatter of chair legs scraping over linoleum subside before addressing the now circled group. Hernandez was the last to take his seat. “Guys, as I’m sure you are aware, our situation is critical. I would like nothing more than to be absolved of any responsibility for this clusterfuck of a voyage, but the bottom line is I can’t. The Captain is still in a state of shock and every day we spend consuming stores and draining our auxiliary generators is a day less we survive in a recoverable position.”
“So I guess we aren’t going to be getting any heating then?” Asked Diego through chattering teeth.
“The boiler needs the engine online, myself and Pettersson have ascertained that the fuel lines are sound,” Nilsen saw faces brighten, “but we’ve decided that we will not expend our limited fuel supply until we’re ready to leave.”
There was a palpable groan.
“If we don’t heat the vessel soon, we won’t need any cryo fluid,” Hernandez quipped.
“Heating is the least of our concerns,” replied Nilsen. “We’ve known since day one, we’d need to scavenge supplies from the station if we wanted to leave and even though the scouting mission was a disaster, our situation hasn’t changed. If anything it’s became worse.”
Heads bowed and faces blanched, memories of colleagues lost and near death experiences entranced the crewmen. Nilsen steeled himself to unveil his and Pettersson’s plan, when the mess hall door opened. Tor looked at the little gathering, he’d shaved and looked surprisingly well and rested. Nilsen held his breath, but Tor’s expression remained impassive. “Carry on, Chief.”
In silence, Nilsen and the crew watched Tor retrieve the empty chair from beyond the circle. Sheepishly, they shuffled outward, affording the Captain space to join the powwow. Discouraged, Nilsen suspected the crew were now perceiving the clandestine meeting as mutinous rather than essential.
Well damn it, what was done was done. Nilsen hoped Tor could forgive him in the long run but more urgent was his need to convince the crew that returning to Murmansk-13 was a necessity.
“You said our situation had become worse, Chief.” Sammy broke the silence. The eldest crewman left alive, he of all appeared least perturbed by the Captain’s unexpected entrance but most perturbed by the prospect of leaving the Riyadh.
Nilsen cleared his throat as Tor sat beside him. “I assume you were about to propose a plan, Chief?”
“Myself and Oscar have been studying some pictures Mihailov took aboard the space station,” Nilsen thought briefly of the second mate freezing and dying slowly in the bowels of their ship. “One of them was a schematic of the station, it wasn’t the most detailed shot, but we’ve made a map from what we could see and filled in the gaps with what makes sense.”
Beside him, Pettersson shuffled a number of copies of the crude, colour co-ordinated maps they’d created the previous evening and began distributing them around the circle.
“You guessed,” assessed Hernandez, rotating the laminated diagram from the right way up to upside down.
“Basically.”
“Why not ask the Captain, or Sec?” Hernandez averted the passive gaze of the Captain.
“There wasn’t time,” Nilsen ran bony fingers over his face, stubble had grown into a nascent beard. “Mihailov is ill, very ill. He needs help and so do we. I can’t just sit here and linger. Even with the crew diminished and rationing in place our stores will be expended within a month. Even if we bring the engine back online and start heating the vessel we will drain our fuel supply within six weeks and for what? Nobody is coming for us here. Here doesn’t fucking exist on the starcharts, there’s no reason any vessel will come here and without comms we can’t signal for help, all we have left are distress beacons and they have a limited effective range and lifespan. We need to get the Riyadh into a major shipping lane, near to other vessels and to do that we need to achieve escape velocity and get away from this planet and station and out of this system.”
“So we need fuel?” Sammy asked. The Chief Stewards voice was calm, but having helped Mihailov to the medical bay and still mourning for his friend Peralta, his expression betrayed fear.
Nilsen was scared too. He didn’t want to admit it, but he was. Beside him Tor sat emotionless, Nilsen didn’t necessarily believe in auras, at least he hadn’t, not beyond the majesty of the Norwegian backcountry, but something about Tor belied an absence. Whether it was his soul, his aura or some other metaphysical component of being, Tor was no longer there and Nilsen knew his trip to Murmansk-13 was responsible.
“We need fuel if it’s available, cryo fluid too,” Pettersson picked up the thread, “We also need basic supplies if we have to endure a long drift, food, warm clothing, medicine. But above all else, we need life support — water recyc filters and air scrubbers.”
“We don’t know if we’ll find fuel or cryo on the station, but the rest we should be able to find.” Nilsen purposely caught the eye of every man in the circle, every man save Tor. “I propose we split into two groups. Myself, Oscar and Hernandez will head for Central Command. I’m assuming their orbital stabilizer is running on something, hopefully Syntin. If not we should find scrubbers and filters in their Plant District.
“Diego, you and Sammy will head for the warehouse, District Six. Pick up clothing and whatever food supplies you can. We’ll take the ships hover-dollies so you’ll have a ton limit, if you find any air scrubbers or water filters in the warehouse bring those too.”
“What about myself and the cadet?” Tor seemed to look somewhere past Nilsen, perhaps into the portholes lining the mess hall bulkhead, toward the paint spatter nebulas that mottled the darkness of Reticuluum. Regardless, Nilsen held his off-centre gaze.
“The cadets hurt, we’ll need someone onboard to keep the vessel secure,” Pettersson spoke, oblivious to the tense nimbus surrounding Nilsen and Tor. “We thought with the crew so severely diminished he was the best suited to keep guard.”
“And me?” Tor asked Nilsen, and Nilsen alone.
“We made no plans for you Tor, as Captain you would be expected to remain onboard.”
“We have no comms, what good am I on the bridge?” Tor’s stare bored holes in Nilsen’s head. His pupils were dilated and depthless. Nilsen no longer sensed anybody but he and Tor in the hall. “None of you have been over there. None of you truly know the layout or know what to expect, but I do. I know what lies within that station.”
The room was hushed the crew chilled, Nilsen knew all eyes were on this exchange but he was mesmerized by the silence of the vessel and the blackness of Tor’s gaze. Nilsen thought of returning to his bed, of abandoning his plans for salvation. “You can go with Diego and Sammy, if you are fit. But every man has to pull his weight. We can’t have stragglers.”
“You think I’ll be a straggler, Chief?” The Master’s tone was dark and hostile. “When did I become a bloody invalid in your eyes?”
Nilsen gulped but held Tor’s gaze.
“What about Dr. Smith and Tala?”
Diego’s question broke the spell between Nilsen and Tor, mutually they turned away. The screaming silence within Nilsen’s ears abated. “Dr. Smith left the Riyadh of her own volition. We can only assume she has an agenda all her own, as such if she does return to the vessel I want her apprehended, otherwise she is her own concern.
“Tala, however is an objective. Every eight hours I want both parties to convene at the junction between Central Command and District Seven,” beside him, Pettersson pointed at a red cross on the maps. “A note will be left for Tala at our entrance point to meet us there.”
Tor laughed a grim laugh. “That easy, eh Chief? We’ll just have unfettered access to that dead behemoth?”
Nilsen felt his cheeks heat. “You have information you wish to share?”
“I have information I don’t think you want to have shared. I think you’d rather have the crew head over to that station ignorant, after all, as Hernandez asked, when was my counsel sought?” Tor asked, acidly.
“As I recall you haven’t exactly been sound of mind these last couple of days, Captain.”
A darkness shrouded Tor’s face, he winced at a memory. “No, no I have not and that is because of the things I saw in that place. That station is ridden with disease and death and there death walks, it pursues and it kills. It killed Peralta and it infected Mihailov.” Tor nearly broke down, Nilsen and the crew watched shaken as the Captain fell silent, hands atop knees, legs moving like nervous pistons.
Nilsen felt his lip tremble, his mouth dry. His gambit was slipping away with the Captain’s sanity. When Nilsen spoke his voice was gruff. “What would you have us do Tor?”
“Be ready, be quiet” Tor’s fearful eyes focused, finally, on Nilsen. “And survive.”
☣☭☠
The crew donned their EVA suits in a funerary atmosphere. Nilsen and Hernandez quietly helped each man with their life support couplings, hushed whispers and instructions all that was imparted and quickly swallowed by the silent vessel. Sammy, appeared to be experiencing the most problems getting into his suit, his cheeks reddening with the effort. Stout in body but short in leg, stewards were not subject to the same level of medical requirements as other crewmen. Neither, as glorified housekeepers, were they ever required to spacewalk and as such the EVA suits were designed for more athletic physiques.
The Evac suite, the ships emergency muster point, was the only room fully lit aboard the Riyadh. The bright, sterile lights stung Aidan’s eyes as he felt the weight of the rivet gun in his hand. The gun had been juryrigged to fire without applied pressure and would be his only weapon once he assumed sole watch of the vessel. Brightly coloured and covered in instructional diagrams and warnings, the rivet gun was designed to patch shell plates in emergency situations, not as armament. As Nilsen distributed the remains of his rifle arsenal between the parties, the rivet gun would have to suffice in defence of the vessel. Aidan prayed he didn’t have to use it. He’d been warned about test firing it, so its first use, were it needed, would be an act of self defence.
After the meeting, Pettersson and Hernandez had consulted a manual largely written in Mandarin and performed running checks on all the suits to the best of their ability, the task having once been that of the radio officer. They’d found a number had been damaged in the impact with pressure leaks and warped couplings the prime ailments. There would be enough for the remaining compliment and no more. Tor then informed Nilsen that Tala’s suit had suffered a complete coupling blowout, a replacement EVA or an emergency suit was added to the list of required salvage.
Aidan stared at the remaining crewmen around him, readying themselves for the unknown. The scene was bereft of the bravado of Hollywood, just working men with their backs against the wall. Aidan wondered how his boastful classmates would have held up in his situation? Perhaps months of apathy had made him immune to the danger that surrounded him, but he didn’t really believe it.
Ever since boarding the Riyadh at Snakes Head, Aidan had been going through the motions heartsick and angsty. As far as he was concerned the crewmen that had formed his shipmates were an interchangeable set of faces drawn from the four corners of a distant planet. Like an automaton, he’d carried out the tasks required of him in his training book, then slipped away to his cabin to mope. He’d bonded with no-one and from various accidental interactions, realized many of his shipmates didn’t even know his name, just cadet. To them he was another face as well but less experienced, somebody to tease and overshadow.
That had changed in the last couple of days. A part of him now wished he was suiting up, to enter the breach with Diego and Hernandez, to save Tala. It was romantic and heroic, Aidan would be aiding his ship and his crew, helping bring them all home and him closer to Addy. It was quite at odds for the reasons he joined the academy in the first place. In his abstract pursuit of loneliness, he’d found camaraderie.
But then Aidan rubbed his neck, every sinew and muscle felt swollen and pummelled. Every fibre twitched sparks of fire from his shoulders to the base of his skull. It couldn’t be, like a cadet he would be left safe and aboard. And alone.
A gauntleted hand rested heavily on Aidan’s shoulder. The cadet jumped, wrenching his neck. He grimaced.
“Sorry, Aidan. I didn’t mean to startle you.” Chief Engineer Nilsen was suited up, his helmet cradled beneath his arm. He’d aged a decade in less than a week, his stubble betrayed tufts of greying hair. Hard lines ran from the corners of his bloodshot eyes. Those eyes looked at the rivet gun. “You know how to use that?”
Aidan hefted the warranty-voided device to his face. “Aim and press the trigger. Hopefully I don’t have to use it.”
“Hopefully,” replied Nilsen distractedly, then leaned into Aidan, lowering his voice. “Don’t let Dr. Smith aboard this vessel. Whatever happens, I don’t want her back onboard. Nobody comes back here you don’t recognise, that clear?”
“Yes, Chief,” Aidan replied, he felt the hairs on his arms bristle.
“Look after yourself and my ship. You’ll have some stories to tell when you get home.” Nilsen’s attempt at levity fell flat, his lips smiling in a tight line. He nodded and walked away.
Aidan watched Nilsen walk over to the Captain, who dressed alone and purposefully in the corner, away from the rest of the crew and free of assistance. Everybody appeared to be keeping a safe distance from the Captain with the exception of the Chief Engineer.
The senior officers appeared spooked and that scared Aidan most of all, whatever happened to the Captain aboard the station was still wrapped in riddles and mystery. That he was no longer whole was a mere echo of what awaited his shipmates. The Captain’s cold fearful words in the mess hall couldn’t halt the inevitable, Falmendikov had left them no choice. Aidan felt his hands tighten around the grip of the rivet gun.

Hernandez and Diego were the first to enter the airlock, the remaining crew filtering behind. Were it not for the affected joints of the EVA suits, Aidan imagined they would be walking like the condemned.
Nilsen’s instructions about the Doctor had stolen away notions of heroism. Remembering the unstoppable chunk of Murmansk-13, etching tiny lines across his visor at a thousand miles an hour, Aidan no longer envied his companions, only wished circumstances had been different. That Diego and Hernandez had remained as alien to him as he was to them.
Now Aidan imagined his friends stood in the airlock waiting whatever fate had deranged the Captain, sickened Mihailov and killed Peralta. Like the soldiers of World War One, stood at the ladders of their trenches awaiting their turn to go over, the romance and adventure long dead.
He hoped they’d return.
☣☭☠
Nilsen and Tor were the last to enter the airlock. As the internal door closed, Nilsen turned to the viewport. In the whiteness of the Evac Suite, the cadet stood, his long neck bent at a painful angle, watching the remaining crew preparing to leave. The gangly lad looked oddly young despite his height, surrounded by the emptiness of the Riyadh and in civvies that singled him out as a painfully average looking teen.
Nilsen gulped, if they all failed to return the cadet would linger for months on a ghost ship. “You know I had no choice, right? Someone had to take control.”
The other men had donned their helmets, even Sammy, who appeared close to a panic attack when Diego affixed his. Only Nilsen and Tor were helmetless. Tor worked to secure the final cinches in the lifeline that would tether them. They’d put Sammy in the middle. “I know, I lost it there for a while. I just hope you’re happy taking this much responsibility for this fucking mess.”
“I’m not,” said Nilsen, securing the line to a karabiner at his belt, he and Tor would bring up the rear of the line, “but I have a wedding waiting for me and a daughter. A life. We have to try something.”
The airlock was cramped with so many crewmen in it and two hover dollies. For those unaccustomed to spacewalking, the claustrophobia of the airlock and the suits would do little to stifle their fears. In the tight space, Nilsen took Tor’s helmet. “What made you think about… Sammy found a noose in your cabin.”
Tor winced, his breath caught. “My boys grown up without me, Jan. My wife loves my wallet and what awaits me if we even get home? Dead crewmen, a ruined cargo, a smashed up ship. It’ll be years of enquiries, criminal negligence cases and prison,” a nascent tear glistened in the corner of Tor’s eye, “what I saw was bad, Jan, over there, but this whole fucking thing has ruined me.”
“So why come with us now?” The other crewmen had turned to look at Nilsen and Tor talking, the interminable wait for whatever was aboard Murmansk-13 being drawn out further.
“An old Captain once told me, you’re always one bad trip away from a prison cell or a coffin,” the teardrop slid from his eye as a smile curled Tor’s lips. “What else do I have to lose now?”

Chapter 17

Numb, the survivors of District Four listened in apathetic silence as the sepulchral moans of the infected shivered through the grating and into the wiring conduit where they sat. For Oleg and Jamal, their haven of safety for the last four years was gone, buried beneath a roiling sea of decay. The man they’d looked toward for leadership and direction dead.
Gennady had died to save Tala, in doing so he’d charged her with leading the remains of his men to safety and to care for Katja. Barely alive, the porcelain faced girl stirred against Tala’s shoulder, but remained senseless, oblivious to the countless infected yearning to reach them just meters away, unflinching to their calls. She trembled in a mind space far away.
They sat insensate until Oleg observed the hoard, recklessly piling on top of one another, their rotting bodies forming a clamouring putrescent pyramid in their desperate attempts to pry open the grate. As the first skeletal fingertips feathered the aluminium access panel, they decided to move. Gently, Tala woke Katja, her eyelids fluttered open to reveal unfocused eyes. “We have to go, Katja.”
Without direction, they wended through the tight conduit, their pace set by Katja, her body ravaged. All of them just wanted to be away from the essence of putrid flesh, the metallic tang of freshly spilt blood and the ceaseless drone of the massed infected. Incrementally they headed downward.
Katja was painfully slow on point and hours seemed to pass before they reached merciful quiet. As the noise from District Four faded into the darkness behind them, it was replaced by the static accumulating scratch of velour against insulation. Several times Katja was forced to stop, her arms shaking as she braced them across her chest, her pale flesh now deathly white. Katja had lost a lot of blood, so much so that her lips bore a bluish hue in the weak light and her forehead was clammy despite the cold.
At each rest, Katja stared into emptiness, her head sagging atop her neck. Once, Tala had asked if she could administer her wounds, Katja refused with a harried shake of the head. While the bleeding appeared to have abated, Tala found little heart in the inanimate expression Katja wore. When they’d first traversed the conduits of Murmansk-13 together, Tala had found the confused girls sobbing irritating, now she longed to see or hear some evidence of emotion. Instead, Katja was like a wiped video tape.
In silence, Tala seethed. Beside Mihailov and Captain Tor, she’d revived Katja, brought the girl back from her frozen oblivion, and for what? Since waking she’d been subjected to one torment after the next and for her part, Tala was responsible. She’d failed to protect Katja against Ilya in District Four and now she wondered how much more of Katja had eroded in his hands.
Tala found tears forming when she thought about the alternative. The poor girl would have been better off if they’d left her asleep, forever entombed in the station morgue.
“What did Gennady give you?” Tala jumped, Jamal’s voice boomed after the protracted quiet. “Before he… died.”
Tala reached into the hand warmer in her jumpsuit and pulled out the battered Raven MP-25, in the tight conduit she turned awkwardly and passed it back. “I forgot I had it.” A sad smile crept across Jamal’s face as he paused to look at the beat up weapon, the chrome finish so scratched it had lost all lustre. Reverently, he secreted the junk gun in his torn up hoodie.
“I never did find any .25’s.” Jamal said.
“I’m not sure it would be much good against… That,” replied Tala, thinking back to the swarming mass of wizened flesh that overwhelmed District Four.
Jamal’s expression became dark. “It was never meant for them.”
Tala understood Jamal’s meaning well enough. Katja was lumbering ahead, disinterested by the conversation behind her. Even on all fours, she’d developed a pained limping gait. Tala had little trouble catching her up and Jamal didn’t want to talk.
The temptation to continue in silence was exquisite and for a time she did. All of their scars were fresh and every avenue of conversation led potentially to darkened paths. But Tala found warmth in Jamal’s smile, however short-lived, and there was also healing in to be found in talking. If nothing else, it kept the futility of their situation at bay. “Why did Gennady keep his Gulag uniform? I didn’t see any others.”
Jamal spoke as if waking from a coma. “I’m sure some of the other guys kept them, if for no other reason than laziness.” Jamal paused, after a minute he spoke again, his tone strengthened. “That wasn’t why Gennady kept his though. He wanted to make right for all the shit that had happened to him, he wanted to remember where he came from what he had already overcome.” Jamal’s voice softened. “If nothing else it was his link back to Earth and his family. I guess to them he was already dead anyway. I mean, we all are.”
“You sound like you’re giving up.” Tala heard Jamal stop behind her, so she turned back to face his glittering eyes. “You’re still breathing, aren’t you? Don’t you want to go home, clear your name or something?”
Jamal stared at Tala in the dim. “I don’t care about clearing my name, my name is long forgotten by most and mud to everyone else. I wanna visit my Moms grave though, make sure my sister never fell into the wrong crowd,” a smile crept across his face. “Maybe now I have nieces or nephews, I just wanna be there for them. It’s tough in Compton and after all this I’m fucking tough.”
Oleg peered from behind Jamal, Tala caught his eyes. The Belorussian was tireless and stoic, but taciturn. Only revealing his true nationality when Tala had confused him for a Russian; in the process evoking a response that threatened his concrete equilibrium. “What about you Oleg, are you giving up?”
“I’m deserter. If I return to my home, I will be arrested again.” Oleg spoke monosyllabically, his accent clipped and stolid.
“Why did you dessert?” Tala wondered if her question had offended the impenetrable infantryman again, his eyes squinted and for a moment he stared at the base of the conduit without answer.
“I saw many things as soldier, but in Afghanistan.” Oleg’s voice drifted away. “It was ’85 when I deserted. I only served for three years and I was still a boy. The army had been my only option, I hoped it would make father proud.
“I already seen children shredded apart by butterfly mines, heard fellow infantrymen boast about murdering civilians. Executing them, even though they were unarmed,” Oleg shook his closely shaved head. “We overpowered them by… so much. Our aggression was senseless.
“Then one day my unit invade village, it had been abandoned ahead of us except for one man; farmer, and family. We were going to secure the area for radio relay on hill overlooking the farm. It was hot, there was little cover. I always remember the heat that day.
“This man, he was no threat, all he asked was that we leave him alone to tend cows. Instead the sergeant ordered us to kill cows, we opened fire, slaughtered them. Even me,” his voice trembled. “I thought, the faster we kill cows the faster he will leave with family.
“I hadn’t seen the other men pull his wife and children from their shitty little shack. I didn’t see them, they were made to watch us, me, destroy their life.” Oleg swallowed hard, tried to steady his tone. “I was nobody to them, and they were nobody to me, just people brought together by fate.
“After that the men turned on the farmers family. The sergeant — he pulled out pistol and shot the farmers youngest, a boy, maybe five, point blank in face. The wife screamed this inhuman scream, the farmer leapt up and I gunned him down, three round burst in the back. I shot him to avoid the pain he would have otherwise been forced to bear.” Oleg stared at the bulkhead, but Tala could tell in that moment he was somewhere else. “What those men did to that woman and her daughter that night — we brought hell to Earth.”
“As we loaded up the trucks to head back to the barracks, I slip away. I wasn’t alone, but I wanted to be. I lose the other deserters and travelled into the hills near the Tajik border. I felt sick and betrayed by motherland, but I had nowhere else to go — to escape the bloodbath. The night’s were cold, I almost died I was so unprepared and… didn’t care. I was captured by the Mujahedin after three days and nights in desert, by then completely disorientated and dehydrated. I spent next two years a slave in their compound. Some of my fellow prisoners turned native, converted to Islam and stayed, but I was never a religious man and even less so after the army. I returned to Belarus hoping I would be forgotten POW, instead I was arrested on the border and a year later found myself on Murmansk-13. But I already lose everything, my pride, my honour and my soul a long, long way from here.”
Tala held her breath, unfelt tears traced shimmering lines down her cheeks. Behind her Katja had turned back and sat in rapt silence. “Why do you want to leave here?” Katja asked, the first fragile words to part her lips since District Four.
“Sergei Borovsky, he sergeant who ordered the slaughter of cows, then kill boy,” cold fire lit Oleg’s eyes, but his voice was now steady. “If somehow I can slip into Russia, I find him. I want him to look on me, when I put a gun in his mouth. I want him to know terror.
“Every night, when I close my eyes I hear the screams of that farmer’s wife and I see the blank, dead stare of that little boy. When I pull that trigger, I hope it brings me peace.”
The conduit was still, the air heavy. Tala could hear Katja’s shallow breaths against her back as silence enshrouded them once more. For all the terror and travails wrought upon Tala in life and during her time aboard Murmansk-13, the truest, most personal horrors seemed a long way away in that moment. Tala felt Katja, grasp for her hand, fragile, cold fingers enmeshing with hers.
Sensing the draining catharsis of Oleg’s tale, Jamal slumped against the furry insulation of the conduit wall. “We’ll be safe here, maybe we should rest up for the night.”
☣☭☠
“It’s fucked, Chief.” Hernandez eye traced an imperfect line across the gold coupling ring of the helmet. The acidic tang of vomit emanating from the headwear made Hernandez heave.
Slumped against a bulkhead, the helmets temporary owner Sammy, sat shivering and whimpering to himself. The yellowy effluence of his stomach still mottled his face and slicked his hair. Rinds of part digested food rations textured his skin.
Much as Tor had before, the old steward became spatially disorientated in the crossing to Murmansk-13. However, where unconsciousness kept Tor’s claustrophobic panic in check, Sammy’s had reached fevered levels. As the internal airlock door parted, Sammy stumbled out, dragging the rest of the team still tethered together. Madly he had tore at the vomit filled helm, before tossing it to the deck.
Tor had cringed as the helmet clattered loudly to the floor, part of him expected to see the same decayed faces, pressed against the airlock viewport awaiting his return. Where they’d gone or how far the infected ranged Tor could not know, but he didn’t want to draw their attention ever again and especially while they remained in one large vulnerable group.
Tor looked at Sammy, he was a sorry sight. “Diego, look after him and keep him quiet. We have to keep noise to a minimum.”
Diego baulked at the bedraggled steward, but knelt beside the old man, hand on shoulder trying to calm him. Tor was pleased to see some of the crew still recognized his seniority, if not his command.
Nilsen joined Hernandez as they inspected the helmet. “It won’t make a seal now Chief, I can try beating it flush.”
Hernandez motioned to bash the helmet coupling against the frame of the airlock. “No!” Hissed Tor.
Nilsen gave Hernandez a withering stare and took the wretched smelling helmet from him. “This is a precision spacesuit Hernandez, not your eses dinged lowrider.” Gently, the Chief Engineer placed the helmet on the deck. “We’re just going to have to find a second escape suit.”
“That’s assuming Tala is alive and able to rendezvous with us, Chief.” Pettersson said, studying the crude plan of the station he’d recreated.
“You don’t know that chick, she is fucking bombproof,” Hernandez replied, rearranging his hair and staring into the darkening curve of the service corridor.
Tor hoped Hernandez was right, the bosuns death already weighed heavily on his conscience, he couldn’t lose another crewman. In the chill of the service corridor, Tor removed his gauntlets, inside the rolled laminated plan of Murmansk-13 he had secreted a marker pen and a piece of paper with the Saudi Shipping letterhead. With shaking hands, he wrote Tala a message:
Tala, we came back for you. We are aboard the Station, every eight hours we will meet at the junction of District Seven and Central Command, they’re all numbered. Stay safe.
- Capt

The final item Tor enclosed inside the plan of the station was a little fridge magnet he’d found in the ratings dayroom, two palms in silhouette, their fronds black against a tropical sunset, above which the word ‘Philippines’ traced the canopy of the trees. Quietly Tor fixed the note above the controls for the airlock with the magnet. Almost instantly the still moist fluids of the infected oozed into the edges of the ivory paper, degrading it.
Tor stepped back and felt the cold air of the station brush against his neck. Patches of the airlock bulkhead was smeared with fetid gunge, the odour faded in the days since the hoard had chased Tor and Mihailov back to the Riyadh. Behind him, his crew stared at the same scene, his letter to Tala an island of fading white in a sea of rancid gore.
“What the fuck…?” Hernandez stood beside Tor. “What is that shit?”
Underfoot, Tor noticed the patina of dust had been disturbed, Falmendikov’s final journey erased forever. There were defined barefooted imprints of the most intact infected, elsewhere drag marks bore witness to the more incapacitated. Droplets of bodily fluids lay in situ, drying on the deck or comingling with the dust, otherwise it had been drawn into short streaks that striated the flooring around the curve of the corridor. They could be just around the corner Tor thought, then reasoned that he could neither smell nor hear them. Wherever the hoards had gone, they were not close and that gave them some time. “It’s disease,” answered Tor, wishing he had Jamal with him, someone who could convey what they were up against. “We need to move.”
Nilsen nodded his head in agreement and gestured for Tor to lead the way. Taking point, Tor wondered how seriously the Chief perceived their threat. Since returning to the Riyadh, Tor knew he’d been unable to properly communicate the existence of the infected. As if his mind believed that refusing to acknowledge them or recall his time aboard Murmansk-13 would lessen the memory. Now he willingly led them into danger in relative ignorance. Tor reminded himself that the boarding was inevitable and that he’d tried to warn them about the infected in the mess hall meeting. The men had looked at him like a crazed hobo boarding a near empty subway car, hoping he wouldn’t sit next to them — trying to absolve themselves of his ramblings.
Beside him, Diego heaved Sammy to his feet. The stewards face was frozen in blank shock, all he’s seen so far was his up become down, what will he do if he sees one of the infected? Tor thought as he started down the gentle curve of the stations service corridor once more.
☣☭☠
Tala felt dry, pillowy flesh press against her busted, swollen lip. Drifting between consciousness and the half-void of sleep, her eyes feathered open. Katja was kissing her. Asleep, they had drawn together. Her heart skipped and Tala pulled suddenly away, unsure who had initiated. Katja looked at her with hurt eyes. “I misunderstood,” she said quietly.
Katja turned over and Tala felt her still addled mind race. “No,” she said, as she tried to pull Katja back around, the girl shrugged her off. “No!” Tala spoke forcefully, tugging Katja on to her back. Absent or lucid eyes glittered in the dim of the conduit, Tala could no longer tell. Since her revival the girl had been so scrambled — so infuriating to read, Tala barely realized she was falling in love with the girl. All she wanted to do was protect her, she’d never asked herself why. “Is this what you want?” Tala asked, her voice now barely a whisper.
Katja nodded coyly, Tala hesitated.
“Are you sure?”
Katja lurched upward and pulled Tala’s lips to hers, dragging them both against the conduit bulkhead. Tala didn’t know if the entirety of Katja was acquiescing or just whatever portion was currently aware. Tala tried to pull away from Katja’s grasp as seedless roots of guilt spread through her mind, but the girls grip tightened and finally Tala submitted, their bodies intertwined in the confides of the conduit.
☣☭☠
Tala awoke with a start. The conduit had grown cold and so had Katja. The girl lay asleep in her arms, her breathing was shallow and she trembled against the chill air. Behind them, Oleg and Jamal were leant against the conduit bulkhead, shoulders drawn up to their ears. They slept with their arms crossed and pressed against their chest.
Tala dabbed her lip, liquid crimson slicked her finger as she looked at it in the weak light. The salty metallic tang of blood filled her mouth, leeching from the numerous ulcers that dotted the inside of her lip. She hadn’t thought about the pain as she’d fell into Katja’s arms.
“Hey,” Tala shook Katja, the girls mouth opened, but she remained asleep. Tala’s head felt heavy, her body lethargic. After the ecstasy of their shared kiss she’d crashed. She’d been running on fumes for days, now her tank was empty. She shook Katja again.
Katja rolled over, her movements sluggish. Languidly she opened lustreless blue eyes and looked at Tala, for one terrifying second she appeared bereft of recognition before a small smile curled her lips. “Hey,” she said softly, then her face creased up in discomfort. “I’m cold and I hurt.”
“I know,” replied Tala as she lay back down, pressing herself against the soft yielding flesh of Katja. Vigorously she rubbed her hands up and down the girls torso, trying to imbue what little heat she had left to offer. Tala felt static crackle as the velour of her jumpsuit charged against Katja’s matching attire. In her arms Katja felt newly weak, weaker than when they’d fled from District Four.
“You never said why you want to survive,” Katja looked windward into the darkness of the conduit that lay ahead.
“I’m a survivor, it’s what I do,” Tala nuzzled the straggly blonde hair of the girl. “People think I’m tough, but I’ve had to be. I want to get back to my crew, back to my ship. They’re the only people left to miss me.”
“I’d miss you,” Katja replied, sleepily.
“You barely know me.”
“You’ve cared for me. Even when I was crazy. I could feel it.”
Tala drew the girl as close as she could to herself. “And that’s the other reason I’ve got left to survive. I have to get you to my ship, we have a hospital and a doctor. I’ve got to get you fixed up and back home.”
Katja had drifted back to sleep in her arms. Distantly, Tala wondered how long she would hold the girls interest back on Earth, home was very different places for them. She imagined Katja had friends and family long lost to her. What did she have? The detached sense of envy rankled Tala, she doubted there was a place for a poor Filipina street urchin in a world where Katja wasn’t being perused by desiccated former co-workers.
Tala tried to push the feelings away, crush them deep within but she felt her fists furl against the girls stomach. She was kidding herself if she wasn’t anything but a guardian for Katja, until they were safely back on Earth. A protector. Maybe that’s what Katja saw in Tala.
Perhaps that would be for the best, Tala had planned on ship hopping for a while, until she had enough money to move away, from her father, from Marcario Garcia. She could start a new life someplace else or become institutionalized, she didn’t know if she cared which one it was.
“You OK?” Jamal crept behind her but retained a safe distance. Tala turned to see him at the cusp of the shadows, the whites of his eyes gleaming against his dark skin and the lightless space beyond.
“I don’t know,” replied Tala, honestly. She let her hand relax.
“What about Katja?”
“She’s asleep,” Tala could feel the girls chest rising and falling gently within her arms, she levered herself up and looked at Katja. She was serene, her face pallid. “She needs a doctor.”
Jamal nodded sadly. “I’ll wake Oleg.” His bulk made manoeuvring in any direction but forward difficult within the narrow conduit and beneath the scuffle of fire retardant foam, the gentle sound of flexing aluminium could be heard. As Jamal turned he paused. “Tala, where are we going to go?”
“There’s only one place left,” replied Tala, never averting her eyes from the girl. “We’ll make for the airlock and await rescue. Either we make it back to the Riyadh or we space ourselves.”
☣☭☠
They slipped past the darkened, recessed entranceway to District Six a rusting sign read Склад — Stores. Tor’s party would retrace their steps later, first he’d insisted on escorting the engineering group to one of the four corridors that fed into central command, the little improvised maps suggested it would be somewhere between Districts Six and Seven, the main arteries of the station effectively quartering the outer ring.
The infected were in District Four, at least most of them. Tor had traced their spastic-gaited and gore covered footfalls into the still open pneumatic doors of the administrative module. The liquid crystal still displayed the Cyrillic for quarantine, although Tor had learnt that the stations shutdown appeared completely optional and capricious.
Now the crew of the Riyadh left new tracks in the fine, undisturbed dust.
Somehow, after all he’d witnessed on his first foray aboard the station, Murmansk-13 felt dead, deader in fact than when he first traced Nikolai Falmendikov’s final living footsteps through the very same, almost featureless corridor. Those footprints were lost forever, swept away by the milling hoards like desert towns lost to the ever advancing dunes. The humanity that those footprints embodied was gone and it served to only amplify the loneliness that gnawed at Tor since he first awoke from cryo. He thought of the noose still hanging above his bed, of Falmendikov’s erased struggle.
Distance was difficult to judge, sparsely adorned grey walls with their painted darker grey stripe curved infinitely into creeping shadow and were broken only occasionally by the passing of one district after another or safety signs in faded fluorescent colours. Lights winked and the air recycling filters wheezed and fluttered unseen. Nilsen had estimated roughly a click between each district, putting the circumference of the station at around thirteen kilometres, far larger than any station Tor had ever set foot upon.
The group walked in silence, twice Tor shushed Hernandez, twice the Mexican had scowled at him, but obeyed. As long as they obeyed. Part of Tor wished an infected crewman would make an appearance, a lone one, badly decomposed and ineffectual as a threat. Something tangible to confirm his fears. All of the crew had seen the blood caked footprints and the airlock bulkhead woodchipped with putrefied bodily effluent, Tor hoped that leant some credence to his warnings, but a kernel of doubt flourished in his head, what if the infected was just some construct of his decaying mind? What if only he was seeing it? Were they all just playing nice like grandchildren visiting their doddering elders?
Ahead the corridor to Central Command appeared. A definite opening that broke the continuity of the otherwise endless curve. Light pooled from the space, suggesting the station had shifted into survival mode, abandoning the outer districts to the cold and gloom as it drew its remaining power to the core. Tor felt a shiver trace a path down his spine.
Tor imagined this had once been a bustling hub of human activity, station crew comingling with the various members of the other districts all busily scooting to and from the heart of Murmansk-13. For a brief second Tor could see the ghosts of those people, freed from their dead bodies, their ethereal beings remained trapped in a purgatory still inhabited by the desiccated shells that once housed them. The spirits were so very lost.
“Your squad should return to stores, begin loading up.” Nilsen whispered, the Chief had walked beside Tor in silence since they’d ventured from the airlock even as they passed the abandoned EVA suit of Nikolai Falmendikov and his severed umbilical.
“No, it’s not far.” Tor said, Nilsen turned to look at Tor, his expression sympathetic. Tor found it patronizing. “I need to know the way ahead down there is clear. We did not scout this far before.”
Behind them Diego and Hernandez totted the dollies, spaced by Tor so they would not collide, but not so far that they could catch one of the poorly illuminated supporting spaceframes that bracketed the extremities of the corridor. Nilsen had tolerated Tor’s micromanagement in stoic silence, Pettersson had rolled his eyes.
“Where is Sammy?” Pettersson asked, looking at the dolly handlers, then back down the passageway. Tor had barely seen Petterson’s head out of his hand drawn map since they’d entered the station, but now he mentioned it Tor couldn’t recall when the erratic wheezing of Sammy ceased to provide background noise.
“He was tired,” replied Diego, unconcerned. “He stopped at the warehouse, when we passed District Six. That’s where we’re going back to, right?”
It was apparent Tor’s mouth agape appearance quickened Diego’s response. “We can’t wander off on our own here, we have to stick together.”
“Captain, he’s really struggling with the weight of that suit…” Diego whispered, but his voice now shook with uncertainty.
“Fuck… Fuck!” Tor pictured the old Steward, torn apart by those hoards. Another dead crewman, all his fault. He hadn’t even realized the old sod had dropped from the party. Why hadn’t he said something?
Tor felt the weight of Nilsen’s gauntlet on his shoulder. “Go back to District Six, we’ll be fine.”
Tor clenched his eyes shut, trying to stop the brighter light pouring from the Central Command passageway burn into his retinas. A pounding headache was forming in the meat of his brain.
Nilsen barely paused to await a decision, Hernandez and Pettersson swept passed, following the Chief into the well lit, wide corridor. Tor watched as they became shadows, dancing across the opposing bulkhead as they ventured toward Central Command. Tor wondered if he would see them again.
“Sorry, Captain. He was…”
“Tired, yes.” Tor turned from the light, Diego stood pensively behind the hover dolly positioning it between himself and the Captain. Tor tried to massage his eyelids, the eyeballs beneath felt grainy. “Let’s go find Sammy.” Tor said, and hope he’s in a better state than Falmendikov or Mihailov.
☣☭☠
The wide passageway toward the central superstructure was perfectly flat to the eye and yet Nilsen couldn’t shake the impossible feeling he was walking downhill. It was clear the further they walked from the service corridor the weaker the centrifugally generated gravity became. The problem was endemic with all centrifugal stations and the primary reason most counter-rotating ring stations housed only a drive at their core.
Murmansk-13 was peculiar, the Central Command superstructure served as both the engineering core, where the inertial drives and stabilizing thruster compartments could be found, but also as a kind of conning station akin to the bridge of a ship. “They must have needed an artificial gravity generator inside the superstructure,” Nilsen thought out loud, assuming both Hernandez and Pettersson were experiencing the same effect. It stood to reason, the station was vast, so vast in fact that an off-centre control position would have been impractical, unmanageable and difficult to police.
“So when is it going to kick in then?” Hernandez asked trying to control the hover dolly. They were notoriously difficult to handle in any atmospheres above 0g but below 1.
“Maybe they shut it off,” Pettersson surmised. “Before they abandoned the station.”
“Then why draw all but the emergency power to the core?” Nilsen said, his hooping voice echoed in the curved deckhead above, he’d never liked how his voice sounded when he spoke in English.
“Keep the drives alive, perhaps the Russians are remotely controlling the thrusters, trying not to scuttle her. Maybe they’re trying to sell her.”
“I don’t buy it, Oscar,” Nilsen said, not looking at the second engineer behind him.
“You think someone is here?”
“Where did our good Doctor go?”
Pettersson never answered and Nilsen never expected him too.
Not looking, Nilsen imagined Pettersson scrunching his usually manful, chiselled features up as he realized he’d overlooked the obvious. It wasn’t an unusual look for the Swede. Pettersson exuded professionalism with his permanently neat trimmed hair and immaculate coveralls, but it was all a facade. Pettersson had earned promotions through sycophancy and coercion within the Saudi fleet and often found himself in way over his head as a Second Engineer aboard the Riyadh. His preoccupancy with recreating a floor plan of Murmansk-13 lent him a veil of distant calm Nilsen found dangerously misplaced as the ship died around them.
In many ways, Pettersson reminded Nilsen of Tor when the Captain first joined the company. A shoegazing fop who’d ascended the ranks by virtue of his ability to adlib competency like a talking doll mimics emotion. While he was bereft of Tor’s charisma, his quiet self-assuredness made him a more trustworthy figure to the tight buttoned manning agents back home, more employable and in Nilsen’s estimation far more dangerous than the Captain who recognized his own faults.
Unfortunately, Pettersson had also become the only crewman Nilsen felt he could truly rely on in any capacity and his immunity to the cancer that swaddled the Riyadh had been reassuring.
The broad steel doors that had punctuated the horizon of the empty corridor since they’d left Tor — demarking the transit from outer ring to Central Command — loomed before them. Close up, Nilsen realized they were several-inches-thick steel built to survive a significant pressure loss situation with automatic servos discreetly placed at the sides. They were also, predictably, closed.
Above and beside a large extraneous sign welcoming them to Murmansk-13 in several languages, a single cylindrical surveillance camera stared lazily toward the way Nilsen had come. He’d monitored the camera the entire distance of the arterial corridor, it never moved and yet Nilsen could not shake the feeling he was being watched back.
“Shall I get to work?” Asked Hernandez, the Mexican parked the dolly and removed a cankered looking electricians screwdriver from a beat-up tool belt. Hernandez sighed at the state of his replacement tool armoury as he approached the door keypad.
☣☭☠
Sammy lent breathlessly within the recessed entranceway to District Six, half shrouded by shadow, his cheekbones etched in darkness. The old steward looked pale, even in the scant light of the service corridor, his chin resting against the gold helmet coupling on his EVA suit.
“He doesn’t look so good, Cap,” said Diego, quietly enough so as to not offend the steward.
In the wan emergency light, Sammy looked waxy, his skin moist with sweat or vomit. Tor found his anger with both Diego and Sammy diminishing as he neared the steward. Sammy did indeed look ill. In many ways, Sammy and Tor were kindred, of the remaining crew, it was Sammy whose sanity came as close to tearing. The elderly stewards friend died during the scouting mission, the rigorous routine of a ships galley, Sammy’s life, was in disarray. He’d been unable to adapt.
“Sammy, are you OK?” Tor’s voice hissed through the empty corridor, Sammy didn’t respond, they were less than fifty meters away.
In the pit of his stomach, Tor felt lightness grow into sickness. Trepidation denied urgency. A grim familiarity tugged at the back of his mind, Tor looked at Diego and pointed to the small hunting rifle bequeathed by Nilsen, gesturing for the AB to hand it him. Diego raised an eyebrow, his face perplexed, reluctantly he pulled the rifle free from its gaffer tapped scabbard.
For a brief moment, Tor wondered how the Chief Mate had managed to secrete three sizeable hunting rifles into the tidy confines of his cabin. He now realized the competing scent alongside aquavit within Nilsen’s cabin was gun oil, not Styntin. He also realized the collapsing .22 was the very weakest of Nilsen’s armoury he could have issued into the care of Tor, although ultimately it was Mihailov who’d wielded it. Fat lot of use it did him.
The remaining two rifles had removable parts for cleaning, but were considerably more robust. Tor couldn’t admit to knowing much about guns, but the weight of the weapon felt good in his hands, nervously he pulled the remaining tape from the highly polished and lacquered stock and raised the rifle. Sammy still didn’t react.
“Sammy, you asleep?” Tor asked around the body of rifle.
Ten meters away and Tor heard the wet sound of teeth ripping cartilage and tendons from bone. He felt bile rise into his throat, burning his oesophagus once again, the taste had become a familiar tang of wrongness. Something within the shadows was eating Sammy, the stewards flesh was grey. Numb, Tor wheeled to the opposite edge of the corridor, sidestepping until parallel with Sammy. Now he could see a shape flensing meat from bone, a dark outline working away at the Stewards left side.
Momentarily, Tor glanced at the face of Sammy. Muscles slackened, his mouth downturned, he looked partially melted but at peace. Then he noticed whatever lay in the darkness had stopped and was looking at him. Dry eyeballs reflected the flickering emergency lighting like orange peel. “Diego, stay back,” Tor said around the citric tang of bile.
A sepulchral grunt emanated from the shadow, Tor watched the figure rise to unsteady legs. The figure shambled out from the darkness, blood slicked everything below the nose, a ragged wound showed the internal workings of the necks musculature as it turned to look at Diego who stood to Tor’s right.
Tor stared down the scope, concentrating the crosshairs on the figures cranium and realized he was looking impossibly at Jovan Peralta, still wearing an EVA suit marked with the crossed green palms of the Saudi Shipping Company. Wide feral eyes stared at Tor, devoid of recognition. In death his face had regained the movement denied from Peralta in life, his mouth chewed pieces of Sammy Cruz with full mobility.
Tor had been here before, knew better. He yearned to squeeze the trigger but couldn’t. He’d mourned the loss of this man, albeit professionally and selfishly, and yet he stood before him, resurrected and deranged. A malfunctioning abomination to the man he’d been. Tor tried to remember, it was an infection. But infections could be cured. His finger palsied as his body once more succumbed to hesitancy. A madness wept like squid ink through his shattering synapses.
Peralta cocked his head backward, his features coloured in a bizarre wash of pallid postmortis Asian brown and crimson. His mouth distended far beyond its natural limit and a nascent inhaled screech shattered the silence of the moment.
Suddenly, Peralta dropped to the floor, a neat bullet hole perforated the centre of his forehead, old blood welled from the wound a second later. Tor paused, had he fired the rifle? He didn’t remember the bang or the recoil, as he lifted his eye from the rifles scope he felt the hot barrel of a silenced revolver singe the hair at his temple.
A little further down the corridor, to the extent his bodily frozen field of sight would allow, he could see Diego being accosted by a man in what looked like a lab coat, he was also armed and he was pulling Diego’s hands -up in surrender — down to bind them.
“You need to come with us,” an oily female voice said.
Tor recognized it immediately. “Dr. Smith, I have a crewman seriously ill aboard the Riyadh, we need your assistance,” Tor replied, but never turned to face the woman he’d shared a bed with just nights before and the gun she held to his head now. So much had changed, that moment was like a counterpoint to his hypersexual youth and everything had collapsed around it. Of course the cascade had started before that, when Nikolai Falmendikov overrode his cryo bed, or even perhaps long before. Realization took flame in his mind, the kindling there for days. “It was you who helped Falmendikov come here.”
“You will be briefed as soon as you come with us, Captain.” Days before, Rebecca Smith had spoken to Tor with passion, now her voice was flat, analytical.
“Why did you bring us here? Why did my people die?” Tor turned, the silencer was held disconcertingly still, an inch from the bridge of his nose, beyond the blurred barrel of the revolver he could see Dr. Smith, her face reverted back to stern professionalism, bereft of humanity, her features all straight lines beneath a tightly pinned bun. “Why the Riyadh? Why my ship?”
Tor heard his voice waver, felt tears moisten his eyes. Rebecca Smith just stared then beckoned the male over. “Artyom, take this man’s rifle and restrain him,” the direction of her attention shifted back to Tor. “I suggest you hand him that rifle, else I will scatter your brains across this corridor much as I did your bosun.”
For a millisecond, Tor considered wheeling around and trying to get a shot off at Dr. Smith or Artyom. Where he’d failed to kill Falmendikov or Peralta, feral and infected, he felt sure he could kill these two dead eyed people in lab coats with emotional impunity. Rabid, Falmendikov and Peralta had still been his crew. But Dr. Smith was not and never had been. He’d already reconciled that fact days ago in a dark compartment of his mind called denial, but while he knew it, he couldn’t fathom it.
Tor let the rifle fall to his side, then let it clatter to the deck. He became aware of a meaty thumping growing in intensity behind the still slumped form of Sammy and beyond the hydraulic doors to District Six. “You are killing us, you are killing my crew. Stop this!”
Dr. Smith ignored him. “Hurry Artyom, I don’t trust the doors in this place.”
“We control the doors,” replied Artyom his accent thick Russian, a messy tousle of curly hair sat above thick, circular, horn-framed glasses. He pulled black cable ties from the voluminous back pocket of his pristine white coat.
In the doorway, Sammy awoke half eaten and spasmed like a patient jolted by a defibrillator. Still moist eyes focused on the people in the corridor, then fixed on Diego. Shambling from the shadows, Sammy lurched toward Diego who tried to get up, struggling against the binds that held his hands behind his back. Diego flopped like a fish on the dust covered deck and whimpered as he saw what Tor saw. The stewards left arm had been consumed to the elbow and a little beyond. The ulna and radius protruded from the ragged stump of his upper arm, the bone gouged with teeth marks and slicked with blood. Blood dripped from the exposed bone as Sammy closed the gap to Diego.
“Do something,” pleaded Tor, tears running freely down his face, his mind unable to comprehend as Artyom finished ziplocking his hands behind his back.
“Be easier to take just one back,” said Artyom, nonchalantly.
“Agreed,” answered Dr. Smith, the elongated revolver trained on the developing scene.
Diego was crying too now, Sammy was almost upon him. Tor struggled against his binds, trying to kick backwards at Artyom, the Russian put a solid boot into the back of Tor’s knee. Tor felt something within the mechanism of the joint pop and tumbled to the deck.
“Oh God, oh God no!” Wailed Diego, unable to find his feet.
“I can shoot your precious crewman now, and save him the indignity of turning, or,” said Dr. Smith, flippantly, “I can let your Steward feast, and believe me Tor, he is very hungry.”
Words, meaningless in their construct babbled from Tor’s lips as Sammy’s jaw hyper extended, his head snapping back as he lunged forward. Tor screamed into the floor.

Chapter 18

Tala eased the withered and discoloured note from the gore smeared airlock. The cursive writing was almost illegible, blotchy against the degraded paper, but she could make out enough to understand where her little group were to rendezvous. Tala smiled as she plucked the Philippines fridge ornament from the bulkhead, moist paper clinging to its magnetic side.
“Is it from your ship?” Asked Jamal, peering over her shoulder.
“Yes, the Captain has been here,” Tala turned to look at Katja, still hunkered inside the conduit. “They came back for us.” Katja returned her smile, albeit cautiously.
“So where are they?” Jamal replied, leaning into her eye line.
Tala interrogated the note, squinting at the fuzziest words. “He said at the junction between District Seven and Central Command,” Tala looked up from the note, Jamal appeared stricken, his lips parted in anguish. “What’s wrong? Do you know it?”
Jamal nodded, wordlessly at first, then said. “There is something I haven’t told you. I don’t know why, I didn’t think it would be important. At least, I hoped…” Jamal turned to Oleg who stood guard beside their conduit. His face betrayed a darkening knowledge of whatever Jamal was alluding to.
“Jamal?” Tala asked, her brows knotting with concern.
“District Four wasn’t the only band of survivors aboard Murmansk-13,” Jamal began, then paused to look behind him as if expecting the bogeyman to be stood there. “In the months after our transport crashed, two distinct groups coalesced.
“The first you’ve met, Gennady’s group. We were the moderates, the wrongly accused, the petty criminals and dissidents.”
“And Ilya and Kirill,” Tala interrupted.
Jamal grimaced, “Ilya was an outlier, he never belonged. He was one of the last to come into the District Four fold and I think that was because he was too much of a threat to Igor. Kirill was a puppet, the Unseen Hand got to him, told him if he sold us up the river he’d be granted freedom and a return to Earth. I guess he was willing to believe anything after four years.
“Even in these two groups there are factions and agendas, but the numbers are too small. There’s only three options in the group, you can toe the line, try to influence the leader or…”
“Or?”
Jamal smiled mischievously. “Or you walk out the door and you die, alone. You kill yourself, maybe by becoming infected, or blasting yourself out of an airlock or doing something more traditional, like slash your wrists or hang yourself. You become so consumed with your own agenda or sorrow or loss of hope or fucking madness that you do that.”
“And who is Igor, this man you think was threatened by Ilya?” Tala asked flinching at the memory of Ricky Velasquez.
“A man I saved, my bench mate on the transport, although I’d never met the guy until they shipped us out to deep space,” Jamal shook his head. “He’d be dead if it wasn’t for me, and I wish I’d fucking let him die too.”
Oleg spoke up trying to fill in the blanks as Jamal paced to the opposite side of the corridor. “He is a bad man, a rapist. He became leader of District Seven survivors. Murderers and sex offenders, all of them. They were from penitentiary, not Gulag.”
“How does a group like that function?” Asked Katja, her voice small, her head peering from beyond the removed grating of the wiring conduit.
Oleg shrugged, unable or unwilling to answer.
“Like any impromptu prison gang,” said Jamal thickly from the shadows of the corridor bulkhead. “It doesn’t take a strong man to kill someone, or rape someone, in fact most times it means you’re a weak, weak person. But if you get a strong man, with a force of character that also happens to be a sadistic psychopath, then you have your Gennady for the bad guys, your Igor.”
Where the conversation fell away, the wind filled the void. Cold gusts of air rippled the inner aluminium plating of the corridor, whistling through the drilled spaceframe brackets. Emergency strip lights flickered and popped spastically the visible length of the passageway until disappearing into the gloom of the curve.
“Why does any of this matter?” Asked Tala, finally.
“Because your Captain is expecting us to rendezvous on Igor’s doorstep,” answered Jamal, pushing himself away from the bulkhead and walking back into the centre of the corridor.
“And?” Replied Tala, defiantly.
“And they also know you are here.”
☣☭☠
They squirmed through the tight conduit at the behest of Jamal, inching incrementally back the several kilometres to the junction. His revelation regarding the competing group of survivors didn’t change anything, the only hope for rescue was to follow the instructions laid out in the Captains note and pray they led them to deliverance and not the hands of the infected or Igor.
After all Tala had witnessed aboard Murmansk-13 it seemed insane to fear other human beings that managed to survive for so long in such hostile environs. But then the reality of their situation sunk in, the infected were many and horrifying, human husks with what made them human rotted away. But they were also dumb, they operated on pure instinct in such a manner as to cause damage to themselves and to others in their condition. A band of convicts deemed dangerous enough to ship into deep space, hell bent on escape posed a far more threatening prospect. And then there was the Unseen Hand she’d heard Oleg and Jamal reference, a further unknown with a far less predictable agenda, surely aware that their habitat was slowly degrading around them.
Jamal mentioned that the station had not been supplied since they’d arrived. By that time the infection was still in an early stage. That made it four years since the station was serviced, supplied and properly maintained — unless the Unseen Hand possessed mechanics, engineers and electricians amongst their ranks. The stale oxygen, reduced gravity and constant smell of burnt electronics and plastic cycling through the scrubbers suggested that that was either not the case, or the spread of infection had become too advanced to manage the station.
If, and to Tala it was a big if, the Unseen Hand was a real entity, their base of operations would break apart around them sooner rather than later.
The sound of voices dragged Tala from her reverie like a blow to the head, voices and the distinct guttural moan of the infected. Tala turned to look at Katja, but her expression was oddly vague. In front Jamal and Oleg sped up. The noise was still far away and distorted by echo, words and inhuman keens ebbed down the corridor like an incoming tide. Somebody was in trouble, a sob rippled the cadence of the waves.
Oleg and Jamal bounded away down the corridor on all fours, both big men were gifted with a lightness of limb, their increased speed barely registered an increase in noise, Tala struggled to keep up, not as keenly adapted to the conduits despite her years as a ships hand.
As they neared the scene of the commotion. The voices, or more precisely one voice, gained clarity through the noise like a magic eye. It was Captain Tor, his ululating north Norwegian accent, unmistakable, even in distress. The Captain was in trouble.
Within seconds, Tala was on Oleg and Jamal’s heels, almost literally. Oleg’s booted foot clipping her chin. She crashed into the large Belorussian when Jamal halted in front of them, snapping her neck to the side painfully. Oleg barely flinched at the impact and peered through the very same grating Jamal stopped at. Tala strained against her jarred neck and her two solid companions to see what was happening. A long way down the corridor Tala could hear Katja struggling to keep up, in her panic Tala had forgotten about the girls injuries and now Katja lay somewhere in the gloom behind. For a brief second she was trapped between two closing walls of panic.
“Do something!”
In the corridor beyond, Captain Tor pleaded, for what Tala could not see.
“ Oh God, oh God no!”
It was Diego. The poor boy had a crush on her and Tala had knowingly strung him along as an emotional confidante, a shoulder to cry on when both their lives were a litany of failure, only his was about to end. She heard the screech of the infected.
“White coats. Finally, we see them.” Oleg said, although Tala never heard, before she knew what she was doing she was piling through the grate, somehow pressing through the meaty throng of Oleg and Jamal. Behind her she heard Jamal yell something about guns, but she didn’t listen, two pairs of hands trying to haul her backward slipped away against the soft fabric of her jumpsuit.
The scene fell quiet. A strangely unfeminine woman Tala recognized as Dr. Smith, stripped of her dichotomous beauty for the moment, held Captain Tor at gunpoint, his face pressed to the floor, wrists bound. A memory, unimportant and ill-defined, tugged at her mind, Tala winced.
Beside the woman and behind Tor stood another man in a white lab coat, like the rest of the players in the bizarre diorama, his focus had shifted through thick, circular spectacles to Tala.
Further down the corridor, a deathly ill and half eaten Sammy loomed over Diego, mouth distended like a boa constrictor, tiny blood shot eyes peering down his nose against the tilt of his jaw. Beneath him, Diego cowered, like Tor he was bound and the same flashing memories of District Four were summoned and gone in a millisecond.
Tala barely noticed the movement of Dr. Smith’s hand, but she felt the bullet scythe past her face, nicking away the top of her right ear. There was no bang, and Tala didn’t react, or perhaps she yelped in pain, she wasn’t sure, but she felt her blood warm against her neck and saw the dilation of the stewards pupils.
She knew Dr. Smith wouldn’t miss again, time seemed to slow around her, she saw the micro adjustment required for the next bullet to enter between her eyes. Distantly, Tala wondered how a practicing doctor had become such a crack shot that she could clip an ear with a silenced pistol from over thirty meters.
Like an animal in headlights, Tala awaited silent death, hardly noticing Sammy diverting toward her.
There was a crash, a second grating twenty meters further down skittered across the corridor. Oleg burst from the recessed opening, rugby tackling Sammy to the ground. Jamal followed closely behind as the Belorussian infantryman smashed the skull of Sammy into the deck face first again and again, his large hands gripped around the back of the stewards head. Days before Sammy had made Tala her dinner, some variant of Singapore noodles, now his brain was being dashed across the deck of Murmansk-13.
Jamal closed the distance rapidly toward Dr. Smith and Tor, he didn’t see the second person in a lab coat; the bespectacled assailant fired a single shot. Jamal cried out, tumbling at the feet of Dr. Smith.
Sammy was dead now, or dead again and Tor watched on in surprised horror. Dr. Smith lowered her revolver to Jamal’s head. Tala could hear herself screaming something, imploring the former crewmate who’d just taken a pot shot at her to stop.
Oleg was scrambling to his feet, but wouldn’t make it.
Pulsing white noise degenerated the fidelity of the scene before her, Tala was running forward, then everything stopped.
“Arty no! Arty don’t, please!”
Arty put his hand on the doctors shoulder and shook his head, his face was twisted with confusion. Jamal writhed in pain, clutching his splintered shin, blood diffused into the fabric of his jogging bottoms. Oleg got to his feet, hands raised slowly at gunpoint, his pupils shrunk to pinpricks. Tor stayed on the ground, as did Diego, both weeping. For a second Katja was beside Tala, then she swept past as if ready to embrace Arty. Tala felt a hot wellspring of jealousy, even as Katja was warned to stop by Dr. Smith.
“Katja,” Arty said, his face modulating between bewilderment and surprise. “My God, you’re awake, you’re alive!”
Katja stood small and diminished in the sights of the doctors pistol. “Arty. I thought you were dead, your name in the morgue was crossed off,” she took in the scene as if only just noticing the carnage and gunplay. “What’s happening here?”
Arty regained his composure and gestured for Dr. Smith to lower her gun, instead the Doctor turned her sights to Oleg, at this point the standoffs greatest threat. The infantryman leered at her as the insides of Sammy’s cranium slicked the deck around him.
Arty approached the girl, “Katja, I’m so happy you’re OK,” his words were laced with caution, he moved to embrace her with stiff arms, reluctantly she reciprocated.
“Arty, what’s happening?” Katja repeated, quietly into his shoulder.
Arty held the hug for an uncomfortable moment, then stepped back. Tala was suddenly aware of the pounding of fists and the clawing of hands emanating from the entranceway to District Six. The infected were just a malfunctioning set of hydraulic doors away, their muffled moans and grunts an appropriate undertone for the reunion of Arty and Katja.
“You must come to Central Command with us,” Arty said, the man looked harried, much as Tala imagined a mad scientist would look at the nexus when youth gave way to physical decline and the seeds of insanity took root. “I can explain when we reach Central Command.”
“I won’t go anywhere without my friends,” Katja replied with the petulance of a preteen denied her sleepover.
“And your friends don’t go anywhere without us,” Dr. Smith said, rolling the pistol to the side casually. “So long as they behave.” She looked at Oleg, Oleg grinned in response. “I can and will kill you all, if you do not cooperate.”
Again the pounding fists and sepulchral groans of the infected grew in intensity. Jamal sat up, still clutching his shin. “Well then,” he said through gritted teeth, “I guess that’s settled. Can someone give me a hand?”
☣☭☠
“Don’t think about running at the front,” commanded Dr. Smith, “Else I’ll open fire on all of you.”
“Rebecca,” Arty said, reproachfully.
The two lab coat wearers positioned themselves at the rear of the chain gang, in front of them Captain Tor plodded solemnly, head bowed and muttering to himself. Beside him, Katja limped, she’d grown paler and weaker, new blood spotted the crotch of her jumpsuit. Arty promised her medical aid once they arrived at Central Command, occasionally placing a protective arm around her that she quickly shrugged off, he would ask her what happened, what they had done to her. Tala understood they as herself, Jamal and Oleg, her body shook in response with anger and exhaustion.
At the front Diego led the group through a featureless secret back passage, lit with banks of bright, mirror plated strip lights that were strong and steady. Under duress, Diego had pissed himself and the smell of urine drifted from his suit, competing with old ammonium astringent for sensory dominance. Diego hadn’t spoken since the incident with Sammy, like the Captain he simply moved forward as if in an unstoppable flow.
In the middle, Oleg and Tala bore up Jamal. Across her back, she could feel his arm quiver in pain. The bullet had shattered his shin bone, he bit at his lip drawing blood in a stoic bid to defy the agony. Aboard Murmansk-13 he’d defined himself as a runner. Now hobbled, he was like a race horse with a broken leg. Tala wondered what his prospects would be if returned to the care of the outer districts. In nature, crippled animals didn’t survive.
“I don’t understand what’s happening, I don’t understand what’s happening.” Over and over, Captain Tor muttered the same phrase, the seams holding his sanity together unpicked. He’d watched his retiring bosun have his throat ripped out by the teeth of his feral AWOL Chief Officer, only to see the bosun returned and infected to kill his steward. Now Tor existed in a purgatorial fugue state. Tala wondered what continued to drive his feet forward down the corridor.
“I’ve seen you move faster, Tor you shitfuck,” Dr. Smith nonchalantly lifted the barrel of her revolver to the back of his head. “Speed up or I’ll drop you.”
Oh, that. Who the fuck was this woman? She’d apparently traded her Hippocratic Oath for a revolver, although to what end Tala couldn’t fathom. Tala had had little to do with the ship’s doctor, even when it had been the curmudgeonly Pole, Tomarczyk and even less with this one.
Truth was, Tala didn’t like to fly with other women. Not because they were of a differing sexual proclivity, because in fact it was about fifty-fifty with the heterosexual portion often open to experimentation on long voyages. But because they usually had less in common with her than her male crewmates and with every arrival of a new female onboard the dynamic would shift, long time friends would become enemies, rumour mills would shift into hyperdrive and the girls would flit in the limelight, wilfully unaware of the corrosion their presence created.
Not that Dr. Smith had ever given her that impression, she’d been an acidic wallflower. Aloof and sharp faced, she was like a dichroic crystal, in certain light classically beautiful, in others lustreless and rough. She rarely left her office in the fortnight between her signing on and cryo and while she was distant, she’d always seemed professional and driven.
Now it was apparent the direction of her drive had not been the same as that discussed in the crew dayroom as her horny colleagues lamented at her unapproachable demeanour — then rated her a solid three out of ten.
Tala had rated her a five, apparently one of the few who could see passed the ageless plain and angular veneer. Now her five was pointing a gun at her head and leaving her wondering why she hadn’t simply killed them in their cryobeds. It would have been kinder.
Momentarily the corridor morphed into a Plexiglas skywalk, bright lights sinking to the abandoned dim that had grown familiar in the service corridors and conduits of the station. Beneath them, Tala could make out the deserted monorail that once served to connect the various districts of Murmansk-13. Boxy cars, still coupled together, sat at an empty and unlit stop awaiting passengers that would never come. The monorail had probably been shutdown long before the epidemic began killing the skeleton crew, yet the scene still struck Tala as eerie. She could picture a fleeting moment of noisy panic and rapid evacuation, of the living scurrying to their lifeboats or into the arms of the infected while the inanimate players, the monorail cars and station furniture, were forever left behind in silence.
Murmansk-13 was a tomb. As Tala squinted into the darkness she was sure she could see a solitary figure lurching between the rails below. Before she could double take the Plexiglas meshed into opaque white Formica and the corridor narrowed.
There had probably once been a more orthodox entrance to the command hub, one for visiting dignitaries and high ranking military personnel, perhaps even for regular workers from the outside districts. It would have been large and open and difficult to defend.
This innocuous corridor terminated at an innocuous door with a keypad, similar to the one they’d entered through from the service corridor. Центральная команда was stencilled in splotchy red paint, the corridor having most likely served the stations janitors, vendors and security personnel when operating at maximum capacity. It was now a controllable bypass for the likes of Arty and Dr. Smith.
“Same code as before pisspants.” Dr. Smith called down from the rear. Tala watched Diego’s shoulders sag as he punched in the code. A click indicated the code had been accepted, Diego paused, reluctant to open the door, unsure what lay beyond. He stole a look over his shoulder, beyond Tala to Dr. Smith. The skin beneath his eyes was raw from crying. “Just open it.”
☣☭☠
Tala sensed her pupils dilate as she stumbled into the huge cylindrical atrium that formed Central Command, still supporting half of Jamal. The corridor had lead to a fixed gantry platform supported by high tensile steel cords. Beneath, banks of dead eyed computer consoles lay in orderly curved rows, housed in pine veneered cabinets. Looming over them was one gigantic low resolution video panel, a composite of several interlinked CRT’s, and several smaller screens to the side, most of which were blacked out. The rest winked what looked like telemetry readouts.
To the left, a set of smaller modular rooms followed the curve of the matte black bulkhead, disappearing behind the screen panel and then resuming around the other side. The space was easily triple that of District Four and yet most of it lay shut off and inert, the air warm and scented by old dust and worn electrics. The only light was that emitted by the screen relaying black-and-white feed images from what appeared to be security cameras. Suddenly one of the little boxes filled the whole screen. It showed an empty white corridor that Tala initially believed was the same one she had just traversed. Then the image was rewound.
“We have a problem,” said a disembodied male voice close to breaking and difficult to place amongst the lightless consoles below.
The image showed three people in bulky EVA suits with a hover dolly rapidly disappear out of shot in reverse, then return as the feed was played forward. Now occupied, Tala had a better sense of scale of the corridor, it was in fact much larger than the back passage she’d been frogmarched through.
Tala squinted at the figures in the image, their features pixellated and indistinct. They moved with the considered purpose of humans, not infected, but what exact purpose she couldn’t tell as the camera appeared fixed toward the corridor, the figures occupying little more than the bottom third of the image. Then two of the figures vanished from shot altogether leaving a single man, cut at the waist, in frame. The figure was staring into the camera, tall and rail-thin. The head narrow and meatless. It was Chief Engineer Nilsen.
A thrill of excitement and fear rushed through Tala as she watched the feed. While the Captain and Diego had been captured, the Chief Engineer was still on the station. Hope wasn’t completely lost, but it teetered on a knife edge, after all if Nilsen was onboard with two other crewmen, how many were left on the Riyadh?
“It’s the Chief Engineer,” said Dr. Smith, emotionless. Tala had been so fixated on the image, she hadn’t seen the Doctor position herself beside her, “he’ll be looking for fuel and spares.”
“They’ve broken into Central Command, circumvented our quarantine overrides,” replied the fluting, disembodied voice, Tala could now see a small figure in silhouette, not part of the video image, but moving back and forth within the fluorescence of the screen.
Dr. Smith turned to Arty who still trained his pistol on the captives. “You control the doors, huh?”
“When it comes to the infected,” replied Arty defensively. “The station is old, most of the electronics older still and cannibalized, any two-bit electrician can breach our doors.”
Jamal laughed, a low rumbling bass laugh, verging on hysteria. “So this is the Unseen Hand,” perspiration streaked his dark features and his eyes darted from side to side, fluttering, “three of you, all of this time just playing with us!”
Dr. Smith and Arty shot each other furtive glances, below the silhouetted figure traced a path between the disused computer consoles, the image behind him was now paused, the soft blue light cast an exaggerated shadow where the desks parted. “Arty, Dr. Smith, if you would be ever so kind to show our guests their accommodation, we have greater concerns,” he said gesturing to the frozen screen behind.
☣☭☠
Station security was neatly tucked behind the control screen. A colourless modular cabin with a keypad locked stainless steel door led to a small antechamber and bulletproof Plexiglas (door) braced with riveted steel. Arty assumed the lead in the tight confides of the antechamber to key-in the necessary codes. For a moment Tala considered trying to overcome him, after all he was not a robustly built man, but she doubted the outcome would be beneficial. Dr. Smith didn’t seem to have any particular affection for her Russian cohort, which would turn the chamber into a bloodbath, the victims of which would only be people Tala cared for. And they would still, ultimately, be trapped in the small space.
The secondary door parted with a stuttering hydraulic rush and Arty quickly retreated into the processing reception as if reading her thoughts, furtively glancing over his shoulder before wheeling around. The rest of the group preceded Dr. Smith and fanned out in the grey space, turning to face their captors. Oleg and Tala eased Jamal down against the Plexiglass fronted desk, the big runners head sagged to his chest.
“Cells,” Dr. Smith said, waving the pistol at a second Plexiglas and steel door, beyond which Tala could see a cluster of uniform cells with barred frontages.
Arty began entering the keycode, “Katja stays with us,” he said as the door slid open.
“No!” Cried Katja in response, like the rest of them she’d been quietly resigned as they were led from salvation back into the station, now she appeared crestfallen. Tears welled in her tired eyes.
“I agree,” replied Dr. Smith, glibly. “She could compromise the mission.”
“She needs medical attention, Rebecca.”
“So do my friends,” Katja began sobbing, Tala turned to comfort the girl but paused, Arty stared at her with malice or envy in his narrowing eyes as Katja fell into her arms, hands drawn up about her face.
“So what?” The doctors face flushed with anger, “the pickup is in tomorrow, after four years, do you want to fuck it up now?”
“You’re overstepping your jurisdiction, Doctor. This is my project and my decision.” Arty squared his shoulders in defiance and puffed out his chest. He still didn’t cut a threatening figure.
“Project?” Katja repeated quietly into Tala’s chest.
Dr. Smith eyed him with contempt. “You overestimate your importance here, Arty. You’re just his apprentice,” she gestured vaguely to outside with her head.
“It’s my decision,” Arty repeated.
“For now,” replied Dr. Smith reluctantly standing down. “The rest of you, cells.”
“What about my friends!” Katja wailed and stamped her feet in tantrum, breaking from Tala’s arms and staring at Arty. “They need medical attention more than me!”
“Katja,” Arty cooed soothingly, stepping toward her.
“No, Arty,” Katja replied, stepping back. “Either they’re treated or you imprison me as well.”
Arty’s face became sad, but his voice was flat, “Katja, you will die, and I cannot let that happen, not after all this time. You have lost a lot of blood, you need help.”
“So do my friends,” Katja looked over her shoulder. Oleg was already cradling Jamal over his shoulder, Tala stood confused and frozen by her competing emotions and the context of the situation, a nascent headache began pumping in the front of her skull. The obvious familiarity and affection between Arty and Katja was apparent, she’d spoken about him saving her during the outbreak. But she’d also believed he’d died, instead he’d survived and become another unknowable entity of Murmansk-13. Tala also feared he was correct; Katja shook, her lips appeared bruised and her eyelids sagged half open. She was dying, like everything else around them.
“Go with him,” Tala said, closing her eyes even as she spoke, a chill passing up her spine.
Katja stared at her stupidly for a moment, as if not comprehending. “No, I want to stay with you.”
“You don’t know me, Katja. I’ve just managed to keep you alive long enough to be imprisoned on the same fucking station and if you don’t go with him you’ll die and it will have been for nothing,” Tala hated each syllable that parted her lips. She knew there was no longer any choice.
“But it’s not just about you…”
“I’ll be fine,” slurred Jamal, sleepily he looked at Tala with a knowing eye. He wouldn’t be fine.
“But Tala, I thought you cared about me. I lov…”
“Don’t fucking say that,” Tala squared up to Katja, cutting her off. “Don’t.”
The girls lip trembled, Tala fought to stop hers from doing the same. Stabbing pains wracked her starving stomach, but she suspected they had little to do with sustenance. Arty brushed passed her, condescending and smug. Dr. Smith was shepherding the rest of the group into the cells, their expressionless defeated faces slipped past Tala. The doctor pointed the revolver at her head and indicated for her to move with the others. Tala did, turning away just as Katja’s shoulders sagged and Arty wrapped his arm around them.
“You can trust me, Katja. You know that,” Tala could hear Arty speaking to Katja. “I’ll take good care of you, like I did before.” They disappeared behind an unseen door.
I wouldn’t have been able to save her, our worlds are too different, she would have just added complications to my plans, she would have just got bored of me. As Tala tried to rationalize the decision, she wondered if she would ever see Katja again.
She bowed her head and closed her eyes, a stiff arm pushed her into a holding cell. Even though her sight was rippled with tears she could see Tor standing insensible, staring at the bulkhead. Diego sank to his haunches, head cradled in his arms. The door slammed shut behind Tala, a key rattled in the lock. She didn’t even entertain the thought of resisting.
In the corridor beyond the bars, Oleg kept Jamal upright. The big Belorussian glowered at Dr. Smith, who casually pointed the gun at him.
“When did you get that cut?” She asked.
“What cut?” Oleg cocked his head insolently.
“That cut on your little finger.”
Tala could see a thin line of blood trickle down the infantryman’s finger, the source barely a knick beneath his knuckle. Oleg shrugged.
“You were bit, weren’t you?” The doctor cocked her pistol, but her expression was impassive.
“You going to shoot me?” Oleg asked as one would ask someone if they were going to a particular shop.
“Do you want to become one of them things?” Dr. Smith asked.
The bold veil slipped from Oleg, his face darkened. “No,” he replied quietly.
“Put him down in that cell,” Dr. Smith gestured to the open door beside him. “I can treat him in there.”
“It was you people who shot him,” Oleg said, turning toward the cell encumbered by Jamal’s weight.
“I know,” replied Dr. Smith with mock sadness, she shuffled the round of keys on the chain. With his back to the doctor, Oleg placed Jamal carefully down on the cell bed and paused to look at his friend. Before Tala had a chance to cry out, the doctor slammed the barred door shut behind him. Quickly securing the lock.
Oleg pounced at the door, but he was too late. “No, not like this.”
“I thought you two would like to have a little more time together,” Dr. Smith said as she backed out of the cellblock, a predatory smile crossing her face.
Oleg pounded on the bars as the cellblock door closed with a hydraulic thunk. “No, you bitch! Come back. Come back and fucking shoot me!”
Tala shut her eyes as Oleg hollered at the door, Diego was looking at her with a lost expression as she slid down the bars of their cell. Tala felt the cold, rough, metal grind along her spine as she clamped furled fists against her ears, sinking to her rump. Squeezing her eyes closed she wanted to block out everything, wanted to be anywhere else. Her cruel mind wandered back to that warehouse, the girl fitting against the canvas as Marcario revelled in her victory. She felt the humidity of the place, felt the leering eyes watching her kill a person and celebrating, the scene spinning around and around. She felt her mind unravelling, like piano strings parting under duress.
Then all she could hear was Oleg, screaming.
☣☭☠
Katja blinked away the tears wetting her eyes, her confused synapses fired wildly as a gale of emotion blew through her head. Artyom had his arm draped over her shoulder. It felt wrong, she remembered the night it all fell apart, when she was woken half-drunk by that strident Klaxon. Her flight into the laboratory department, looking for someone-anyone familiar, vaguely trying to escape the sense of wrongness that guided those elongated first moments.
Katja hadn’t been able to put her finger on it at the time, the stark emptiness of the District as she forced her then plump physique up flights of stairs, sweat glistening against a jumpsuit not unlike the one she wore now.
Seeing Arty had broken the dam on her scattered memories. She recalled the blood in the corridor, the quarantine control door opening behind her, falling into unseen arms. Arty’s arms, the same arms that loosely shepherded her into what appeared to be an interrogation room. Two basic padded, baby blue upholstered chairs sat either side of a Formica topped white table, scarred by old cigarette burns and coffee rings. An over-bright strip light fuzzed above her and a half-filled water cooler lay in one corner, the water tilted in counter rotation to the station.
She remembered trying to pull from those arms, sobbing as she was dragged into the control room. Arty’s arms, only she hadn’t known that then. Now those same limbs felt oily and tentacular, exuding the same wrongness as before. An urgent necessity to flee wailed like the station Klaxon in her head, but she didn’t respond, it didn’t make sense. Nothing did, this was Arty. He’d saved her.
His arm slithered away, he pulled the chair out on the one side of the table, legs skittering across the linoleum, then nervously walked around the other side. He braced himself against the tabletop, palms flat, arms rigid. Arty stared at her from across the plastic expanse, lips twisted in a half smile, eyebrows knitted above nostalgic eyes. “Katja, please sit,” Arty said, pushing himself back upright and indicating the chair he’d prepared for her.
Katja sat, fighting the knot in her stomach and the taste of vomit in her mouth. She felt her lips quiver. “Arty,” her voice sounded strained. “What’s happening here? Why did you imprison my friends.” Her mind flickered to the raw sense of rejection from Tala.
Arty stood behind his own chair, fingers busily tapping the top. “My god, it is good to see you again. You have no idea how many hours I have spent thinking about you. I am so glad you are OK.”
“Arty… tell me, please.”
Arty drummed his fingers, the rhythm intensified, then stopped. He turned as if ready to whirl away, then pulled the chair back and sat in one smooth movement. “You look better than I remembered, it has been a very long and lonely four years, Katja. I missed you.”
Katja gritted her teeth. Her tone hardened. “The last time you saw me I was in a drug induced coma, so yeah. I’m a little better looking. But I feel like shit and I want to know why. What’s happening here?”
Arty’s face slackened. Katja had believed Arty was preparing to place himself in a comatose state, to circumvent the outbreak and await rescue. He hadn’t. His face had lived a decade in the four years Katja slept, his tousled mop of curly hair thinned and receded. Not so much as to reveal any evident bald patches, but enough that it no longer possessed its youthful volume. The roots showed the lightest mottling of grey and lines almost deep enough to cast shadows cleaved the once smooth skin of his forehead. Arty lowered his gaze, dark bags evident beneath his old horn rimmed glasses, the frame showing signs of repair and damage. “I wish you had stayed asleep Katja,” he said, barely whispering, then rubbed his face with the meat of his palms.
“Why?”
Arty didn’t reply at first, but slowly recalibrated his gaze, lifting his head. The motion was affected and purposeful, his eyes fixated on Katja, boring into her. “Because I could have saved you. I had saved you. I had always cared about you Katja, but I always thought you felt I was too good for you.”
Katja stifled the absurd notion to laugh despite the mounting sense of danger. Arty had always exuded an almost autistic air of pomposity and an aura of self import before the outbreak, but now those traits were transmitted in a manner that seemed fundamentally mangled. She thought about the Captain of the Riyadh, Ilya and Kirill. The station worked on different people in different ways, but ultimately they all ended up broken, cracked like rocks, the fissures in different places but the net result the same. Was that what had drawn herself and Tala together? Just another method of fracturing the being.
Four years suddenly felt like four years as Katja cast her mind back, the techs had rarely ever socialized with the scientists and doctors themselves. Where they desired long discourses on theory and practice, the techs wanted to get drunk, happy to revel as the stations steerage. Only ambitious toadies ever tried to crack the scientific clique from the tech caste, hopeless wannabes who were quickly kicked to the curb by their senior peers. The female techs were, at best, fucktoys for some of the scientists and doctors, and then only if they were younger and perkier than the small band of nurses and assistants that outranked them.
Not that Katja had ever invited such advances, increasingly overweight and blotchy skinned, she’d nonetheless had her share of bed partners both male and female during her four month contract. One male science assistant and the rest techs like herself, it was a means to pass the time and workout. Exorcise the consuming loneliness of Murmansk-13 through mindless rutting.
But she also didn’t think of Arty as superior to her in anyway, nor attractive. He was scholarly, bordering on intense, not her type or anybodies really. Up until the outbreak Arty had been little more than an acquaintance, the sort that would smile and say hello in passing so long as they were not in educated company. The thought he’d harboured secret affection for her only renewed the internal dread that had numbed under the cruel attentions of Ilya, when she’d awaited death, tortured and forced upon, willing her mind to flight.
Then she’d thought of her Dad and their mansion in Gorky, one of the nicest in the suburbs, away from the blokovi apartments. When he would return home with gifts and they could be a family, at least for a little while, before the endless arguments which preceded his inevitable leaving.
Arty was staring at her, rheumy eyes wrought with emotion. He’d spoken. “I could have gotten you off here,” he repeated.
“What do you mean?”
Arty just shook his head. “Those people, you consider friends…” he let the sentence float away into emptiness, then pulled a fragile plastic cup from the cooler and filled it. He offered the water to Katja and she took it, sipping the surprisingly cold liquid. She’d forgotten how thirsty she’d become, unable to remember when she’d last drunk. The cold water made her feel heady. “Tomorrow, you and your friends will die, and I cannot save you, not now Dr. Smith and Ildar are involved.”
Katja felt the water clot in her throat, she coughed causing her to crush the cup. Water skittered in droplets across her velour jumpsuit and splashed on the deck. “Why?” She gasped.
Arty bounced up, causing the chair to totter backwards. Anger flushed his face, he sneered. “Those people you call friends have killed you, if they’d just left you be I could have gotten you off. We could have been together, you’d have been safe,” he banged the table with the palm of his hand, when he spoke again his words were resigned. “My heart sank Katja, sank when I saw you in the corridors. Not after all this time of hiding you, not when we were so close!” He slumped back into the chair.
“I don’t understand,” said Katja, spluttering flecks of water down herself.
“I hid you from Ildar, for four years, I told him the morgue was empty, that there were no longer candidates for experimentation,” Arty said, his voice eddying.
The names on the clipboard in the morgue. Katja felt warm bile chase the last recesses of water from her oesophagus. “The others…” they’d been friends, many she’d partied with the night before, like her, some were signing off.
We were never going to sign off. It was clear now. She tried to put faces to the names, but they remained boxed off in a portion of her brain Arty hadn’t awoken. Now they were just names of short term friends faded into inconsequence. “Experimentation?”
Arty ignored her question. His stare seemed to be beyond her now, beyond the station. “Tomorrow an unregistered frigate will arrive. Onboard will be the party Dr. Rebecca Smith represents. They will collect vials and specimens and then they will clean up. They won’t leave any witnesses without project clearance,” he sounded dry mouthed.
Katja felt weak and so very tired. Nausea washed over her and she could sense a renewed viscous wetness at her crotch where Ilya had torn her. “What have you done Arty?” She asked softly, then, retrieving the plastic cup from the table, she hurled it at him, screaming; “What have you done!”
Arty flinched as the crinkled cup crashed lightly into the plastic veneer behind him, he looked as dead as the infected. “It wasn’t my idea. It came from above, way above. Far beyond station level. They wanted a controlled outbreak, deep space, nice and quiet. Hence why all those destroyers were out there. It was comply or die, Katja.
“There was no power surge, those men were dead, the encephalopathy had basically spongiformed their brains to the stem. The Politburo wanted to understand the disease, they made it sound like it was a public service, after all — there was an Iban Generation Arc docked in Siberia and who knew when another would show up in Sol?
“After sixteen months and before we could provide even provisional findings, their scope became increasingly militaristic. They wanted to know if the disease could be harnessed or controlled,” Arty’s eyes lit up in a memory of triumph, breathing a momentary sparkle of life into his face. “It could! But only in certain circumstances. They can be directed to a certain extent, but the framework for control simply isn’t there.”
Arty shook his head. “It wasn’t good enough, instead of scuttling the station, Russia left me and Ildar here to die. I suppose we knew too much. They should have just nuked us into Big Red.
“For a year me and Ildar just survived, like everybody else left breathing on Murmansk-13, we continued our experiments because they kept us sane. For a while we tried to work on a cure or a vaccine, but the mechanisms for the disease is through brain death and the only cure for death we could find was…”
“Death,” Katja said, breathlessly and squeezed her eyes closed. She thought of her father, thought about him being attacked. Becoming one of them. She hoped that first death had been short and unknowing. Deep down she knew it wouldn’t have been. How much fear had he felt in those final moments, how long had he run? Had she been his final thought after months of relentless searching, to die so close. He’d no longer been Nikolai Falmendikov when she saw him, what remained of his brain would have been incapable of recalling memory, incapable of just about anything. It was a disease wearing her father’s husk, a disease that had been allowed to propagate because of the man before her.
“Yes, that’s when Rebecca’s consortium became involved.”
So many questions ran through her mind they became indistinct. A chorus of rushing blood drowned her ability to single one out, “How? Why?” Katja asked, trying to comprehend.
Arty just shrugged, then scrunched his face up, tired of her questions. “I’ve studied this disease for four years, Katja. It is truly remarkable, its ability to co-opt and subvert the various human systems to survive, to seek out hosts…”
“It killed my father, and now you’re going to sell it,” Katja said, the words stealing the wind from Arty’s sails. A dark shadow passed over his face.
“Your father was unfortunate, but we have suggested measures for the usage of this technology…”
“It’s not fucking technology, it’s a disease, a disease you’ve said yourself was uncontrollable and you’re selling it to the only bidder for god knows what!” Katja’s voice became thin and hoarse.
Arty slammed his fists down on the table again, passionate rage seared through his response, “I wanted off this fucking station. They offered an opportunity.”
“You’ll kill us all,” Katja replied fragilely as hot tears streaked her cheeks. She pressed the balls of her palm into the bony sockets of her eyes, then heard Arty rushing around the table to console her. She flashed an arm out in a gesture to desist. “No, if you’re not going to help me, just take me back to my friends.”
Katja tried to stand, but found her legs were barely able to withstand her weight. The room spun around her and she grasped for the chair. Even though she was stationary the room ticked with the movement of her eyes. Letting go of the chair left her feeling cast adrift, the low gravity of Central Command creating a sense of vertigo and seasickness. Arty’s arm was across her shoulder now, casually caressing her breast. She remembered the night of the outbreak, when he’d handed her a cup of water from the fountain in the med labs QC. He’d watched her undress in a drunken stupor, only she hadn’t been drunk.
The scene around her kept skipping, not again, please not again. Then she was falling backwards, slowly. Not falling, lowered. Arty helping her to the cold deck of the interrogation room, the linoleum clingy against the exposed flesh of her legs. Arty had already removed her jumpsuit bottoms to her knees, her paralyzed legs unfeeling. “I have wanted this for so long. Wanted you. Only you, do you know how special you should feel.”
Katja wanted to puke, but she was terrified she would choke, her body was immobile. The back of her throat felt deadened as if anesthetised, panic welled within overcoming physical sensation. Arty knelt above her, pulling his lab coat apart and maladroitly fingered the fly on his slacks. She tried to say no, but the muscles in her mouth locked. “I am truly sorry about your father,” he said, his face oddly sincere as he pulled his stiff member out.
Gently, Arty levered himself on top of her. His face was a mask of absent insanity as he looked down on her. Pins and needles shot down her right arm as his hot breath, smelling of stale coffee and old cigarettes, polluted the air before her. Katja could feel Arty trying to penetrate the torn wreckage of her vagina as she covertly tested the movement in her fingers. Each action of muscle, cartilage and tendon caused searing impulses of pain, but her arm could move.
Katja knew she was too weak to fight off Arty alone, as he looked down to see what was preventing him from raping her, Katja wheeled her mobile arm up and clumsily grasped for the row of pens neatly stashed in his lab coat. Arty grunted as he realised Katja wasn’t completely disabled, a blood caked hand tried to grasp her arm, multicoloured pens scattered across the floor. Her arm fell limp, back to her side as he pinned her shoulder. “Play nice Katja.”
Katja was sick of playing nice, sick of Murmansk-13 and sick of being used. As Arty looked down again she felt the weight of his body lift from her shoulder. Katja brought the pen she had jammed into the side of her torso up, swinging it sideways at an angle that tore into the side of his eye, smashing his spectacles. She could feel the membrane of his eyeball shred, with a pop the eye collapsed into sinuous gunge. The pen slammed hard into the orbital socket. Arty screamed a feral scream and fell away.
For a moment, Katja just lay there, felt her chest rising and falling. The curious reawakening of sensation across her torso was debilitating and constricting. With feeling, came pain. All the while Arty screamed, manically.
“You fucking bitch, you scabby faced whore.” Katja couldn’t see Arty, coming at her on all fours but she could hear his shrill madness closing in, skittering limbs on the plastic lino. “My eye, what did you do?”
What you deserved, thought Katja, only there wasn’t time for thought. Her whole body was a writhing mass of raw nerve endings trying to send her into neural meltdown. She flopped onto her stomach, like falling onto a needle bed, she’d barely started crawling when a hand closed round her ankle.
Katja kicked out as Arty struggled to gain purchase where her jumpsuit had gathered around her calves. The jumpsuit may as well have been shackles as her feet flailed, bound by the material, Katja felt her finger nails crack and split where she grasped for traction, trying to pull away. Then she was sliding backwards, the loose flesh around her tummy pinching against the linoleum. “I was going to be gentle with you, but not now,” grunted Arty.
All concerted effort was imbued in thrusting her burning thighs, he was trying to lift her legs, but couldn’t. Arty was weakening. She pumped her legs backwards again and again, trying to break his fragile grasp. Then it all stopped. She heard the clatter of a chair behind her, the screech of the metal table legs pushed backwards. The click of plastic against plastic.
When she managed to look up, levering herself up gingerly on numb palms, Arty was slumped like a puppet with cut strings, trousers around his ankles. His body wracked with spasms. One of her kicks had jammed the pen further into the skull, the tip of the Parker fountain pen just visible through the soup of gore where his eye once was. Both eyelids flinched, one obstructed by the writing implement, the other partially concealed a lobotomized gaze.
Katja fell back to the floor, she expected to cry, but there were no tears left. If she felt anything at all, it was a curious and detached sense of accomplishment. In the various circles of hell she’d been forced through since waking in the morgue, it had been others, Tala or Jamal or Oleg that saved her. Now she’d saved herself and in doing so eradicated one of the true killers of her father. The vengeance however was hollow. In a sense everybody who came into contact with Murmansk-13 were victims, the place was insidious, it infiltrated the mind and amplified weaknesses. Even Arty.
The door opened behind her. “Well fuck me,” said Dr. Smith, pointing her revolver at Katja’s head but looking at the brain damaged or dead Artyom. She cocked the revolver and Katja closed her eyes, she didn’t hear the bullet as it left a neat hole in Arty’s skull. When she opened them again, the barrel was directed at her face. “Get up.”
Katja struggled to right herself. The effects of the drug largely worn off; leaving a crash of dulled muscle response and generalized numbness. Of itself, she knew she could overcome these, but she was so tired, so very done. For a second, she just wished the doctor would pull the trigger and return her to the mindless oblivion of the morgue. “I can’t,” she replied, her voice a quiet rasp.
“Get up, or I will shoot you.” said Dr. Smith, calmly.
A tonsure-bald man entered the room, shorter than the doctor, slightly rotund in a grey cardigan. He put his hand on the doctors shoulder and spoke in an avuncular tone. “Leave her for the clean up team, Rebecca. No point getting her blood on your hands.”
☣☭☠
Tala absently dabbed her ear. The cartilage had been neatly perforated and partly cauterized by the bullet. Dried blood formed a tactile crescent around the edge of the wound. Subconsciously, she knew it must sting, could imagine the pernicious pain of the injury, but outwardly she didn’t feel it. Didn’t feel anything.
The cells around her were silent, everyone resigned to their individual fate. They were no longer crewmates and companions, just an assortment of condemned and broken beings awaiting the inevitable, trapped in their introverted shells of thoughts and memories, and dreams that never would be. Nobody spoke for an indeterminable time.
Perhaps death wouldn’t be so bad, thought Tala. Like going to sleep, a cessation of all the pain the waking world left. Maybe the bitter taste of failures and tragedies and regret would be washed away, purified by the endless darkness. If that were the case, she could release all the anger, all the sorrow of the night she killed her opponent. Maria de los Santos had been her name, but names gave people stories, so every waking moment Tala had to suppress it, suppress the image of Maria dying at her feet as the braying crowd cheered. The ending of Maria’s life had taken much of her own. Tala felt she could welcome death now, after all her body was so drained, so very weary she doubted there was any fight left.
Then Katja was marched back into the cells, Dr. Smith behind.
Of all the incarcerated, it was Captain Tor who noticed first, his sunken, glazed eyes peered through cavernous, dark-ringed sockets, focusing on the Plexiglas that separated the cellblock from the processing desk. Years of cryogenically stunted aging had been erased within a week. He’d shaven, but it only served to make his flesh appear sallow and slack, nascent jowls of loosened skin had formed, weakening his jaw line. He’d stolen his own release, relinquishing the gravitational pull of the noose to revisit the station. The gambit had failed, but perhaps Tor knew he had least to lose, he’d already surrendered himself.
Flecks of new blood spotted the lowest portions of Katja’s jumpsuit, the waistband hung slack, the elastic deformed and tore. Her face was passive, almost serene as Dr. Smith walked her back into the cellblock. She moved stiffly, certain joints and muscles no longer acting in concert. For a moment, Tala thought it was the result of some surgery to stop the bleeding, then Katja passed into light and Tala realized she’d mistaken medicated sedation for serenity. Haunted, bloodshot eyes stared out from a face paralyzed tranquil.
“Move back,” ordered Dr. Smith, reaching for an absurd ringlet of old fashioned keys. The keypad budget only stretching as far as the cellblock antechamber.
Everybody in the cell slid to the far end, pressing against the cold gray hardened veneers that hid reinforced bulkheads on three sides as the door clattered open. Dr. Smith pushed Katja into the cell and quickly reclosed the door behind her, for a brief moment, the doctor leered into the cell before a short man, turning to fat and bald save for the tonsured locks gestured for her to return to the antechamber. “We must address the others,” the man said.
Tala had barely been aware of the interaction behind Katja, their eyes had been locked since she was led in. Tala stood up, behind her Diego and Tor shuffled against the adjoining bulkhead, trying to provide privacy in the mutual space. “Katja,” she began, unsure where she was going. Katja stared at her, unspeaking. Her mouth and jaw twitched, but no words came out. Instead she stumbled into Tala’s arms, not crying, not making a sound. Katja was a deadweight against her bones and Tala eased them down to the deck, the girl nestling against her.
Katja was the larger of the two of them, taller and slightly broader. She’d once been overweight, but was now toneless and thinning but still bigger than Tala by a degree of magnitude. Yet she always felt small when pressed into Tala’s arms. Perversely childlike in a constant state of diminishment. She was a thing to be protected, fragile and beautiful in her own inimitable way. Tala had tried to push her away in the hope she would be rendered the medical help she required. It had failed.
As long as Katja was in danger, Tala knew she would continue to fight.
“Arty is dead,” Katja said quietly, big blue eyes looking up at Tala, before nuzzling into her neck. “They didn’t help me.”
Tala didn’t say anything, didn’t know what to say. She just kissed Katja on the temple and stroked her hair, only vaguely aware of the wide eyed stares from Diego and Tor. Katja had rejected her rejection and now Tala had to figure a way to save them all. She couldn’t welcome death just yet, not as long as Katja drew breath.

Chapter 19

Engine room spaces are hot and noisy affairs, regardless of the medium for thrust or drive. For Hernandez, a third of his life had been spent in the cacophonous cauldron of deep space engine rooms, first as a wiper, then as motorman or at least that was what he liked to brag. In reality much of his time was spent in the air conditioned and soundproofed environs of the engine control room, only ever venturing out to troubleshoot problems that couldn’t be resolved remotely.
In fairness, in the nebulous days of deep space travel, in the goldrush to the stars powered by retro engineered Iban concepts, using Earth analogue materials, fuels and beta-tested rockets — that was most problems. Blue collar engineers were only just learning about their new technologies as they were catapulted into deep space. Trial and error intertwined with life and death.
Subsequently, he was surprised both by the comparative quiet and cool of the various compartmentalized spaces that kept the station orbital, aligned, powered and gravitational. That, and the fact that any of the equipment still worked.
“There is no way this station hasn’t been maintained, man,” Hernandez said, staring into the relatively clean chip cluster and motherboard set of the control panel. Nilsen and Pettersson assessed the giant stabilization reactor, entombed and oscillating behind meter thick plates of tungsten. The two senior engineers appeared hypnotized by the movement of the central mass. “I mean there’s corrosion here and there, tripped fuses and the like,” Hernandez continued to himself. “But this place would have spun down by now. Or blown up.”
Hernandez closed the panel and joined the other two engineers, his mag booted footsteps clattering across the plating of the catwalk and echoing within the blue hued recesses of the chamber. Beneath his feet a mixture of water and coolant lapped, the coolant evident in little rainbow wisps rippling across the surface. In the event of a meltdown the reactor could be instantly dipped in coolant and the chamber filled with a fast hardening, near concrete foam.
“She is spinning down,” said Nilsen. “But you’re right, it’s an order of magnitude slower than it should be.”
“You reckon there’s people on this rig, boss?”
“Somebody has been looking after her, at least in a manner that’s kept her functional,” Nilsen turned to Hernandez, he looked frustrated, his face washed with the lambent blue omitted from the reactor viewport. “But that isn’t our concern, maybe there are folk on here, maybe they’re sending repair crews out. I’m inclined to think it’s the later. All I want is to get the shit we need and get back to the Riyadh.”
They’d not found Syntin or an effective fuel substitute for the Riyadh’s rockets, neither had they found any exotic matter or cryogenic fluid. In truth, they hadn’t expected to. Stations didn’t need wormhole drives and stores of fuel for elongated periods of thrust. Crews were shipped in and out on set contracts negating the need for cryosleep. Instead, the closest analogue for thrust Murmansk 13 possessed were eight small rockets positioned for orbital alignment and spin correction that worked in tandem with the orbital stabilization reactor, effectively a gravity anchor that also provided the spin for centrifugal gravity. The system worked in an automated programmed loop, with the rockets firing whenever the gravity anchor threatened to drag. Then they would fire in short rapid bursts to rectify the misalignment before a problem ever materialized. It was a surprisingly simple, if over-engineered system that worked well because of the basic programming that spoke to the various mediums of stabilization requiring minimal human input.
It was also a system that was growing old and tired, the fuel lines they’d found in the thruster compartment were near spent, mere tens of tons of marine grade diesel remained in the gently rusting pipes. Once that run out no auto routine could rectify misalignment. Steadily, the station would part from her geostationary orbit and be pulled into whichever celestial body exerted the most gravitational force, either being sucked into the milky green planet’s atmosphere and breaking up, or being slingshot into space and disintegrating.
Hernandez closed his eyes and remembered the silent rush of the debris that almost killed him and crushed the Riyadh. Murmansk-13 was already breaking up under her own centrifugal duress, casting extraneous chunks of herself into space. At a steady rate of decay she would be a mere spinning top, skeletal by the time she smashed into the surface of some planet or moon.
Or burnt up in the necrotic bloom of the supergiant.
There ain’t no maintenance crews coming here, not now anyway. Hernandez thought, but chose not to bait Nilsen. The Chief Engineer was already harried, survival plan A was a bust. They wouldn’t be flying their way to salvation, all they could do now was find air scrubbers and filters that would hopefully fit the Riyadh and turn her into a giant lifeboat. Perhaps salvage whatever propellant they could from the thrust lines to provide a tiny dose of inertia and hope the Captain’s group found a bevy of stores.
Without cryo fluid, even survival would be hell. With no means of communication, save their mindless emergency beacons; every mouthful of rations would taste like a step nearer to starvation, each breath a breath less that could be taken later on. If salvation never came, they could drift for months, recycling their scrubbers, recycling their water production filters. The air would grow steadily staler as the scrubbers became less and less efficient drawing out carbon dioxide; background toxins would build up to dangerous levels. Meanwhile, the water would grow steadily less sanitary, they would have to revert to dumping their waste from the airlocks. All the while they would be weakening, their bodies slowly consuming themselves until they drifted away, like the ship.
Once the emergency beacons ceased broadcasting, the Riyadh would become a silent tomb, a derelict with a compliment of bodies on an endless mission into the deep darkness. Hernandez shivered.
“Hernandez, get the dollie.” Nilsen said, walking away from the eddying throb of the reactor. “Let’s see if we can’t find more life support systems than the Captain can find supplies,” he chuckled mirthlessly at the dark competition.
Hernandez glanced at the time readout, built into the EVA suit at the wrist. He’d been carefully monitoring it for a while, “Chief, it’s almost been eight hours.”
“So?” Nilsen didn’t turn to look around, he continued down the gantry way that bisected the reactor compartment, toward huge steel doors designed for blast containment.
“So, Tala… sir.” Hernandez tried to control the edginess that was tempering his voice, it would take less than thirty minutes to retrace his steps back to the service corridor, to the junction where Tala had been told to meet the crew, another half hour back. Both groups agreed they would send a representative to wait for her. Hernandez wasn’t prepared to welch on a friend. He wouldn’t.
“Shit,” Nilsen replied, looking at his own watch. The hover dollie was parked just beyond the threshold of the reactor chamber where the three engineers gathered, letting the eerie indigo light and heartbeat like thrum disappear behind reinforced steel plates. Nervously, Nilsen reached around for the hunting rifle that had been taped across his back, Hernandez had noticed the Chief Engineer do it several times since they’d first alighted upon the station; it was a tick, a need for reassurance. It did little to comfort Hernandez. “You know your way back?”
“It’s a pretty straight run, Chief,” Hernandez replied.
“You want my rifle?” Nilsen asked guardedly, picking at the edges of gaffer tape that formed the scabbard. He’d seen Hernandez coveting the piece. It would certainly calm the jitters.
“Would you give it me if I wanted it?” Hernandez cocked a wonky smile, knowing the answer before he even asked the question. Nilsen stared at him with an expression bereft of levity.
“Don’t wait too long for her,” began Nilsen the bony, jagged lines of his face etched by shadow, his voice strained. “The rest of the crew need you too.”
☣☭☠
Whenever Hernandez struck out alone, there was always a sense of exhilaration. Of freedom of entering the unknown without support. It had become an affectation of his stunted life, cut-up by long stints in the hard vacuum of deep space.
On the rare occasions he found himself home in Chiapas, Hernandez existed as an empty vessel waiting to be filled until he left once more for the stars. He modelled himself a city boy, ingraining himself in urban culture while adhering to the peripheries. He was a Maya Lowrider, a punk, a face in the crowd. He frequented numerous circles, but counted few friends. It wasn’t that Hernandez didn’t like people to get close, he just didn’t want to leave a blueprint of that version of himself when he shipped out. Each contract meant that vessel modelled in his leave would be drained and wiped clean.
It had to be that way. When Hernandez first ventured into deep space engineering as an electrician trainee, he’d tried to keep his personal connections alive. He would diligently send laser telex to his family and letters to the harem of girlfriends he liked to believe he kept, letters seemed romantic to a seventeen year old.
But as his first voyage stretched on he could no longer focus his energy on the endeavour, to keep the straining lines of connection from parting altogether. Hernandez found he cared less and less. Travelling away for years at a time, even if much of that time was spent in cryo, left an unerring sense of disconnect, regardless of the effort. An endless revaluation of the importance of the people in your life until the only person left was yourself. Then you drank and found other vices to while away your downtime. Trying to forget the distances.
When he’d returned from his first trip there had been a party held by his family, few of his former friends showed up and Hernandez knew why. They’d forgotten about him. For four months, he’d roamed the streets of Tuxtla with his pockets full but feeling out of place, like a ghost of his former self watching rather than participating while the people who were once his closest friends forged on with lives of their own. Occasionally they would invite him to bars, but find they had nothing to talk about, awkward silence would draw on only proving that the plains on which they existed had skewed and slipped apart. Hernandez became an anachronism of himself, estranged from his former existence.
Subsequently, he distanced himself from himself. His closest associates became a transient drift of dealers and people he sought to outdo within the Lowrider community. The rest were acquaintances he would share a beer with, or perhaps a line while trying to avoid the pillars of his last reinvention. Hernandez became sentimental and volatile as his use of speed and ketamine went from habitual to spiralling. He had money for the powder, and he no longer cared where he woke up. Days just skipped by on Earth.
A lot of his new clique had a tendency to wind up dead or missing or laying low under new personae. Death was not uncommon on the Tuxtla streets for people starved of ambition and an apathetic attitude to violence — or whose enterprise put them in direct conflict with the cartels and organized street gangs. Every time he paid off, Hernandez returned home to a diminished list of contacts. He’d try to remember their faces, but rarely found he could.
In a way it helped him hit the reset. Nobody really knew him, because he never really existed as a single entity, just a blank slate to anybody who hadn’t shipped with him.
So when he did strike out, into the forests beyond the limits of the city he did so alone, to escape. To be something, somebody else in a place where his thoughts were no longer drowned out by the noise of his disposable existence. It was never a case of finding himself, but finding a clarity that was engrained within the exhilaration of being lost. The small thrill of fear and comfort of being surrounded by a landscape foreign yet familiar, hidden and astray beneath a canopy of trees whose lives and deaths were measured in decades and centuries, not months and years. Humans were fragile and fallible, their timelines inconsequential. The forests were the only connection Hernandez had left to Earth, the only place where he could be himself; lost and home.
The fear he felt retracing his steps alone through Murmansk-13 was fundamentally different. This fear was vague and implied, it ate away at the psyche like it drained the Riyadh of her soul. Hernandez felt a sudden desire to reconnect to those he’d shed from his life, that support network he’d cast away. For the first time in his life, Hernandez could not tune out the complete absence of being he’d created to protect himself. He was truly alone and truly scared.
Nobody had really known what they were scared of as they had suited up in the evac suite, the Captain unable to vocalize his fears in any sensible manner. But his face, the harrowed empty eyes, were enough to know that Murmansk-13 was a fundamentally wrong place, a place that had driven him to the precipice.
That station is ridden with disease and death and there death walks. Murmansk-13 was manmade and yet wildly alien as Hernandez thought of the forests back home, then his mind switched to Mihailov. He tried to shut out the memories.
Whether it was psychosomatic or not. Hernandez planted each foot lightly as he ascended the treadplate staircase back to the atrium. Without companionship, his fear amplified, there was no thrill, no clarity within the swaddling dread. Just silence and noise, each mag booted step or clatter of lustreless tools augmented by the silence it fed. A silence Hernandez was convinced lay inhabited, either by people or something else. He removed his belt of electricians tools and laid it quietly on the landing. He pushed open the heavy fire door.
The huge atrium for Central Command sat noiseless and still, the puck shaped foyer a symphony of dust covered cream appointments and ominous black shaded glass bulkheads. Silver effect plastic sconces uplit the space in moodily subdued hues lending a cheap ceremonial gravitas. On the faux marble deck a huge mission insignia was emblazoned in front of the curved main desk and a bank of dead eyed CRT’s. Murmansk-13 shown in full silhouette against the Red Supergiant and a backdrop of the starburst constellation. The image was coloured with drab poster paints and encircled by yellow Cyrillic offering an oddly depthless character. The insignia lacked the usual motifs associated with the Soviet Deep Space program, no hammer and sickle, no sense of official state recognition. The insignia were for those that worked here and perhaps those seeking legitimacy.
Much like the rest of the station, the foyer smelt of old ammonia astringent and melted electrical wiring; toxins slowly saturating the overstretched air scrubbers. Hernandez hoped Nilsen and Pettersson could find a store of new micromeshes else oxygen would become a bonded item onboard the Riyadh.
Carefully Hernandez crept across the atrium toward one of the four wide corridor exits, the one they’d overrode earlier. Above it the numbers of the districts most closely serviced was indicated in chipped painted stencils and to the side one of several murals that commemorated a Communist party leader in stark block colours and angular lines. The flat eyes of Stalin, Lenin and Khrushchev charted his progress toward the corridor from the various exit points they held dominion over. Hernandez subconsciously pressed himself against the bulkhead, the outer layer of his EVA suit scraping against the plastic walls.
Hernandez breathed a relieved sigh as he left the exposed space of the atrium, the corridor was wide but straight. He would see trouble approaching long before he was trapped. As the burden of dread lifted his steps became freer and gradually heavier as he ascended the passageway. The gentle press of kinetically generated gravity caused his heavy steps to slew in momentary disorientation, his inner ear experienced brief vertigo as he passed the indistinct threshold from the artificially processed gravity at the core to the mechanically processed gravity of the outer ring. He caught himself with a cocky grin and righted his footing as his body warred against the Coriolis effect. For the uninitiated the effect would be stomach churning, like dropping from the top of a rollercoaster while simply walking forward.
The fear and tension that had accompanied him since arriving at the station left Hernandez strung out. For eight hours it had been a distraction from withdrawal, an almost psychological high. Now alone and relaxed he could feel his mind unspooling, the edge lost. It wasn’t a comedown, so much as a physiological and psychological drain, a loss of focus. His EVA suit suddenly felt heavy against his shoulders and constricting, irritating. The emptiness and whiteness of the corridor lacked stimulation, his eyes flickering for want of a focal point. Cool sweat glistened his forehead and grew chill against the constant breeze pulsing from the service corridor, the slackened quiff of his hair adhered to his face, itching his nose.
Hernandez rubbed his eyes and slicked back his hair, tried to remember he was doing this for Tala. One of the few people who saw the real him, not the empty vessel of home. Tala knew him in a way other people didn’t. She would appreciate he had come, alone. Hernandez remembered the drunken and confused night they’d bunked together, he’d never let her know he’d got hung up on it. Couldn’t, it would destroy their friendship. But it didn’t stop his mind from drifting, didn’t prevent each footfall from being tired and angry, the swatch of dim grey bulkheads that indicated the terminus of the corridor growing no closer. He looked at the time readout in his suit, he’d left Nilsen and Pettersson at the reactor sixteen minutes ago.
The first heinous threads of rotten flesh came shortly after, plucking at his olfactory senses and stopping Hernandez in his tracks. He’d smelt death before when he’d visited one of his dealer-friends trailer and found him riddled with bullets. The insides of his tin plate abode sweaty with condensation, the body bloated beneath a carpet of maggots. He tried to remember the man’s name as the smell intensified.
Then he heard the distinct pounding of flesh — fists and palms — against buckling metal, somewhere in the distance. Adrenaline fired through his body like a much needed hit, he hesitated against the rush as his edge returned. For a moment he wondered if it could be Tala or the Captain’s group in trouble, but the fist and palms were too numerous, the low guttural calls too inhuman. The fear redoubled, he back stepped and felt a cold metal cylinder press into the nape of his neck.
“Where are the other two?” A female voice, affected British and vaguely familiar, asked.
Hernandez pressed his eyelids closed, angry at himself for letting his attention slip. How long had she been following him? He felt the gun barrel scrape against the base of his skull, pushing for an answer. He wondered if this was like the last moments of the lives of people he’d known in Tuxtla, the friends of the other Hernandez, the detached Hernandez, friends who’d pushed the wrong people. The guy in the trailer, melting through the thin metal skin of his home. “Fuck you, cono,” was the only answer Hernandez was going to give and waited for the hammer to strike the pin, realizing he’d known it would end this way.
☣☭☠
The autumn sun was low in the clear sky, watery and pallid as Katja made her way through the rush hour crowds. Swaddled in furs against the frigid mid December air, thick with condensate. Usually she revelled in the hubbub of the city on a Friday evening and the weekend atmosphere of release. The Christmas lights would soon flicker to life as twilight deepened and she fought the urge to linger. But tonight she had to get home.
As she crossed the Oka river, from the Zarechnaya chast to the Nagornaya chast the crowds began to thin, the busy concrete city left behind against her back as she scaled the gentle hillside. Freed from the clamour, her mind played out what she would say, contemplated how she would deliver the news. Wondered what reaction would be elicited.
She’d been issued her placement. Most of her alumni at the Gorky Medical Institute had plumped for places in big cities, Moscow and Leningrad. Foreign assignments had been forbidden after last semesters defections, the friendship pact with America in tatters. By all accounts, Katja had scored the least desired placement of all despite being an average student. It had been the placement she requested.
The family mansion stood, an orange and white edifice in a suburb of Gorky, leafy in the short summer, set aback from imposing wrought iron gates. In truth it was a maisonette, a mock Petrine Baroque townhouse that had been wrestled from a city aristocrat and divvied up after the revolution. They owned the uppermost floor of the building that overlooked the city, still a much desired symbol of wealth despite the obvious signs of dilapidation. Over the decades the colourful paintwork had chipped and faded and the render showed hairline cracks that widened and grew more ragged with each year. Father always said he would fix it one day, but that day never seemed to come.
The hallway was draughty and dark, the cumbersome communal entrance door shutting with a clatter against the brittle wind. The ground floor neighbours would probably complain again, Katja didn’t really care. Her footsteps rung out as she ascended the scuffed marble staircase, the iron banister ice cold to the touch.
She could hear the radio before she opened the front door, a news reporter spoke with a sombre voice, mother was home early from the car factory again, work tailing off. Katja hoped the scenes of tension from the night before had dissipated as she quietly opened the door and slipped inside their home.
Katja struggled to breathe against the blast of dry electrical heat that roasted her street frozen skin. She shed her layers of furs and jumpers just as her lungs warmed to their normal capacity. The house smelt of burnt dust, cigarette ash and counterfeit flowery perfumes bought at the market.
“Kat is that you?” Her mother called from the dining room, her voice deep with age and a lifetime of smoking.
“Yes, ma. Who did you think it was?” Katja replied flippantly, hanging her overcoat up and tossing the rest of her clothes into her bedroom.
Katja had visited many friends houses who lived within the Soviet tenements in the city below. The interior of their old maisonette was much the same, a product of looting not long after the Bolsheviks seized control. Whoever reappointed the mansion after the paroxysm of revolution had done so with the stark pragmatism that would demark proletarian home life under the Communist regime. Sturdy but heartless plasterboard walls divided the dining/living space from the kitchen and the hallway off which the bedrooms and bathroom were situated.
Mother and Father had decorated in the mid seventies and the old carpets, furnishings and peeling wallpaper still just held onto the hues of once fashionable brown and orange that had surpassed the rest of the world by more than a decade.
Her mother sat at a large space age plastic table, reading the Pravda, fag hanging from her mouth. Behind her an electrical fire glowed orange, she peered up at Katja with hangdog eyes, socked in a fattened face. Katja couldn’t remember a time she hadn’t looked tired and much older than her years. She’d been pretty when she was young, a faded wedding photo atop the tiled fireplace bore testimony to the fact. Katja shuddered at the thought of sharing her genes. As she lost the weight of teenage apathy, her mother grew heavier. A scintilla of resentment would glimmer in her mother’s eyes when Katja dropped another dress size.
“Where’s Father?” Katja asked, hardly able to contain the excitement and trepidation, “I’ve got something I need to tell him.”
“It’s good to see you too, Kat,” her mother said thumbing in the direction of the balcony with a meaty, pale forearm. Net curtains flapped briskly in the steady breeze. Katja felt a renewed chill as she breached the miniature front where cold fresh air met hot still electrical heat.
Nikolai Falmendikov sat overlooking Gorky below, the lights were blinking on in the city as the sun shrank from the sky. The horizon was hemlined by clouds, shaped like marching soldiers, stealing the last vestiges of twilight in a golden corona. He sipped from a heavy tumbler filled with amber liquor, listening to the distant commotion of car horns and raised voices both of reverie and anger welling up the hillside. Katja braced her arms against her chest, wishing she’d not removed her jumpers. The cold didn’t seem to bother her father. “Father?”
Her father turned to her, bleary eyed. A warm smile crossed his lips. “Hello Katja,” he said, then studied her face with renewed focus, sensing her anxiety. “Are you OK?”
Katja slid the balcony door too, trying to block out the sounds of the radio in the room beyond. “I’ve been given my placement,” she blurted out over the noise of the city and the radio and the buffeting wind that billowed around the net curtain tickling her ankles, the heat of the dining room washed over her feet.
Her father placed his tumbler on the deck and looked at her, he was a stern faced man, his angular bone structure gave him a stony appearance that betrayed handsomeness. “Where did you decide to go?” He asked, the artificial light from the dining room casting dark and light across the topography of his skin.
Katja gulped, even if she wasn’t stood in the rapidly freezing nights air she would still have felt the shudder of anxiety ascend her spine. “I chose the deep space program,” she answered quietly.
Her father closed his eyes and let out an exasperated sigh. Deep space had been his dream, he’d joined the Soviet State owned Merchant Space Fleet as a cadet upon its inception, but like Katja had only ever achieved satisfactory grades, not exceptional. He’d passed out ninth of seventeen and been trapped on the solar coasters ever since, year long runs servicing the declining solar service stations as the scope of space colonization went interstellar. By most people’s standards he was a successful man. Except his own.
Katja had wanted to honour that dream, for him, for everything he’d done to make her life comfortable. She also wanted to escape a lifetime in Gorky and the ennui that settled like grey sediment over her psyche. This was the first year the deep space program had offered a place for a medical student and it was place, singular. The assignment would be aboard a retiring space station as a laboratory assistant, the name of the station and its location were otherwise unknown till a later date.
The placement would mean Katja would miss her classes graduation, unlike other assignments, this came sandwiched between two nine month burns in cryo, not a two hour airplane flight. But Katja was OK with that, the majority of her childhood clique had already slipped away into new lives and professions. She could shed what remained of her puppy fat and reinvent herself, her absence would at the least shake the persistent attentions of Danill, but most of all it would give her a fundamental understanding of the sacrifices her father had made for his family.
Her father did not speak for a long time, a look of pain and confusion spread slowly across his face, emotions moving like tectonic plates. This was his dream, she’d been wrong to seize it. Katja felt her heart sink with his expression. Her father warned her when she’d first mentioned that the program had become available; that the work would be hard and lonely. That she would grow bored, trapped and unable to go anywhere. She believed her father was just transferring his own justifications for accepting his career stagnation, his own mental validation for failure.
“Katja,” he began, his voice dripping with sadness.
Then the scene skipped. The passage of time blinking. Gorky below had fallen silent and black, the streetlights and Christmas lights extinguished. Even the stars guttered out. For a moment she was alone on the balcony in blackness. Then her father was back, his eyes sad and feral, his slack face slicked with blood. He paused to look at her, his neck broken and twisted. He was on his knees, beside him Katja’s mother lay sprawled on the cold wooden deck. Her face ashen and waxy in a cryptogenic argent glow. He regarded Katja for just a moment before burying his face into the ragged cavity chewed into her mother’s bloated stomach, attempting to wrench out unidentifiable viscera, the smashed bones in his neck grated with crepitus.
She’d brought him here. She’d killed him.
Katja woke with a sputtering cough, her chest rising and falling in rapid, shallow breaths, a wave of nausea forced a bolus of stomach acid into the back of her mouth. She swallowed it back down. Her jumpsuit was clammy against her moist skin and sticky where new blood spotted. She felt a strong grip attempt to envelop her and her sleep addled reaction was to push it away, fight it. THEY WERE COMING!
“Are you OK?” Tala pinned Katja with a tender strength as she tried to pull away. It took Katja another few seconds to remember where she was and who she was with. “Bad dream?” Tala asked, her face drawn with concern as she looked down upon her. Katja had sprawled across her lap and somehow fallen asleep.
Even within her dreams she hadn’t been able to escape the mind corroding touch of the station.
Her metabolism had worked to expunge the remaining sedative Arty had used. She nodded and sat up stiffly, rubbing hot, scratchy eyes. She’d draped herself awkwardly across Tala in her drug-numbed state and now had a new set of muscular kinks to add to an elongating list of aches and pains.
They hardly seemed to matter anymore. She’d grown so weary and so hurt Katja started to feel a disconnect from her corporeal self, as if her broken body was merely a tool for the mind she was gradually receding into. A large, remotely operated means of conveyance that had grown old too fast, poorly maintained and starting to show the inevitable signs of dereliction.
“You want to talk about it?” Tala asked, placing a gentle hand on her knee. Her features were hard but expressive, a strong jaw sat beneath unfeminine brows and angular cheekbones and the stark Grace flattop gave her a mannish severity. While Tala bore so many of her own injuries, she seemed to channel Katja’s pain and fear as if hoping she could somehow absorb them and unburden her. Katja could see in Tala’s soft, almond shaped brown eyes the depth of her need to make Katja better, that was why she’d tried to drive her away, Tala would hurt herself to save Katja.
Katja shook her head. “Not really.”
They were still in the cell. Bright antiseptic strip lights fuzzed in the corridor beyond, shedding retina tiring neon white through the bars. The cell measured three meters square, a single steel shelf, bolted to the bulkhead and furnished with a thin, stained mattress, constituted a bed and beside it a stainless steel toilet without a seat provided the only adornments.
Katja had an urgent needed to piss, but couldn’t summon the exhibitionism required to urinate in the presence of men.
Captain Tor, the wild eyed, blond haired man who she’d escaped from after the morgue, slumped catatonic against the opposite bulkhead. He’d abandoned Tala to her fate when the EVA suit she was using malfunctioned. She would have died returning to her ship and he’d been given little choice. Tala’s anger at abandonment had softened, but what remained Katja felt was misplaced. His decision had brought them together.
The Captain had become deeply broken since Katja lay pinned by hoards of infected, pressing down upon her, in the service corridor. He’d stopped mumbling and his intense, unflinching eyes fixed on some unseen image or event that demanded the concentration of his entire being. Were it not for the occasional movement of his eyelids and the near imperceptible rise and fall of his chest, he could be assumed dead. Katja imagined if she started to openly piss in the middle of the cell it would not distract his attention.
Beside him, an innocuous looking Latino man with teak brown skin called Diego stared at Katja with thinly veiled resentment. The essence of stale urine still drifted from the helmet coupling of his EVA suit, his catheter having apparently detached or been incorrectly fitted. At first Diego had worn a mien of shame and shock faced resignation in the cell. But slowly, she’d sensed a teenagers envy subtly twisting his face as fear gave way to nervous boredom. He was in love with Tala, of that Katja was certain and even when faced with impending death, the snubbing hurt.
Perhaps impending death made the unrequited feelings rawer.
They’d not talked as a group since Katja was brought to the cell. It was like pouring salt on a fresh sore but Katja had managed to recount everything Arty told her, before setting upon her. Before she’d killed him.
Katja informed them about the party arriving at the station, about their status as unwanted observers, then the memories of the interrogation room spinning caused her lucidity to flee. Katja couldn’t remember if anyone said anything in response before she fell asleep. She didn’t think so and she had no point of reference as to how long she’d slept, how long until they expected the party to arrive and eliminate the witnesses. Eliminate them.
“I’ve been having them too,” Tala said absentmindedly, picking up the closed thread of discussion without any real interest in it. Her eyes scouring the bulkheads and deckheads for modes of escape, just as she’d done in District Four, in Gennady’s room, before Kirill’s coup. “Bad dreams…”
They’d been safest running. Every time they’d stopped they found themselves under threat, either by the mindless infected or the unspooling human populace. But now they were trapped, imprisoned and where was left to go? They hadn’t eaten since the uprising in District Four and the only thing Katja had drunk since then was poisoned. Even if they could get out of the cells, the station would be abandoned, either to the infected or scuttled altogether. The cleanup party would surely disable Tala’s ship. Surely leave them trapped as the station tumbled apart into the ether. The final human tenants of Murmansk-13.
Katja tried to staunch her train of thought as hope vented from her system like atmosphere from a compromised fuselage. The strength to fight ebbed away as a steady thread of panic threatened to override her sedative free system. Tala squeezed Katja faintly into her body, sensing the febrile saturation of hopelessness wracking her body. Reawakened nerve endings converted the touch to a calming salve. “We’re not dead yet,” whispered Tala.
☣☭☠
The undying neon lights stripped time of any context. Katja blinked raw eyes against the light and realised she’d been placed on the steel cot, staring up at the seamless deckhead. She’d fallen asleep again, a mercifully dreamless sleep providing a darkened cocoon for a mind no longer capable of processing the tedious and terrorizing wait for death.
Beyond her field of sight she sensed activity. Katja turned on the formless mattress to see Tala and Diego cautiously hovering near the bars like animals in a zoo, watching the hydraulic cellblock doors. Katja braced herself against the harbingers of doom, tried to make herself as small as possible in the tiny exposed cell. She heard the hydraulic hiss of the doors and squeezed her eyes closed.
She wished she’d remained asleep, perhaps that had been Tala’s hope.
“Hernandez?” Tala and Diego spoke the name in union — an incredulous question. Katja peered through clenched eyelids, daring to hope for a stay of execution.
“Hola pendejo,” said a short man with a small head in an EVA suit, green palm emblem on the sleeves. Dr. Smith walked at close distance behind him with her gun pointed at the back of his skull. It didn’t appear to affect his mood as he waved cheerily to his co-captives. Hernandez shared a similar skin tone to Diego, but his face bore a distinctly indigenous quality partially concealed by a lock of dark greasers hair. “Hola mi chica, it’s good to see you. Hoy, what happened to your face?” He spoke quickly, with a soft, nasally voice. His question addressed Tala.
Something about the coquettish way Tala masked her damaged features with her hand, turning from the man’s gaze, irked Katja. She watched the tough Filipinas light brown skin darken under his scrutiny. It was an act so incomprehensible and uncharacteristic of the Tala she knew that her stomach fluttered beneath a rush of hopeless inadequacy.
As Tala shyly hid the injuries she’d gained, usually in protecting Katja and now oblivious to her, Katja recalled her words ‘You don’t know me.’ Her actions now lent credence to those words. Katja snapped her eyes shut and turned away, either pretending to sleep or as an act of petulance, it didn’t really matter, nobody was paying her attention anyway.
With her eyes closed, Katja allowed her mind to unravel. In truth she was confused, awaiting death and trying to control a gnawing jealousy that served no purpose. She’d almost told Tala she loved her, but that was absurd. What was Tala to her? An exotic bodyguard? Perhaps it would be best to view her in such simple light, try and banish the depth of feeling that had blossomed amongst danger and decay.
They both had layers and histories, pasts that would take years to untangle. And there were no years, not even days. That thought diluted the jealousy, turning it into an ache of sadness. A dull mourning of lost potential.
“Are you going to tell me where the other two are?” Katja could picture the spite filled Dr. Smith threatening Hernandez with her gun. In the pristine self enclosed darkness of her reverie she could detect a foreign trace in the doctors high-born accent, Katja could feel it threatening to awake something in her memory from a time still boxed off in the tangled cells of her brain. Frustrating and lost.
“I already told you, didn’t I?” Hernandez chewed out the question and spat it in the doctors face. To an observer of the discourse, the quaver in his voice would be lost beneath the veneer of bullishness, but Katja could hear his fear as she listened.
“Have it your way,” the doctor said, bored with her newest toy.
“You going to ice me?”
“Worse, move.”
Katja could hear the shuffle of the EVA suit as Dr. Smith forced him away from the bars and his crewmates. Katja turned and watched as the doctor forced Hernandez to backpedal, pistol directly in his face. Katja admired the man’s ability to maintain a dispassionate air.
“Hey!” Shouted Tala. “Put him in with us! He’s one of us.”
“He had his opportunity,” said Dr. Smith deftly removing a large, solid key attached at her hip with a karabiner using her single free hand. “If he had played nice,” Katja winced at the phrase, tears flashing across the surface of her eyes, “but he didn’t.”
“No,” said Tala breathlessly as Dr. Smith placed the key into the barrel of the lock.
“These guys bad?” Asked Hernandez glancing into his new abode and its current, sickly denizens.
Jamal lay shivering on the floor, his injured leg stretched out before him, blood weeping from the bandage. Katja had almost forgotten about Jamal and Oleg, both herself and Tala owed them their lives, but now they were toxic. She’d filed them away, into the same corner of her mind where the lost friends of Murmansk-13 already dwelled, safe and alive. Not daring to interrogate those memories for fear of the truth, that they were experimented on, the disease allowed to germinating inside their brain, wiping away the person they once were and co-opting their bodies to feed. Just as it now did inside Oleg.
They were already forsaken and Katja felt a bitter jag of shame in having sheltered herself against their inevitable decline. She couldn’t help them and she couldn’t bear to provide them comfort so she boxed them off behind an opaque, hardened bulkhead and concerned herself with her own petty regrets and jealousies.
Dr. Smith pushed Hernandez into the cell. “Bon appetit,” she said as the autolock doors snapped shut with a clank and a click. She replaced the key on its clip.
Hernandez shot her an enquiring look as if she were mad, then said “Hi guys.”
His levity failed to thaw the icy stare of hatred Jamal reserved for the doctor, the sheer effort to maintain hate seemed to weaken the once powerful man. From her vantage point ten feet away, Katja could see sweat moisten his skin, the muscles in his face twitching with fever or pain. When he spoke, his voice retained its intensity, but had been robbed of its vigour. “You’re scum, the people you represent are scum and you will kill everybody if you go through with this.”
Dr. Smith just stared back, reckless and careless, she held his gaze for half a minute. Watching the strong man suffer, before looking back to the cellblock entrance where Ildar stood. “We’ll flood engineering with the infected, we can’t let the other two damage the station. We need this junk heap to remain orbital for another few hours at least.”
“That’ll compromise the clean-up teams entrance,” Ildar said with a voice added depth with age his exasperation was apparent but nuanced, he was an architect of a project being taken from his hands and dismantled piece by piece. Katja sensed Artyom had been the driving force behind marketing their endeavour. “For four years we have not compromised Central Command, this is our base.”
“The clean-up teams will be using the service corridor just like us. At this late stage I have no interest in engaging a gun crazy engineer within an engineering compartment,” Doctor Smith’s words were prim and matronly, she stood over Ildar like a nurse caring for the elderly, condescension dripped through her tone. “Come now Ildar, we eradicate this one last little problem and soon you will be a very wealthy man. Heavens, you could even buy fashionable clothes.”
Ildar gave her a withering glance, his mouth twitched as if he was about to argue, then his shoulders slumped. Katja watched Diego step aside, gaze anywhere but where Tala reached through the bars, her hands working with lightning swiftness outside of Katja’s line of sight. The only evidence she was doing something, the minute movements of her sinuous shoulders through her jumpsuit. Then Ildar and Dr. Smith left, undeterred by whatever action Tala had carried out.
As the hydraulic cellblock antechamber closed, Tala stepped back nervously into the centre of the cell, waiting for the hissing hydraulic report of the station security entrance. Carefully she unclasped her hand. “She’s going to notice this is missing soon.”

Chapter 20

Murmansk-13 was a Russian station. Materials sourced, labour, even the selection of its fittings were the product of the Soviet and it told.
Like a model fortress, built with cardboard, Murmansk-13 had been designed to impress, to intimidate as it hung vast, sprawling and gunmetal grey in its gravitational null point. It was never designed to be tested, to be inventoried in its minutiae, because that made it fallible, and the only standard it was designed to meet was artifice.
Just like the marbled veneer table tops and plastic aspidistras gathering dust, the implied strength of the security cells was all smoke and mirrors. A pretence to a reality where Party profligacy extended to the superficial, where cannibalized parts, stucco and gaffer tape papered over the cracks. The cells had only ever been designed to serve drunkards who’d made too merry within the recreation district, or aggravated co-workers who’d came to blows after months of ratcheting tensions in close proximity. Anything more serious and the perpetrator would be shipped to the nearest support vessel in shackles and transferred to the first homeward bound frigate or destroyer. They’d never been designed to be tested for escape, because nobody was ever going to try and escape from them. The hydraulically locked antechambers were just another example of Soviet showmanship, they looked good, but you still had to enable the prisoners behind them to breathe.
“You learn shit, on the streets,” said Tala shrugging. The cell key felt heavy and ancient in her hands. An incongruous artefact in the well of space. She’d been surprised Dr. Smith hadn’t become aware of the absence of its weight at her hip, she soon would be.
Diego and Katja looked at the key with a sense of awe. “We need to use it fast,” said Katja, herself eyeing up the heft of the object.
Tala had barely been able to stifle a manic laugh. After enduring the rigmarole of the faltering hydraulic antechambers, to be faced with barred cells straight out of a western movie seemed absurd. Standard key and lock entry was an enduring, steadfast means of detaining a ne’er-do-well and also meant they only had to provide a single duct for air circulation. It was also highly unsound when the cells pinned a narrow corridor not two arms spans in width.
As Katja slept, Tala formulated a plan. It hinged on Dr. Smith returning to the cells with Ildar in tow like a trusted jowly hound dog. Tala sensed the former project lead was now attached to Dr. Smith with an invisible leash as they squabbled out the last few hours of an experiment he’d long lost dominion over.
Tala had been ecstatic to see Hernandez still alive, even if he was at gunpoint. The motorman was her closest friend amongst the Riyadh crew and he’d unwittingly invigorated her plan by being captured. As Tala hoped, Dr. Smith enjoyed her position of superiority over Ildar. Thrashing out her plans in plain sight of her captives while simultaneously subjugating the remaining member of the Unseen Hand. All within the tight confides of the cellblock corridor.
Tala had simply channelled her destitute street urchin days, recalling the fast handed trade of pick pocketing that she’d used to survive — not pretty enough to pedal the safer role as decoy. She’d been a natural, those fast hands eventually paving her passage into the vaguely safer environs of the boxing fraternity, into the hands of Roberto Marcario and the path of Maria de los Santos.
It wasn’t time for mourning and regret.
Quickly, Tala tried the key on the cell lock. The length of the key and the position of the lock made the task awkward.
Soviet budget constraints hadn’t extended to an open sided lock. Craning her arm, she managed to slip the key into the barrel, metal jangled against metal, the key suddenly small within the lock. Tala could feel beads of sweat across her forehead, her grasp on the key merely fingertips. She tried turning it within the cylinder, but felt it clipping inside the mechanism, refusing to rotate. Tala readdressed her grip, pressing her arm painfully into the cell bars, hoping the resistance was simply a lack of strength from her initial position. Her grip was tighter now, she could feel the key refusing to match the pins within the barrel, felt anger welling inside her. She stepped back and growled, her hands clenched into fists, her palms moist with stress exertion. Katja placed a consoling hand on her shoulder and Tala shrugged it off, defiant.
“Yo mi chicha. I don’t think that key is for your door,” Hernandez small face was pressed between the bars of his own cell, watching the scene. “Probably got separate keys for separate doors, eh?”
Tala ignored him and tried again. She forced her arm further into the bar, grimacing as the steel pinched blood vessels shut, pressing coldly through flesh and muscle. She could feel the pins jamming into the metal key, failing to marry with the grooves cut into it. Beneath her breath she uttered obscenities, it had to be the key. The plan hinged on this being the key.
But it wasn’t.
“Tala?” Katja asked, gently.
Tala turned her back on the blasted lock and slid to the ground. “It’s not the cell key,” she said, her voice heavy with failure. Katja sat next to her, not saying anything, just letting Tala rest her head on her shoulder. She was glad Katja didn’t speak, Tala could sense thunderclouds building behind her eyes, threatening to overwhelm her with rage.
She’d tried so hard to improve her self control over the years, but ever since she left the ring she’d had no outlet for her anger. Now even the littlest things provoked an intrinsic need to lash out.
“Hey, Tala? Yo?” Tala scrunched her eyes up at the nasally sound of Hernandez trying to capture her attention, she loved the man as a friend, but he knew how to press her buttons. “Tala…?”
“What?” She hissed.
“The way I see it,” Hernandez began, pacing around the cell, “that key opens this door, si?” He coughed an affected cough and pointed at his cell lock. “How about, maybe you throw over that key so that I can go get a lil’ help?”
Tala let out a resigned breath.
“Maybe before our darling crewmember in the lab coat returns and finds her lock opening trinket missing,” Hernandez wheedled.
“Fine,” Tala removed herself from Katja and fished the key from the wrong lock, tossing it across and to the left of the narrow corridor. The key skittered to the base of Hernandez cell.
☣☭☠
Jamal looked at the key wistfully as Hernandez removed the gauntlet from his EVA suit to retrieve it. If only I hadn’t got shot. But he had, he was hobbled, once valued, now forgotten. Jamal waited and hoped they put him down before Oleg turned, hoped there was no further need for experiments. Let me have just that.
The once powerful Belorussian lay slumped on the far bulkhead, his breathing growing irregular and ragged. The exposed skin around the neck of his jumpsuit had become a patchwork of red hues and slowly decaying vasculature — arteries and veins darkening with coagulum. The last time Oleg had opened his eyes, the blood vessels were close to bursting, the sclera appeared cleft with crimson fault lines. Sweat poured from Oleg as he rapidly wasted away. In his short time in the cell, Hernandez had made a point to avoid the scene, turning his attention to the cell with his shipmates in and away from his dying jail mates.
“You know, you’re going to need to take your suit off to get outta here,” Jamal observed, his voice raspy. “Not much point stopping at the gloves, man.”
Hernandez looked down on him with curiosity etched in his native features. He spoke in a reverent tone. “You help my crew, ese?”
“If getting them locked up helped,” Jamal wanted to laugh, but a hacking cough prevented him, when he spoke again it was breathless. His body was failing to its own infection. Maybe I’ll kick it before Oleg. Jamal smiled to himself. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Then I owe you, man,” Hernandez started uncoupling the other gauntlet. “But tell me, how do I get back to my ship without my EVA?”
Jamal shrugged. “You want to get your friends out or yourself? Because whichever it is, you ain’t fitting through that itty-bitty air duct up there in your suit,” Jamal motioned toward the grating above the antechamber. “You get help, then your suit is still here, waiting for you, but those two girls over there don’t have suits,” he gestured with his head toward Katja and Tala. “If you get what I’m saying, man.”
Hernandez nodded grimly. “How am I going to get up there? That grating is like ten feet above the ground, cabron. I’m five-four and that’s in low g.”
“I guess I’m going to have to learn to walk again,” said Jamal, clenching the bars and pushing himself up against the bulkhead.
Hernandez managed to pop the lock, pushing the cell door open before the auto lock mechanism snapped it shut again. He glanced at the mess that had been Jamal’s shin, nose wrinkling in a mixture of disgust and sympathy. Splintered bone chips showed through where Jamal had torn away the pant leg, the edge of the bullet hole bore an insalubrious green hue. Blood and pus created a gelatinous film over the entrance wound. “Yo, your leg is all messed up.”
“It’ll have to do,” Jamal spoke through clenched teeth as he gingerly tested his weight on the injured leg. Even the slightest touch against the deck was like hot knives being inserted into the places where sensation began. He was sure the bullet had ricocheted into his foot, everything below his knee was a hot and cold mixture of numbness.
“You ain’t going to be able to do this, ese.” Hernandez peeled away the rest of his suit, speaking in a hushed tone. The cells suddenly reeked of warm rubber and fermented body odour, the effect not unlike a freshly opened bag of jerky.
I’d kill for a bag of Jack Links beef jerky. Jamal would never taste it again, never taste a lot of things again. Of all Jamal had to mourn, missed foodstuffs seemed the least of his cares. His sisters face flashed in his mind, only when she’d been much younger, when Jamal had walked her to elementary school, her first day. All chubby cheeks and gorky colourful glasses, the hinge taped together by Moms. Her hair a nest of curls.
“I’ve got to fucking do it, man. Else none of you are getting out. Else these last few days — hell the whole fucking four years has been for nothing.” He would never escape Murmansk-13 with his leg so badly injured, but the struggle was distilled into this one final action. Well, almost one, Oleg made two.
Jamal had to give Tala and Katja their chance, they’d inadvertently sundered the edifice the survivors had built up around the glorified test facility. Jamal wanted them to live.
Hernandez lips were drawn into a thin line, the shadow of a moustache recently shaved away visible. He nodded. “Then we better get going.”
“You might have another problem, Hernandez.” Tala was looking at the grating for the air duct. “It’s about the first cover I’ve seen that isn’t easy access on this junk heap.”
“Ain’t a problem, mi chicha,” Hernandez began turning over his EVA suit, talking as he hunted. “That clever little metal detector that they continue to power on a station without much power. It couldn’t find these bad boys.” From a little recessed pocket at the thigh, Hernandez removed three textured green items and wielded them in the air, reverently. “These are my pride and joy, hardened nylon when you need a tool that won’t end up with you getting fried cohjones.”
Tala smiled a nervous, hopeful smile, Katja looked at Jamal sadly, catching his eye. She retreated behind the near bulkhead. Katja was a smart girl, she wasn’t kidding herself about their chances, least of all his. “I’m going to need a little help, man.”
Jamal leant on Hernandez shoulder, unable to place any weight on his leg. He could feel Hernandez trying to rush him through the corridor, the man’s anxious physical urgency betraying his calm, cocky exterior. When they got to the antechamber bulkhead, Jamal gave himself a moment, limbering up as if about to receive a handoff from the quarterback. The game was down to this play, this moment was his. For everyone who’d believed in him. To defy anyone who hadn’t.
And all he had to do was stand still. Should be easy.
Jamal let himself rock slightly to the side, bracing himself against the lightly textured bars of Tala and Katja’s cell. Diego lingered noncommittally near the front, trying to look somewhere between wanting to help and unable, and oblivious. He was scared. The Captain stared someplace else much like Katja, but with an intense absence. Only Tala seemed willing and able to provide any real support or assistance. That didn’t surprise Jamal.
“I’m going to need a few minutes to get these screws, ese,” Hernandez said, dressed only in off-white long johns mottled with yellowing sweat patches. Hernandez was small but solid, barrel-chested, not completely muscle, but not soft either.
“I’ll give you as long as I can,” Jamal replied, his leg already on fire.
Hernandez placed one foot on a horizontal bar, close to where Jamal braced his arm, then a knee on his near shoulder, Jamal doing his best to boost him up. Hernandez balanced his weight over the bad leg as he tried to shift across, fingers scrabbling against the vent cover, Hernandez’s crotch uncomfortably close to Jamal’s face as he redistributed his mass. “Hey, me and you good friends now, cabron.”
Jamal laughed, the action caused bolts of pain to ripple down his leg. His shoulders sank, almost toppling Hernandez. “Steady, man.”
Jamal grunted in response. Time seemed to slow, Hernandez fidgeting with the screws, the process an interminable moment. His leg felt as if it was tied to a stake and a fire was licking around it, first darkening, then blistering the flesh. The sensation of burning intensified, becoming hotter, the pain threatening unbearable. At some point Jamal began humming a nonsense tune. He tried to remember a song, 6 in the Mornin’ by Ice-T, but couldn’t hold the beat. Then the tune turned into an unending growl.
“You OK down there, cabron?”
The words seemed far away, Jamal didn’t answer. Something tinkled metallically beside him, a screw, how many had that been? He felt something both warm and colder than his skin envelope his hand. He turned and saw Katja looking at him, bleary through agonized tears, her hand over his, her expression soft and sad. Thankful. Jamal felt a lump in his throat.
The vent cover came away distantly. Suddenly the weight was gone, Hernandez passing down the flimsy tin grate before Jamal crumpled to the corridor floor. Pain and nausea overawing him as Katja retreated from the bars. Jamal gagged, then felt blissful numbness saturate everything beneath his knee, he knew he would never feel that leg again. The thought was odd, detached.
“A thought occurs,” began Hernandez, his voice echoing in the little pressed aluminium duct. “Now what?”
Jamal tasted the metallic tang of bile in his mouth. He swallowed. “With enough back pressure, you can push these vent covers away pretty quietly, even when they’re screwed in. The metal is thin and not really designed to take force.
“You have to be quiet though. If the Doctor finds out your gone, well I don’t know what she’ll do,” Jamal admitted, scared for the others more than himself. “Behind the processing desk there’s a conduit, I spied it on the way in. Old habit, not much use to me now. Head downwards, if they flood engineering with the infected then your friends will be in trouble. Bottom of the well down there.”
Hernandez brows knotted. “The infected?” Tor seemed to quail at the word, but remained otherwise insensate.
From the back of the cell, Katja closed her eyes and her features twitched with pain. Once more she was forced to recount a heavily abridged story of Murmansk-13, that an infection had brought the station under quarantine, that those measures had failed under the auspices of the Soviet, that the station had become an ersatz test facility that the Politburo lost interest in and now the infection was on the open market to buyers such as Dr. Smith and her private security consortium.
Jamal watched Hernandez skin blanche as Katja spoke, a couple of times during the retelling Hernandez glanced at his unmoved Captain. The man appeared an empty husk, broken by what he’d seen, what Hernandez may have to face. After a moment, Hernandez sobered. “I just wanted out of here, this shit is grande, ese.”
“Like I said, man, their little experiment is going to kill everyone back home. They’re treating it like a technology they can control…” The words felt heavy, sapping what little he had left and there was something he still had to do. Jamal shrugged, then began pulling himself away from the antechamber, using his fists to lever himself backwards, letting his legs drag uselessly behind.
Hernandez looked at him. “Hey ese, thanks. I think you should keep this, eh?” He pulled the cell key from his long johns and held it out, over the precipice of the duct.
Jamal looked at it, then his legs. “I’ll unburden you, but I don’t think I’ll need it.”
Hernandez tossed him the key, holding his gaze for a moment longer, expression neutral, then re-orientated himself in the tight space of the duct and began pressing against the far grating. Jamal heard the faint sound of thin metal tearing, like someone pushing a knife through an empty Coke can.
Tala watched Jamal backing away. He’d left the key where Hernandez had thrown it. “Where you going?”
“If the Doctor comes back, maybe she thinks she just dropped it, maybe she doesn’t notice the grates or checks the cells,” Jamal paused in his endeavour and shucked his shoulders. He could see in her face, that wasn’t the answer Tala was looking for. “I can’t leave him like that,” Jamal said, gesturing to Oleg. “I want to be the one who deals with him when he turns, and I want the cell locked. I figure, if I’m too weak to finish it… Well, it’s one less infected you guys have to deal with.”
Tala continued to track Jamal as he backed up to the cell and closed the barred door slowly behind himself, the autolock clinking shut — the key out of reach. Her eyes were misty, her lips a wavering line. He could hear Katja crying tenderly, obscured behind the bulkhead. Tala and Jamal locked eyes once more, then each turned away. Tala to comfort Katja, Jamal to lay his friend to rest.
☣☭☠
They’d come in waves and now Nielsen understood the fear that had castrated Tor, shedding the Captain of his desire to live and his sanity. Somewhere behind him, in the corridor, Pettersson did his best to barricade the engineering access way. The Second Engineer finding whatever wasn’t bolted down to buttress the blast doors.
They were designed to be bomb proof, a diamond steel construct with rapid interlocking spars in the case of a core meltdown. They’d also had their power cut and were now just heavy, brushed metal swing doors, the wails of the sickly former crewmen drifted eerily through the clatter of their thumping, clawing hands.
The powerless doors bowed where they met in the middle. The many oddments strewn haphazardly by Pettersson like ritual offerings, were being swept aside in increments with each frenzied push. Pettersson tried valiantly to hold his blockade against the flow.
They’d just begun siphoning the fuel remnants from the alignment rockets supply line when Pettersson heard something. Initially they thought it was Hernandez calling them, trouble, he’d been gone too long. They were partially right.
The sound of hundreds of pairs of feet in varying stages of decomposition, shuffling down the stairwell from Central Command barely forewarned of the horror. But the eerie, needful groans and wails more than chilled the blood as it ghosted down the steps, a bow wave of sound.
Nielsen tore the rifle from the already heavily picked gaffer tape scabbard and sighted up the trunk. For a second he watched the jarring, spastic movement of the throng still flights above, difficult to discern. Then the odour drifted down the stairwell. Behind him Pettersson vomited as Nielsen fought against his own gag reflex. The essence of putrefaction, of rot, forced them back into the access way with the same clarifying effect as smelling salts.
Barricading the door was stalling for time. They’d started together, pulling fire fighting equipment like extinguishers and hoses from their brackets. Two large fifty kilo foam extinguishers on trucks were dragged against the door. Their attackers were slow and the heft of the door itself provided some defence. But it wouldn’t be enough, and Nielsen knew it. He’d left Pettersson to concentrate on fortifying their position while Nielsen tried to formulate a plan.
He’d come up dry.
They had their backs to the wall and were heavily outnumbered. The space beyond the blast doors was small, just the foot of the stairwell, a couple of meters square, and their attackers seemed to lack co-ordination. The doors would part slightly as the infected lapped against the exterior, the smell of necrotizing organic matter drifting through the gap before Pettersson resealed it. Then the Swede would dash away, find something else to place amongst the barricade before the process replayed over.
The items were growing smaller and less solid, now. An empty waste paper basket weighing less than a half kilo from the engine control room was his latest find, tossing it into the pile, then pushing back against the moaning throng. It didn’t inspire confidence, but they could hold their position for a while, the back and forth playing out at the blast door ad nauseam until either they or their attackers ran out of stamina.
Nielsen couldn’t even begin to conceive of the mechanism required to animate such abominations, lest estimate their metabolic rate. There were many more of them and they shifted with a single minded relentlessness that he had little doubt could outlast their efforts.
“Hey, Chief,” Pettersson called back over his shoulder. He sounded exhausted, his hair unusually unkempt, flattened with exertion. “Don’t these spaces usually have an emergency shaft?”
They did, and Nielsen had already thought of it. Murmansk-13’s engine compartments were actually furnished with two emergency escape shafts. An unusual extravagance for a Soviet build. Orientated at either side of the twisting access way were opposing doors with retro reflective stickers that effervesced dimly in the emergency light. The stickers showed a picture of a ladder and an arrow pointing up, Nielsen assumed the Cyrillic words were informing him he was at the emergency shaft.
He’d tried both, near identical shafts. Strip lights followed a vertical track that went up and curved slightly away against the shell of the egg timer shaped central superstructure. Plain bulkheads enveloped a simple ladder. Both shafts reeked of death, the coronach of the infected shivered down the shafts. Seemingly skinless skulls bobbed far above, peering down at Nielsen with lifeless eyes over the crest of the curve. At the portside, he’d dodged away as one of the figures overstepped the ladder top and tumbled down the shaft. Nielsen just had time to see the wizened body catch and twist against the rungs before slamming the door shut. He heard the body crumple dryly the opposite side of the Formica and chose not to investigate.
“They’re a no-go,” Nielsen replied his voice heightened with fear. “More of these at the top.”
Pettersson nodded. Nielsen saw what the infected had done to Mihailov’s hand without being able to appreciate the context. Now he knew scaling a ladder into their maw would be akin to forcing yourself into a meat grinder head first. He’d rather hold his ground, take a few shots. Maybe think of something else.
Somewhere above Pettersson and over the din of the infected, Nielsen could hear a light metallic scuffling noise. He brought his rifle up and trained his scope on the ventilator shaft. The scuffle became a clatter and Nielsen heard something heavy and fleshy crash into the pressed aluminium of the duct behind the bulkhead. “Shit, they’re coming through the fucking ducts!”
His finger tightened around the trigger, felt the spring of the firing mechanism go taut as he furtively depressed it. Around him, the sound of the infected swirled, yearning, keening, slowly battering down Pettersson’s defences. His grip tightened.
“Don’t fucking shoot, holmes!” The grating cover battered open, smashing against the opposite bulkhead before fluttering to the access way deck. Nielsen flinched as the grating landed at his feet, then lowered the rifle. “Shit, I’m too late.”
Hernandez peered out of the duct, his eyes small and his skin slicked with sweat. His EVA suit was gone and he winced with a pain Nielsen struggled to categorize as physical or emotional. The motorman eased himself to the edge of the duct and motioned to jump.
“Don’t jump Hernandez, you’ll break your fucking legs!” Nielsen yelled with tired resignation, Hernandez stared at him curiously. “They’re all vent shafts, all high up.”
Hernandez’s vision seemed to adapt to the dim half light that from above would give the corridors tar coloured anti-slip coating a deceptive shallowness. He scooched back, apparently aware the ten meter drop would probably fuse his ankle bones. He was breathless and the incessant sound of the infected seemed to rob the Mexican of his typical bluster. For a moment he stared hopelessly down at Nielsen and Pettersson, the Swede remained preoccupied with the barricade.
“This is bad, ese.” Hernandez voice managed to sound like an anxious whisper over the infected.
“No shit!” Replied Pettersson, dashing into the control room again. Nielsen imagined he’d be coming out with stationary items next, staplers and pencils, every gram stalling the inevitable. He was surprised to see Pettersson reappear, struggling with a sturdy leatherback office chair and Nielsen subconsciously wondered why he’d brought the waste paper basket out first. The door bowed dangerously in his brief absence and Nielsen was pressed into assisting his understudy at the barricade, resting the rifle against the bulkhead.
“What the hell happened to you, Hernandez?” Nielsen asked through clenched teeth, pushing back against the blast doors. Gnarled, emaciated digits pawed through the crack in the doors the stench was becoming unbearable. Nielsen could sense the throng strengthening in the stairwell, the sheer press of dried flesh threatened to pop the doors, spilling the infected upon them.
“Doctor Fucking Smith happened to me. She collared me at gunpoint when I was headed to the rendezvous.” In the corner of his eye, he could see Hernandez becoming animated, rising to his haunches in the tight duct inlet. “She’s nuts, she has Tala and Diego and the Captain and some chicha I’ve never seen and two other guys locked up in cells. I think one of the dudes is turning into whatever is outside those doors.”
Another surge, the crack in the door widened, Nielsen and Pettersson were no longer getting it fully closed between surges, Nielsen could feel his strength and resolve sapping. “And you got out?”
“No chief, this conversation we’re having is by means of telepathy,” Hernandez replied, his tone sardonic. “ Yeah we got the key, well Tala, but only I got out. The key only opened the cell I was in. I was supposed to get you to get them out… shit.
“We have to get you out of here,” Hernandez scanned the wide and dark access way, his gaze fixing on one of the escape shafts.
“I tried those, more of these fucking things at the top.” Nielsen finished shoring up their defences as the infected surged again, something sharp jagged into the back of his leg. A brass coupling for a fire hose that had unspooled beneath the pile.
Hernandez eyes widened. “Oh, hoy! The hose, throw me the hose.”
Nielsen looked at Hernandez’s position speculatively, high up in the shadows. The hose was tightly corded, vulcanized rubber, pressure braced with steel wire that earthed into the hydrant coupling. Dragging it from the barricade, items toppling around him, Nielsen felt the heft of the object and the lack of flexibility in the pipe construct. “I don’t think this is going to work.”
“Ain’t much to lose now Chief.” Nielsen could see Hernandez shrug.
“He has a point,” replied Pettersson.
Removed in its entirety from the barricade, the hose measured thirty meters. Nielsen needed to propel a third of the stiff hose to Hernandez, his short arms reaching to their maximum extent as he leant out from the duct. Dampers and air ducts were always set up near deckheads in engine compartments, and the compartments themselves were always lofty. It permitted optimal air flow and space for colder air to recycle. It seemed unnecessary in the comparative cool of the stations heart. Almost obstructive and entrapping.
Nielsen considered removing the brass coupling, but it would help provide mass and momentum like an athlete’s hammer. Even with the coupling removed, he doubted he could slither the hose up ten metres of bulkhead without it collapsing under its own unsupported weight.
Pettersson continued to monitor the door whilst watching Nielsen. The Chief suddenly felt very small. This was their last hope and as he started winding up his throw, letting the hose twirl in his hand as he would a lasso, he knew it would fail. When there had been no plan there had been no hopelessness, just strategizing and surviving. Now there was focus and expectation. Even if they could get the hose to Hernandez, they both easily outweighed the motorman and there was no likely securing point in an aluminium air shaft.
He let the hose fly, watched it skitter and snake up the bulkhead. Hernandez strained, fingers wiggling, willing the coupling toward his hands. It barely made seven meters of the distance. Nielsen and Pettersson forced to run from the tumbling brass coupling as the infected surged once again.
Now a corpselike figure had pushed its torso through the opening, jamming the door with its ribcage. The skin was frostbite black and pulled thin and papery over the skeleton and skull, curling back in places to reveal arid bone. Sightless, jellied eyes looked nowhere as its jaws gnashed together. A few remaining long hairs, suggesting it had once been a female, swished from the thin bed of skin at the scalp. Calmly, Nielsen retrieved his rifle, sighted a point in its forehead and pulled the trigger. Rotten brain matter and skull fragments blew out the back of the cranium with a dry crack, instantly the infected ceased to move, its body becoming a bridge for the countless others behind.
“Oh shit, we’re fucked now,” said Pettersson, quickly gathering the hose and trying himself. His throw was rushed and panicked, the rigid hose barely reaching five meters and far wide of Hernandez anyway.
Before more of the infected utilized the gap in the door, Nielsen stepped forward and dragged the unanimated corpse through to their side, Pettersson rushing by to seal the breach. Where moments before it had flailed wildly at them, now the body was stiff with rigor mortis. Sinuous flesh felt like sundried driftwood.
“We’re going to run out of time,” said Nielsen, it was a statement of fact. “Did you find out why she brought us here, the doctor? If I’m going to die down here, I want to know why.”
Hernandez heaved himself back into the vent and slumped down. His manner was resigned. “This girl who’s with Tala, she’s the CO’s daughter. She said that Dr. Smith represents some kind of private security firm. They brought the rights to this whole deal, Chief. For military applications. Falmendikov was a fucking patsy, the Riyadh just an anonymous ride.”
“They’re going to take this to Earth?” Nielsen half asked, half stated. How many days had it been since he’d spoken to Tor in his office, about Freya, about Emma? He didn’t think he was a fearful man, didn’t think he was frightened to die but even then he’d known. Whatever had tainted their exotic matter wouldn’t kill him, but this moment, this decision would.
And it had to mean something.
He looked at the desiccated corpse at his feet, finally at rest, she’d been someone’s daughter once and now she was used up and gone. They couldn’t take this to Earth, that would be sheer madness, an unfathomable biological escalation of the Corporate and Cold Wars. This was a disease, the only mechanism of control they’d achieved was being surrounded by light years of uninhabited space and hard vacuum.
He pictured Freya and Emma, pinned down in his cabin in the Troms backcountry, much as he and Pettersson were now. They were both resourceful and independent women, they would dwindle for a long time in bucolic isolation as civilization collapsed around them, but they wouldn’t survive, nobody would. Eventually the two people he cherished most in life would end up like the girl at his feet, twisted and corrupted.
Unforeseen tears stung his cheeks as he thought of his daughter and his partner. Freya had not only accepted Emma after her mother’s death, but welcomed her father’s new companion. She’d been right, he’d been alone too long. Too much of his life had been spent in mourning, Heidi wouldn’t have wanted that and Freya knew it. He and Emma had been kindred, lovers of nature like Heidi had been, she would understand, so would Freya, they both would understand what he had to do.
“Hernandez, get out of here. There’s nothing more you can do. Get to the others.” He picked his last rifle back up from beside the dead girl and looked at it sadly.
Above him, Hernandez looked down a mixture of anger and dejection in his face. “Chief,” he began.
The rifle was almost weightless in his hand, the stock brushed lightweight carbon fibre. It had been his pride and joy, now he measured it up like a javelin, switching on the safety. “You wanted this earlier, hey?”
Nielsen speared the rifle toward the motorman, almost catching him off guard. Hernandez juggling the rifle almost spilling himself and the weapon to the deck below. Hernandez appraised the gun with a look of awe. “Chief, what are you going to do?”
“Don’t worry about us, we’ll be OK,” he lied. “I have a plan, but you need to get to the others and get back to the Riyadh as fast as you can.”
“Chief, Pettersson… I’m sorry it went down like this.”
“You and me both, now get going,” Nielsen watched Hernandez hesitate, then nod his reluctant assent. As the sound of deforming aluminium popped out from where Hernandez had just stood, the chrysalis of the moment ended. Once more he was surrounded by the clamour of the infected and a new found clarity.
Pettersson watched him from the barrier, pushing back whenever the infected surged. Once more the gap was widening in the heavy blast doors. Alone, Pettersson was losing. Quickly, Nielsen helped buttress the doors, resituating the heaviest of the obstructing items. “We’re not getting out of this, are we Chief?” Pettersson asked, his voice thick.
“No Oscar, I’m sorry,” Nielsen replied, honestly. “I can’t let this get back home, can’t let what’s happening right now to us play out millions of times over.”
“OK,” Pettersson said, gulping back his fear. “What’s the plan?”
Nielsen felt a surprising lump in his throat, an unexpected welling of pride for his Second Engineer. He’d barely missed a beat as Nielsen consigned them to their fate. Nielsen had always thought of the Swede as obsequious and toadying. A self interested jobsworth. He’d been wrong. Nielsen thought to say something, eulogize his bravery, the significance of his sacrifice as Pettersson braced the doors.
“I’m going to overload the reactor, spin her right up,” Nielsen said instead. “ The core is already degraded, if we apply enough force she’ll either shut down or meltdown.”
“All that centrifugal force, Chief,” Pettersson paused, breathless. “It could throw the Riyadh off… tear this place apart.”
“I’m going to load it up now, begin circumventing the safeguards,” Nielsen unzipped his EVA suit, it wouldn’t serve him again and he wanted to be able to enjoy the natural movement of his joints one last time. “I won’t activate it until the very last moment.”
“What do you need me to do, Chief?”
“Hold them off for as long as possible, anything breaches the door, use this.” Nielsen sloughed the EVA suit free from his shoulders, the rigid rubber suit peeling away from his long johns like a caramel coloured flower blossoming. He pulled a revolver from his waistband and handed it to Pettersson. “Six shots, save one for yourself.”
Pettersson paled at the command but understood as another mummified arm extruded itself briefly through the breach, grasping wildly, unhindered by the blast doors pressing down on the flesh. “I’ll hold them for as long as I can.”
Nielsen began backpedalling toward the reactor chamber, the sepulchral noise of the infected diminishing as he abandoned Pettersson to the inevitable. The depth of the engine compartment created a cavernous resonance that meant he could never truly escape the presence of the infected, it was a pity he thought.
“Chief!” Pettersson called from the barricade, his raised voice lessened by the clamour behind him. Nielsen turned. “I don’t think I can kill myself.”
Nielsen shrugged, the gesture probably unreadable in the dim light of the access way. “Chances are we’re both going to die today. We’ve both got a choice as to how we go out. I can’t make it for you, Oscar, but you saw Mihailov.”
He could see Oscar nod, glumly. Nielsen hit the manual override button for the reactor chamber, knowing they couldn’t have shut it down from Central Command, knowing once he stepped through the blast doors he wouldn’t see Pettersson again.
Or anybody, ever.
As the doors parted, pouring a shimmering indigo iridescence into the passageway, Nielsen made a conscious decision not to turn to his Second Engineer. Now it had to be just him and the reactor. This was the only way he could protect his daughter and Emma and there could be no place for sentiment, sentiment only cluttered thought.
Nielsen stepped into the chamber, felt the synthetic throb of the oscillating drive plates from inside their tungsten casing, and let the doors close behind him. For a second he closed his eyes, feeling the faint warmth radiating from the reactor against his skin. It was a sign the reactor was in the early stages of breaching its containment, but Nielsen pictured it as a bright Autumn sun cutting through the morning cold. Then he stepped to the gantry control panel, wishing he was at peace.
☣☭☠
There were many reasons why Hernandez had never wanted to be a navigating officer, why he preferred the comparatively hostile environs of the engine room. Firstly, no space academy in the entire Mexican republic would ever except a candidate with a criminal record as long as his, then there was the fact he never graduated from secundaria, choosing to play truant instead of studying the likes of mathematics and science for which he had little aptitude. But perhaps most crucial was his complete and utter lack of direction.
Many if not most of the scrapes he happened upon aboard partisan space stations and service stops were due to a wrong turn landing him in stationers gang turf or a bar frequented by chest-puffing starship trooper types. Even with the distinctive landmarks familiar to Hernandez in Tuxtla, he could get lost. Lest the anonymous plastic veneers and drab metallic bulkheads of an infrequently visited spaceport.
Still, the ducts should have been easier. There were only so many directions the narrow aluminium air ducts could fork. He’d been wrong. Due to the ducts feeding into reactor and engine compartments as well as habitation, recreation and security — there had been several convoluted valve gates Hernandez had been forced to circumvent. He assumed these were so certain decks could be isolated in the event of a toxic breakdown in the engine or a pressure bulkhead failure in the superstructure.
The net result was a zigzagging route that had lead him as far laterally in several directions as it was simply down. In trying to return the route he’d come, Hernandez hoped to follow the valve gates he’d forced open like a trail of breadcrumbs. But at some point he’d been turned around, perhaps one of the gates had slid shut behind him. The aluminium plates all looked the same. As time passed he grew increasingly panicked. As he pushed through the first gate he thought should have been open, he knew he wouldn’t find his way back.
Tala could be dead, they all could be dead.
Hernandez paused, exhausted, having wriggled up another smooth duct. He knew he had to keep moving, had to find his way back to security but the effort ascending the sheer aluminium shafts was leaving him spent.
The muscles in his thighs and shoulders raged with lactic acid. Each ascent was an act of rapid increments, arms and legs pressed into the sidewalls, always three points of contacts as he banged and inched his way upward. A slip would be lost time, lost energy, so each movement was tempered by a need for precision and focus that expended his strength further still.
Hernandez dried the sheen of sweat from his palms, rubbing his hands across his long johns. Cold air fluttered infrequently through the ill lit shafts, crinkling the metal that surrounded him and chilling his moistened flesh. Somewhere far away in the darkness, the passage of air emitted an eldritch moan. Hernandez could hear movement below, cautiously he bellied to a vent shafting thin beams of weak light into the duct and peered down.
Beneath was a bright corridor, Hernandez thought it maybe the wide corridor leading into Central Command. That would correlate with the last estimated position he’d taken which had been a shaft overlooking a derelict monorail station. He’d hoped his route had tracked him back toward the superstructure, but he seemed to be further out still now, erroneously following an arm of duct leading away from the stations core. The gravity here was still the generated gravity of the command centre, but the pull was lessened. He was nearing the disorientating border where generated gravity gave in to mechanical Coriolis spin.
Hernandez held his breath. He could hear booted footfalls trace a steady, heavy jog out of sight. Hear a plastic material shuck loosely against its human occupant, both sounds growing distant. Hernandez strained to see what was producing the noise, not smelling the dead flesh of the infected.
A second group entered his limited frame of sight, holding their ground just below his position.
Men, he assumed, in full hazmat environmental suits. No need for EVA capabilities, their ship had clearly docked and coupled at the ring in an orthodox fashion. Regardless, Hernandez could make out the cumbersome outline of breathing apparatus beneath the yellow tarp like covering of the suit. They’d come prepared, no Soviet insignia, no insignia of any type. These were Dr. Smith’s cleanup team and they were carrying low calibre semi-automatic pistols.
“Squadron leader, backup. Finally got word from Vanguard. Abandon main corridors. Central Command main deck compromised.” The voice was male, or at least synthesized male. The words were processed through a small microphone at the front of the suit in a squeaky, static laced American brogue.
They waited back-to-back until the point team returned, ready. They’d received the briefing the crew of the Riyadh never did.
“No sign of hostiles in Central Command yet,” one of the point men reported, this voice similar but different.
“Vanguard reports large numbers of walkers in the engine compartment, pinning down the bystanders. Says we should proceed via personnel corridors that lead directly into the command centre.”
“Copy that.”
The knot of yellow suited soldiers disentangled with an economy of movement that belied military training. They set off in the return direction. At least Hernandez now had a datum point for Central Command and the outer service corridors. He also knew he was out of time. The Doctors people were aboard, soon they would reach Central Command and Tala.
Hernandez felt the weight of the Chiefs rifle, tied to his long johns with elastic he’d pulled from the cuffs and ankles. He would be heavily outgunned, but at least he would have the bigger gun. A fatalistic smirk crossed his lips as he carefully removed the vent cover. The ducts had been a bust, he wouldn’t make it back in time. He just hoped Pettersson and Nielsen would distract the throng of infected long enough for him to cross Central Command and head off the hazmat squad.
Then what? He’d have to get the cell key and the code for the antechamber. After walking into the lions maw. Well too bad, there wasn’t an option now. Hernandez wished he was loaded up, somehow he thought certain death would feel more finite and less intimidating under the influence.
He pulled the vent cover into the shaft and eased himself out over the corridor, sliding to his full arms extent before dropping the last couple of meters to the deck. Hernandez wheeled around to ensure the passageway was empty. In the distance he heard a door close with a creek. The hazmat squad had entered the personnel corridor. The only way left was forward.
The “Welcome to Murmansk-13” sign was two hundred meters maybe less ahead. The corridor was otherwise empty. Devoid, yet Hernandez couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched and not just by the security camera above the doorway. Hernandez sighted the camera, then thought better. If someone was watching the video relay they’d see him coming anyway. If somebody wasn’t and he squeezed off a round on their doorstep everyone and everything would know he was coming for sure.
Hernandez cradled the rifle against his chest and entered a sustainable jog. He could feel his heart flutter in his chest as his bare feet padded over the cool epoxy coated decking, pleased with the stealth his state of undress afforded. His breaths came quick and shallow as much with excitement as exhaustion. Hernandez felt free as he ran toward the shadow of the valley of death, he only hoped he wouldn’t be late.
As he flatfooted across the threshold of the atrium, Hernandez sensed movement on his left. Figures obscured from sight until the very last second. He barely had time to turn as a blunt instrument swung round from the right. He felt the rifle skitter away from his grip as the pipe smashed into the bridge of his nose, the cartilage collapsing under the force of the blow.
Hernandez felt his arms reaching out behind him as his body atavistically switched to survival mode. He slammed backward onto the deck, his momentum carrying him a little way into the Command Centre foyer. For a second his eyes fluttered closed, the soft lights above him an orange faded to darkening red, black spots threatened to close out his vision altogether from the peripheries.
“Oh shit, did I kill him?” A light voiced male with a Russian accent asked.
“Better not, or you’re next. Get the rifle.” The second man was also Eastern European, his voice preternaturally deep.
Hernandez sensed light footsteps hesitate beside his ear. He tried to turn his head but the muscles in his neck were seized with whiplash, the very fibres in spasm.
“Oh, now she is a pretty little thing…”
“Give it to me, Mikhail.”
Hernandez could feel his eyes roll about in his head. Something in his face felt fractured, his cheek or orbital bone, a knifing ache that transcended the otherwise pained numbness. Two figures peered down, silhouettes obfuscated by the foyer lighting. One of them was bald and tall with broad shoulders, the other small with long hair.
“He’s alive,” the deep voiced man said with a detached nonchalance.
“He from the ship?”
“Ain’t no spiks here before, pick him up before more of those guys in yellow show up.” The deep voice man handed Mikhail something like a rag. “Bind him.”
Hernandez felt arms trying to scoop him off the deck, jarring whatever was loose behind the flesh of his face, jarring the damaged musculature in his neck. He yowled in pain and tried to make his body heavy and awkward, tried to marshal his fleeting thoughts.
“Keep quiet or I’ll fucking kill you, understand?” Something like a prison shank was waved in Hernandez’s face by the bald man. It was a cannibalized screwdriver, caked in dried blood. The bald man held his rifle in one hand, but preferred the tactile threat of the shank.
Hernandez couldn’t nod, didn’t want to although he had little doubt the man would kill him. His legs were dead, flaccid things beneath him. He felt his arms being pulled, tight behind his back. “No, no I need to be somewhere,” he slurred. Every movement of his face was like trying to shift marble slabs.
“So do we,” replied the ogre voiced man. “And you’re going to take us there.”
“No, my crew,” Hernandez vision quaked, little aftershocks of the impact. A shimmering veil of tears traced the ruined mess that had been his nose. The tears comingled with blood, pulsing from his nostrils, that made it difficult to breath, made everything smell and taste like iron. The suicidal excitement and freedom ebbed away leaving a void of sorrow and failure.
The mural of Lenin looked down upon Hernandez blearily. His lifeless, black eyes expressed a grim, hard pity as Hernandez was escorted from Central Command.

Chapter 21

“Jamal,” Oleg spoke his name like a question, eyelids flickering over blackened sclera. His voice was a thin rasp, “I’m sorry.”
Oleg was fading. Even talking exhausted him. He inhaled, a ragged rattle, his chest fluttering. His flesh was ulcerated, in places it had darkened and cracked seeping a thin yellowy mixture of pus and lymphatic fluid. It had been two days since he became infected, soon he would be dead. Jamal suspected Oleg had spoken his last words.
“The infection will begin to dictate his actions soon,” Katja was stood at the bars of her cell. She’d spent most of her time asleep, or avoiding Oleg’s decline. Jamal understood, she’d been through a lot. Now the medical student in her was intrigued and it irked Jamal. It hadn’t taken humans long to segue from observing the infection to experimenting with it. Instead of leaving well alone, they were going to take it back to Earth.
“I know,” said Jamal.
“He’ll become dangerous.”
Oleg had always been dangerous, but not in any way Katja would understand. Jamal had watched Oleg kill Kirill with a regretting dispassion. For years Jamal had watched Oleg tread a steady line between trauma and self destruction. Stolid yet fighting demons, Oleg lived each day in District Four in a quiet, personal torment. Oleg wasn’t a killer, but he could kill easily, Kirill had been the moment the spirit level was tipped. Jamal only wished he’d known about Afghanistan sooner. Oleg was a difficult man to know, or like. But Jamal had liked him, knew he was almost gone.
“I ain’t killing him till he’s dead.”
“But, how will we know when he’s dead?” Katja’s tremulous voice rose.
Jamal turned to Katja, she seemed paler in the whiteness of the cells. Her knuckles paler still, tight against the bars. Her pockmarked skin made her look like a castoff doll, her face was sad. Jamal felt his irritation ebb away. “They don’t breathe, once they’re dead.”
They. The word depersonalized it, made it seem like a transition. Acceptable. It would make killing him easier, it wouldn’t be Oleg, just another They. Infected. But they had all been somebody else once.
“The rate of infection is so much faster than before,” Katja said, trace elements of fear crept into her observation.
Jamal looked back at Oleg and shrugged. “It’s an alien virus, it’s adapting to our physiology. I’m no doctor, but even I can see that. They have no idea what they’re about to unleash.”
The apocalypse. If it wasn’t for his sister back in Compton his own inevitable death would be a lot easier. Maybe his brother was still alive, maybe he would take care of her. Jamal doubted it, Stupid fucking gangbanger, ain’t going to be much value in turf when this shit hits LA.
Jamal watched each laboured breath Oleg took, half expecting it to be the last one. He missed the weight of his old junk gun. It still wasn’t loaded, but maybe he could have used it as a cosh. Any weapon would be better than no weapon. Oleg would be most vulnerable at the nexus between death and reanimation. Jamal imagined it was like a rewiring phase as the infection assumed sole control over the various biological systems it deemed necessary, wiping away the last remnants of the former occupant. Once reanimated, Oleg could easily overwhelm Jamal with his injured leg.
The time was growing near, Jamal eased himself upright, eyes fixed on his friend. He felt the momentary wave of nausea rise up his gullet as blood welled back into the spaces around the bullet wound, the movement akin to sand in an egg timer. He was relieved to discover that he’d mostly lost all sensation beneath the knee, the sickness quickly passed.
“Has he gone?” Katja asked. Tala had joined her at the bars, wrapping her arms around the girls waist.
“No,” Jamal replied. “Not yet, but soon. I have to be ready.”
He said the last part as much to himself as to anybody else. Jamal limped a few feet to the steel cot and slumped onto the mattress. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Oleg.”
Oleg didn’t open his eyes.
☣☭☠
“Where did you get the suits?” He’d not spoken in a while and his voice seemed to bear a fuzzy quality, as if he was talking through a wad of cotton or listening to himself from another room.
Neither men answered, neither really paid him any heed.
They’d tracked back to the service corridor in uneasy silence and saw no more of the hazmat suited mercenaries.
Every time Hernandez opened his eyes, he was overcome with a profound sense of vertigo. Snapshots of the surrounding corridors, retro reflective signage and neon strip lights, burnt into his retinas creating a nauseating strobe across the insides of his eyelids.
So he kept his eyes closed and let the pulsing retinal scars fade, pushed along by the smaller man.
Hernandez knew he was deeply impaired by a significant concussion, but not to the extent he couldn’t envisage means to overcome his captors. He just couldn’t rally his thoughts into a meaningful plan of action. The light bulbs of his mind arced, signals flickering haywire, then fell dark.
He’d tried to loosen the rags binding his hands. Had tried to roll his wrists with the fragile dexterity of someone familiar with handcuffs, but his injuries made his movements clumsy and obvious. The small one, Mikhail, had seen him as he followed behind. He’d chastised Hernandez with a blow across the back of his head.
That reignited the agony in his smashed cheek, tenfold.
Now in the dim and cold of the service corridor, Hernandez could peer through narrowed eyes. The pain in his cheek had returned to a constant, dull ache that blossomed with each footstep. An embryonic migraine pounded with each heartbeat behind the bridge of his nose and the inside of his cranium felt drained of its cerebrospinal fluid. Each breath was accompanied by a wet suckering sound that was chased by an elongated whistle as air forced its way through the flattened meat of his nose.
But at least his injuries were limited to his head.
Mikhail and the huge bald man wore EVA suits, fully articulated Chinese reproductions of NASA Apollo issue. The suits were a light grey, the joints a slightly darker grey. The lower arms bore the green crossed palms emblem of the Saudi Shipping Inc. The suits had come from the Riyadh and both were liberally stained with blood.
Mikhail fitted comfortably into his suit, they had after all been paired down to house Chinese spacefarers and the long haired Russian was short and lithe. The bald man, meanwhile, was hunched into his unit, the telescoping joints at their maximum extent to the point they bowed outward. Consequently, he walked with the gait of a constipated John Wayne suffering rickets.
Up ahead, Hernandez saw bodies. Three figures lying on the deck as the coruscating emergency lights cast mad distorting shadows around them. As they neared, Hernandez could see that only one lay supine, the body furthest away. Close beside it another body lay sprawled facedown, light glimmering, a puddle of dark fluid surrounding it.
The first body they reached was Sammy. He’d been sat up against a bulkhead, smeared bloodstains indicated he’d been dragged across the corridor. He was barely recognizable. His skull had been smashed into the deck, flattening the facial bones, deranging the features beneath a veil of livid bruising and gore. It took Hernandez a minute to reconstruct the face in his mind. He’d always thought Sammy had been a good looking older guy, a Filipino with Latino style, well turned out, neat.
Now he was pulped, dead. His arm half chewed away. Lifeless eyes stared out of the mangled wreckage of flesh. Sammy had foreseen this. He’d floated around the Riyadh after the scout party returned, trapped in the purgatory of his own premonitions.
Mikhail moved Hernandez along.
“Your men were like this when we got here,” the bald man stated.
“And you took their suits?” Hernandez wasn’t quite sure why he sounded incredulous or surprised.
The big man shrugged. “They don’t need them anymore, we do.”
Jovan Peralta rested supine, his lips had begun to pull back with decay. He’d been shot in the forehead, but there was only a fine dribble of old viscous blood from the wound. There was also a savage gash in his throat that appeared older. The injuries didn’t correlate unless he’d died twice, the poor bastard having returned as one of those abominations.
Hernandez wondered if they were still alive, any of them. He was thought of as volatile and unpredictable, had read so much in his last end of voyage appraisal. But now he couldn’t summon the volatility he needed; the rage to fight back. His crew was all but gone, Peralta’s half lidded, slack faced gaze was the embodiment of that loss. He didn’t want to see Tala like this. Or any of them. He could feel himself draining away, becoming the empty vessel that returned home, friendless and lost.
“Who’s the other guy?” Hernandez asked, not really caring.
The third figure lay prostrate in a pool of blood close to Peralta. He wore an escape EVA set. The body was still fresh, the blood had thickened but hadn’t dried. He’d been stabbed in the back of the neck, probably unawares and had struggled to the last. The wound was small and matched the blood caked shank Hernandez had been threatened with earlier.
The bald man stared at the corpse with eyes as dead as the bodies at his feet. “There were only two EVA suits.”
Hernandez hadn’t really had time to question the origins of his captors, and he doubted they would answer any of his queries. They weren’t infected and weren’t members of Dr. Smith’s organization, which meant they were outliers like Jamal, Oleg and Katja. Survivors who’d eked out an existence within the corrupted confides of Murmansk-13, working together.
In his brief time with Jamal he’d seen the best brought out by the station. Now Hernandez realized that like the disease, the decay of the station was contagious. That, or he was hostage to some extremely ruthless pendejos. Neither option afflicted his nihilistic apathy. They’d killed a fellow survivor and Hernandez was a stranger, albeit one they seemed to need.
“Put on the suit,” the bald man pointed at the escape unit with the shank.
Hernandez eyed the suit like a bad prom dress. “It’s covered in blood.” He knelt beside the body, difficult to balance with his hands behind his back and studied the stab wound in the man’s neck. The flesh had keyholed as he’d struggled or convulsed. “Did you puncture the suit, ain’t no fucking use to anyone if you shanked it up.”
The big man leered at Hernandez with disdain, he brought the improvised weapon to bare and wagged it in the air at arm’s length. “I stab once,” he pointed to the back of his neck, “through the spine.”
No denial then. No remorse, either. They’d seen the man’s death as necessary and they were going outside. A sickening realization struck Hernandez. “You want me to take you to my ship, don’t you?”
The big man’s lips curled back in a gruesome, lupine approximation of a smile.
☣☭☠
Something had happened to Hernandez, she sensed it deep inside. A visceral knowing of loss forced her starved stomach to clench. So much time had passed since he’d left, now she knew he wouldn’t return. Hernandez was dead or injured, because Tala knew he would never abandon them.
There would be no time to grieve. As she watched Jamal mentally prepare to kill his friend, kill a man who’d risked his life to save theirs, Tala knew all of their time was running out.
And she had no plan. Hernandez had been it. If she chose to mourn anything it would be the hand fate had dealt her. To place Katja on the same trajectory as herself, only to steal away all that potential.
The logical next step would be acceptance. Only the mere thought of accepting this fate left Tala bitter. They’d fought so damn hard, circumvented death so many times. Yet each episode of survival had decanted them into the next, eventually diluting them into the cells. Fish in a barrel. Cornered.
Katja obviously saw the anguish in her expression, herself serene in the final throes; she sidled up to Tala and took her hand. The girls fingers were pale against Tala’s skin. And so very cold. “You don’t think Hernandez is coming back?”
Tala shook her head and squeezed her eyes closed, the single tear that extruded itself through her eyelids was one of frustration, not of sadness for her friend and that made her angrier still.
“You did everything you could,” Katja whispered. Behind her Diego trembled, resigned and fearful. He also sensed that time was ebbing away. By comparison, the Captains expression was little modified, he looked more tired, more dehydrated — but he was already gone.
“It wasn’t enough,” replied Tala. The words wracked with catharsis.
Beyond the cells, the antechamber and the processing desk, Tala heard activity. They all did. Eyes darted to the Perspex hydraulic doors, Diego stood up and took an anxious half-step back.
The stuttering sound of the security entrance door mechanism whined dully into the cellblock.
“Oh, God,” said Diego, breathlessly.
Tala felt Katja’s grip tighten in her hand, could see her jaw quiver. Katja had been safe in the gelid darkness of the morgue, cocooned from the corruption of the station in a senseless void. Of them all, fate had been most cruel to her. If they just left her alone…
But they hadn’t.
The second hydraulic door peeled back, out of sight. No time.
“They’re in hazmat suits,” said Jamal, he leant grimacing from his post beside Oleg. “Two of them.”
A thought occurred to Tala, a plan of sorts, nebulous and extempore in the extreme. There were limitations when wearing hazmat suits, she’d drilled in bio units when working on a vessel carrying volatile organics. It probably wouldn’t work, but the alternative was unpalatable.
“I need you to stand over there,” Tala said addressing Katja, words tumbling from her mouth. She turned to Diego. “You too and fucking drag the Captain if you need to. I need you to draw their eye.”
Tala let Katja’s hand go. Katja looked at Tala bemused, then at Diego. She shrugged, uninformed and in lieu of a superior option they both acquiesced. Before the soldiers could scope her position, Tala backed into the corner of the cell, pressing herself into the bars. There was no cover, if either turned when entering the cellblock the plan would fail.
Tala looked at Jamal, Jamal knew not to look at her. He kept his eyes forward, they were in the antechamber now. “Still two?”
Jamal gave an almost imperceptible nod.
With surprisingly little coaxing, the Captain had joined Katja and Diego just off centre in the cell as the inner door began pulling back. For the briefest second, as the hydraulic mechanism quietened, the cells were silent save for the fluorescing buzz overhead. Tala held her breath.
The two soldiers entered the cellblock, each carrying a submachine gun. As Tala hoped, the hazmat suits limited the field of peripheral vision and the wearers were further hampered by their lose fitting nature. Neither appeared to see her as they wheeled around to face the cell, their hoods orientating half-a-beat slow. Had the corridor been wider they may have taken a step back to fully survey the situation in front of them, but they were not afforded the opportunity.
“Prisoners, step toward the bars.” Over amplified, synthetic American crackled through one of the suit mics.
Tala prayed neither Diego or Katja looked toward her seeking direction. They didn’t. They just held their ground.
The soldier repeated the order, this time raising the gun to counterpoint his authority. It was a Colt 9mm.
“No hablo Ingles,” implored Diego, stalling.
The soldier paused, if he’d been briefed on the numbers in the cells they were toast. Tala had hoped they would enter the cell to carry out the execution, but clearly weary of the infection onboard, Smith’s party were antsy. They weren’t going to make their dirty work any more personal or humane. They’d shoot where they stood, the time for stalling was at an end.
“Too bad,” replied the talking soldier, his voice a harsh wash of static.
Tala sprang across the cell, grasping the thin barrel of the gun and deflecting it as the weapon discharged. Tor barely flinched as the bullet nicked the deck in front of him, leaving a little dark scar that pointed to a dent in the hardened veneer where the slug came to rest. Tala felt the vibration shock benumb her hand to the wrist, but had little time to think about it. Still grasping the barrel, she pushed hard and yanked back.
The gun was almost pulled from the stunned soldiers hands as he was forced against the bars of the cell. Tala’s free hand, sensation intact, closed around the throat, trying to choke off the windpipe through the oversized and loose PVC fabric.
Her face was pressed against the view plate of the soldier, a thin Perspex visor all that separated them. He was older, perhaps a retired combat veteran who’d chosen private military contracts over a desk job. Institutionalized perhaps, or greedy. Bushy, salt and pepper eyebrows provided a canopy over widening and shocked eyes.
Desperately, Tala tried to pinch off the struggling soldiers trachea. In his efforts to pull away from her grasp, the soldier had pinned his compatriot against the opposite cell with his oxygen cylinder. Tala needed to get the gun before the second soldier could mobilize. Again, she tried to pull the weapon from his weakened grip. She could feel her purchase on his throat loosening.
If she let go of either, they would all be dead.
Then Katja and Diego were beside her. Lithely, Katja disappeared behind her, twisting the air feed hose closed through the fabric of the hazmat suit while Diego tried to peel away the soldiers hands.
Another shot rang out as the second soldier tried to fire at Katja. Compromised by their position, the bullet ricocheted harmlessly against one of the cell bars. Still, Tala knew Katja was now in danger and that wouldn’t do. Initially inert with fear, Katja and Diego had seen the gambit begin to fail and intervened. It didn’t matter, Tala was not in the habit of putting people she cared about in danger.
With Katja slowly occluding the soldiers air supply mechanically and Diego holding the 9mm, Tala stepped back and wound up a wild cross. As she brought her fist back to her chin, she could see the realization dawn upon the oxygen deprived soldier. Tala transferred her weight forward into her lead foot as her hips and torso rotated. Her fist whistled between the bars of the cell, impacting the Perspex shield with such force it cracked. The shield was rammed into the soldiers breathing mask, in turn smashing his nose. Blood and sweat smeared the fractured face shield. The soldier dropped to the deck and Diego fell away with the gun.
The second soldier was freed. Katja yelped and pulled away as the mercenary stumbled over the dazed form of her companion — loosing two wild shots, aware she was now in a hostile situation.
Tala snatched away the 9mm from Diego who’d simply stared at the weapon, mouth agape. Dropping to her knee, Tala popped three controlled shots through the bars before the soldier regained her footing. Two clipped the bars and ricocheted away, the third pierced the hood of the hazmat suit. The soldier dropped to her knees, eyes sightless, then her body folded up on itself. She wouldn’t move again.
Quickly appraising the bodies strewn within arms reach, neither soldier appeared to have the cell key on their person. It was probably for the best, had Dr. Smith sought out the appropriate key she would have realized the other was absent. Still, it would have made escape quieter. Seven rounds had already been fired, further rounds would be required to breach the cell lock. Soon the teams lollygagging would be noted, especially after so many extraneous shots.
No matter, there was no choice. Tala ushered Diego behind her, and laid a semi automatic burst into the cell lock at point blank range. The first burst did little but peel back the metal surrounding the keyhole and shower Tala with ballistic slivers of shrapnel and debris.
Quickly she brushed away the tiny burning hunks of metal and swore. The second burst sufficiently deranged the internal locking mechanism to free the door; pins and tumbler propelled across the narrow cellblock passageway. Tala forced the door open, the motionless forms of the soldiers formed a plastic and flesh wedge.
Then she froze, Tala was improvising and encountering unaccounted hurdles with every step. They couldn’t all leave the way Hernandez had, the hydraulic antechamber was sealed and the Captain was in no position to navigate the vents. Neither was Katja.
“Shit, now what?”
Jamal peered through the bars of his cell. “If this place is anything like the jails in Russia, those guards will have an electromagnetic release for the doors. Hell, they must have. There’s no keypad on this side.”
The first soldier was still breathing, grating breaths could be heard through his Hazmat suit and BA set. Tala placed a flat palm over his throat and began patting him down. If he awoke there would be no time for mercy.
“Katja, check the other one. It’ll be some kind of key fob. Diego, get the Captain up. We need to move now.”
Katja nervously stepped over the male soldier and blanched at the sight of the dead female, the body unnaturally bent, anchored to the deck by her heavy oxygen cylinder. Tala could see the second soldier had been young, dark skinned. Israeli perhaps, pretty in a conventional sort of way, maybe ex-IDF just out of mandatory service. The bullet had entered through her temple, she looked at peace, eyes closed.
Better than what the crew of Murmansk-13 had received, better than the crew of the DSMV Riyadh too. Still it was another life extinguished by her hand. Ilya had been irrefutably evil, Tala would never feel remorse for her actions against him, but she could have incapacitated the soldier non-lethally. She would still have been armed though, Katja would still have been in danger. They were the enemy, they would have killed you knowing the secrecy surrounding the station granted them immunity.
Tala snapped from her reverie as she found a hard, teardrop shaped fob clipped at the waist of the man. “I think I found it.”
Knowing the outer PVC fabric of the hazmat suit would be near impossible to puncture through conventional means, and knowing that the duo would soon be checked upon, Tala stood up and discharged a single round through the lose fabric. Katja loosed a surprised yelp.
She’d fired to avoid the soldier inside, although Tala cared little if he was hit by the ricochet. She reminded herself, they’d been the enemy.
As it happened, the shot or shrapnel had nicked the flesh eliciting a thin ribbon of blood. Molten gunpowder residue singed little fissures around the bullet hole where Tala tore away the suit.
The fob was an unremarkable lump of grey plastic. Tala ripped it from the soldiers belt loop and whirled around. Jamal was gazing at the scene with inscrutable eyes.
“You better be going,” Jamal said, his voice recovering its warm, bass command.
“You could come with us,” Katja spoke hopefully from behind Tala. She was holding the female soldiers 9mm, the weapon looked big and alien in her delicate hands.
Jamal shook his head, slowly. “You’re wasting time. I’d only slow you down. And…” he gestured to Oleg. “Somebody has to be here.”
Oleg displayed little sign of life, slumped against the far bulkhead of the cell. He appeared beyond death and skeletonised. But death would allow him no rest. Tala couldn’t understand why Jamal allowed the infantryman to suffer, his demise was inevitable yet Jamal sought to preserve the last minutes of life. She wasn’t sure if it was an act of self indulgence or some deep seated theological belief. Perhaps it was guilt. Either way Jamal seemed hell bent on punishing himself for Oleg’s fate.
“He’s right,” said Tala, ultimately he would encumber their escape. “We have to move.”
“They saved us,” Katja appealed.
“Yeah, and I’m saving you now. My leg is all fucked up. I’m deadweight and you’re running out of time!”
Katja pouted, she was unaccustomed to not getting her own way. In this case Tala thought it was a mask for sorrow. She’d grown attached to the two men from District Four, they’d risked their own lives to set her free. Katja had grown up spoilt by her father, the Chief Officer trying to fill a hole his absence left with presents and gifts. But Jamal and Oleg had almost completed the work Nikolai Falmendikov had begun when he sought out Murmansk-13, the greatest gift of all.
The baton passed to Tala alone, now.
“You need a gun?” Tala offered Jamal the 9mm as Diego ushered the Captain from the cell. Shell shocked the Captain stared at the bright yellow carpet of lifeless bodies at his feet.
Jamal shook his head again. “You guys need the guns, those two won’t be the last of ’em.”
“I don’t think I trust any of the others with it,” Tala said smiling, hoping levity would dissolve the lump in her throat.
Jamal shucked his shoulders, a muffled chuckle. Then fell silent, his eyes were rheumy and alert, his expression was dolent. “Once you’re through the antechamber, there will be a door release for the entrance behind the desk. Don’t hang around, they’ll hear the hydraulics and think it’s the party coming back out. You’ve sprayed enough fucking bullets around to wipe out a decent sized posse in here,” he smiled half-heartedly. “Keep to the shadows and don’t shoot unless you have to. They may have goons posted at the airlock, but they don’t know you’re armed.”
“Jamal,” Tala paused. “I’m sorry…”
“Don’t be. Get the hell out of here, you and Katja and your crew. That’s the best thing you can do for me now,” he gestured toward the EVA suit Hernandez had abandoned in his escape. “You’ll need that.”
Tala smiled and nodded, swallowing hard. So did Jamal.
After collecting up the EVA suit, Tala rejoined the rest of them at the antechamber entrance, the electromagnetic fob activated the door release with a mechanical whir. Katja gazed back at Jamal as if slipping back into the catharsis that blighted her first hours reawakened on the station.
“Hey Katja. Take care of yourself,” Jamal said as the secondary door began to close.
“You too,” Katja replied meekly, realizing the futility of her reply. Then the door was shut, sealing the two men away. Katja turned from the gaze of Jamal knowing, like Tala, they’d seen the last of him.
☣☭☠
Nielsen heard the staccato report of pistol fire. Four rapid shots followed soon after by a fifth. Then silence. Pettersson had not emptied the clip, perhaps he’d been overwhelmed. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind the Second Engineer was dead. Nielsen hoped the fifth had been for himself. Oscar had died to buy him time. He’d deserved to go out quick, painless.
Briefly his subconscious summoned images of the disease wracked Mihailov.
Little time passed before Nielsen heard the relentless press of infected bodies against the reactor chamber blast door — and the voracious keening that accompanied their presence. He’d been wrong, at least in part. There was no manual override for the reactor chamber door in Central Command, but they could isolate electrical power to the quadrant.
Nielsen had managed to circumvent their attempts to segregate reactor control to a remote location, but in doing so he’d been unable to prevent the power drain from the blast doors. Tired and frightened he watched the uncoordinated shamble of bodies begin to press through the heavy steel doors, sheer will and numbers overcoming their maladroit attempts to peel the plates apart.
There wasn’t much time left, but Nielsen knew he had overrode the reactor failsafes. It had been difficult work, exacerbated by tension and his incomprehension of Russian Cyrillic. But it was a drive Nielsen was familiar with, another facsimile of Iban technology, retro engineered and harnessed in humanities slipshod manner. Substituting the foreign and exotic biomechanical parts for fallible earthly synthetics.
Nielsen had always hoped he would have a chance to tinker with a true Iban engine. Knew now this was as close as he would ever get.
The control panels were designed to make an overload impossible, placing overrides after overrides so that reckless commands could not be received. The idiom of garbage in, garbage out seemed to apply to the Iban race, just as it did with humanity. If circumvented, the reactor would simply be neutralized with poisons and the central mass injected with ultracold neutrons, reducing the drives kinetic potential. It would black ball and become an inert mass like a dead star.
That wouldn’t serve, while the station would lose its gravity anchor and breach its geostationary orbit, a black ball reactor could be re-fired. Perhaps even before the total degradation of centrifugal gravity. To create a truly catastrophic failure, Nielsen had been forced to breach the circuitry allowing him to speed up the central mass far beyond its operating capabilities. He doubted such a feat would have been possible with an Iban original.
Now the coruscating indigo light intensified behind him as he watched the blast doors part centimetre by centimetre. Gravity in the outer ring was at 1.2G, the thrusters would be working overtime to maintain position even in the null point. As the speed of rotation increased, Murmansk-13 would cant into an ever more eccentric angle. With added gravitational mass on the outer ring, the centripetal force would begin to destabilize the stations centre of gravity. Soon the thrusters would begin to aggravate the situation further still, their programming overcompensating, placing further stress on the stations structure.
At 1.3G’s the reactor would reach critical mass. It would either shut down through overstress and catapult Murmansk-13 into the lightless void, or the station would disintegrate around him.
Nielsen knew he would experience neither. In circumventing the reactors failsafes he had retained the final most safeguard. The meltdown foam would flood the reactor chamber as the drive was submerged in the coolant swirling beneath the gantry, preventing or mitigating a fire or explosion. It would give his remaining crew a chance to escape, if they still drew breath. He, however, would be entombed in concrete hardened polyurethane foam.
Nervously Nielsen eyed the dial. 1.25G’s. Mummified limbs began flailing through the blast doors. Almost parted, the stench of decay commingled with the sweet essence of ethylene glycol emanating from the old coolant. He wished he still had his pistol, not that he would be able to take more than a few out before they were upon him, but he could have saved himself the pain.
That small mercy had been Pettersson’s though and there was no pushing through the throng of infected to retrieve the gun, the final round still chambered.
1.28G, soon. Nielsen backed away from the controls. He watched one of the wretched infected pushing its snarling, mummified face through the powerless blast doors. The flesh had peeled away from the skull leaving a sinuous network of parched muscle, it screeched as the gap widened the jaw hyper-extending. Dry eyeballs hung like fetid baubles, pulled back in their sockets and shrivelled; serving no apparent purpose. Nielsen could see countless more behind the creature, some spattered with Pettersson’s blood; dark, fresh claret coating shattered and yellowed teeth and strips of old jumpsuits wafting like cerements.
Above him he could hear the foam tanks prime, could hear the central mass within the reactor spinning up violently to his rear, eddying — the outer plates stalling out.
With a sepulchral moan the infected breeched the blast doors. Nielsen pressed himself against the reactor as their harried, spastic steps clattered across the grated walkway. For a moment he toyed with the white gold engagement ring on his finger as the distance closed. Behind him the reactor was preparing to dump the central mass, he heard the base plate opening.
The first infected was on him, Nielsen roundhouse punched the figure away taking care to avoid the distended maw. The figure stumbled back, obstructing the following pack on the narrow walkway. Further back one of the infected tumbled into the coolant, forced from the grated platform.
Premature droplets of foam began tumbling like giant snow drops that froze on contact. The stunned infected loosed an inhuman wail and charged again. Nielsen tried to push it away this time, then grabbed its shoulders. The implacable figure would not fall away. They braced, Nielsen could feel his already stretched stamina draining away, couldn’t believe the power of such a gnarled, emaciated shell of humanity.
As the creature drew close, the stench of putrefaction was overwhelming. Death breath wafted like a fetid zephyr from its mouth. The odour of rotted organs. Nielsen could feel his arms scissoring backward. Smashed teeth clacked, inches from his face. Nielsen could hear his own struggling grunts as if listening to someone else, far away.
Then they were all upon him. Their collective weight forcing him back, hard against the reactor casing. He could feel the frenzied core, vibrating through hot tungsten in its final throes. The giant heart of the station was arresting.
Nielsen heard his scream muffle against the press of decayed bodies. As countless needful teeth clamped round his arms, his thighs, he sank into a foetal ball. His final thoughts were of his girls, safe because of him. They would probably never come to know what had transpired, why he’d been forced to leave them. It had to be enough that he knew.
He didn’t want to go.
As the relentless infected rent flesh from his body, jagged teeth scrapped bone and stripped muscle from tendons, Nielsen could feel himself departing his body. He closed his eyes and could see an Autumn sun, setting golden over the fjord. Then the agonies were gone, with a great roiling hiss the chamber was in one instance obscured with steam and then plunged into unseeing whiteness.
Senseless with pain, Nielsen barely registered as the foam entered his throat. Suffocating him as it expanded and hardened — tearing open his lungs. All around him the infected became entombed in a chemical shroud. For those infected who survived the crushing force of the failsafe, their suffering would go on.
And on.
☣☭☠
Tala tried to blink away the pernicious retinal scars that strobed against the blackness of Central Command. Her eyeballs were seared after days in the blinding whiteness of the cells. Now the ubiquitous gloom of Murmansk-13, became an impenetrable veil. She sank into the shadow of the walkway above and held her hand up in a gesture of pause to those following behind, Katja closest with Diego shepherding the Captain at the rear. It would serve little purpose to move forward with haste, only to be recaptured stumbling blind in the dark. It was safe to assume the others needed time to adjust their vision.
The entranceway to the security module was flanked on either side by two stairwells that led to the walkway above. There was a similar arrangement at the primary — and now barricaded — entrance that bisected the encircling platform into two crescents.
In front, the backside of the giant video screen provided a disconcerting obstruction. The huge featureless grey wall masking any approach of further yellow suited mercenaries, or Dr. Smith, looking for the team lying dead or unconscious in the cells. Smith would be quieter, Tala couldn’t decide if that was a comforting supposition or not.
Above, the walkway was clear as far as the video screen allowed to see. It was also exposed to the atrium below and decked with sonorous aluminium. The chequer plate stairwell led upwards into shadow.
Tala spun and indicated for everyone to be quiet. She’d decided against suiting up until they reached the outer ring and grimaced as Diego and Tor’s suits emitted quiet squeaks. Diego was trying valiantly to keep the blank faced Captain upright. Both were wearing heavy mag boots that would diminish their stealth. And then there was the small matter of the Captain’s mindset.
“Wait here,” Tala whispered, catching Katja and Diego’s eye, satisfied her vision was sufficient for what she intended.
Cradling the 9mm Colt SMG, Tala sidled up to the video screen and covertly rekkied the atrium beyond.
Pallid, flickering blue-white cathode light diffused across the rows of pine veneered cabinets casting dark elongated shadows that reached out to the perimeters of the circular chamber. Three figures conversed, left of the central corridor, their features blanched by the fluorescing screen. Tala could make out Dr. Smith talking casually with a tall man in a hazmat suit, his hood removed, hair clipped into an army flattop. The short rotund figure beside was assumedly Ildar, standing castrate and silent, his arms crossed.
Tala flattened her back against the video screen as the soldier looked up, her companions were crouched in a darkened nook, their glittering eyes focused on her. She crept to the opposite end of the screen where the light of the wall would mask her surveillance and tried to plot an escape route that was both direct and discreet.
She’d decided the walkway was a no-go. The noise of the mag boots and the paucity of cover would be suicide. The thickest shadows lay against the curve of the bulkhead, beneath the walkway. But like the walkway, the far walls were bereft of cover. The most favourable course seemed to be skirting the outer edge of the control consoles, keeping to the heavy darkness that gathered in their lee.
Of course, the rows of disused consoles terminated ten meters from the opposing stairwell that led to the only non-barricaded exit. Aside from the fact there was nowhere to hide beyond the consoles, the door to the employees corridor was also the singular access point for Smith’s armed minions.
Briefly, she watched Diego struggling to manhandle the recalcitrant and traumatised Captain while shouldering the semi-automatic. Tala had omitted instructions on disengaging the safety and wished Nielsen were on-hand. If they were engaged in a gunfight, she doubted it would be a long one.
She sighed knowing freedom was near, yet refusing to allow any chink of hope to pervert her mind and dilute the tired admixture of fear and inevitability that had gestated in the cells. That fatalism had hardened into psychological armour, manifesting itself in acts of bravery and preservation — not of herself, but Katja and her crew. Vaguely she wondered if they knew how much dread and regret were the drivers to her toughness.
The group looked up as one as she returned. “Three in the atrium, only cover is the consoles. We’ll head down to the right as we look now. We move as one and we move when they’re not looking.” Tala looked down at Tor, the Captain was gazing at her with glazed, bloodshot eyes. His features had become grey and drawn as if his very essence of life had been drained away. “We have to move fast and quiet. Sir, do you understand me?”
Tor stared for a moment, then nodded ethereally his eye never really catching hers.
“Captain, you will endanger us all if you can’t.”
Something about the word ‘endanger’ seemed to grasp at his conscience like a bur. A brief glimmer of cognizance and recognition lit up his eyes. For a moment, Captain Tor was pulled from whatever mental escape he’d sought to the very real escape before him.
Tala turned her focus to Diego. “Keep him close, if he starts to make a lot of noise or falls back we leave him.” Like he left me before.
Katja snarled at the instruction, her skin incandescent in the dark, but she remained silent, knowing enemies lay within an arguments earshot. Perhaps Katja wondered if that had been Tala’s attitude when she’d been struggling to pull it together; in those first days out of the morgue.
In a sudden rush of guilt, Tala realized it had been. She’d been ready to abandon Katja to her fate. Were she facing armed hostiles, maybe she would have done. In that moment she knew she couldn’t abandon the Captain, even if it meant risking death.
“I’ll take point,” Tala said, knowing that it would be so, regardless. “Stay close.” She paused, waiting to see if the Captain would remain still. He wavered in the dark, but looked ready to move. Silently, she padded out to the video screen again, this time her group in tow.
Once more, Tala peered into the atrium. The group hadn’t moved. Maybe they were debriefing, or simply talking, she chose not to give it much thought and dropped to her haunches, letting the strapped gun settle in the crook of her back. She turned and indicated for the others to do the same. The Captain struggled against his pressurized suit into a slouch. Tala wondered how withered he’d become, his body pressed thin under all those layers of synthetic material. Her gaze lingered on Tor for just a moment before she scuttled out from behind the video screen, darting behind the first console.
Nervously she looked back as the others followed. Diego had pulled the Captain down onto all fours and did the same himself. Tala had to concede, it was a good idea. Protected from the friction of the coarse, once orange carpet by their oxygen padded EVA suits, they appeared to float over the surface like balloons. The added benefit was they weren’t conveying themselves using their clattery mag boots.
Katja came last, Hernandez EVA suit drapped over her arm. She moved lithely in her blood spattered jumpsuit, but quickly realised she wouldn’t be able to fall in behind the console. The girl froze and dropped to all fours like Diego and the Captain before her, only she was exposed and lit up by the video screen behind.
Panic setting in, Tala grabbed the Captain and darted to the next console without looking. Silently she twirled to Diego and Katja, her palm held out in a stopping gesture. She raised two fingers on both hands and mimicked a hopping motion. They could only remain concealed in pairs, the consoles simply not big enough to hide them altogether.
Furtively, Tala glanced back toward where she’d last seen Smith and the soldier. The threesome remained in situ. Ildar slightly aside, he looked like a boyfriend watching his partner flirt with another man, to his side were stacked two columns of coolers. Most likely the vials Katja had spoken of, ready for handoff.
Tala glanced back to Diego. She pointed to herself and Tor, then the next console. She then pointed at Diego and Katja and indicated the console she was currently crouched behind. Diego nodded his understanding and limbered up, clipping his gun to a karabiner hanging unused at his waist. The Colt refused to be shouldered against the smooth material of his suit.
Waiting for his readiness, Tala peered one last time at the group less than twenty meters away then glanced to Tor. The Captain gave a little nod of partially lucid agreement. Breathing deep, Tala scurried to the next console with the Captain close behind. She watched as Diego and Katja moved one up.
Ten minutes passed as the group slowly edged their way down the row of consoles. Halfway down Tala began to hear the hushed tones of conversation, the words deconstructed beneath the feint white noise of the video screen speakers and the hammering of her heart. With each hop Tala became increasingly fearful that reinforcements would show up or the fate of the duo that had entered the cells would be sought. Surely they would soon be missed.
Reaching the penultimate console before the break to the stairs, Tala could feel her thoughts race. They’d passed the perpendicular sightline of Smith’s group and she beckoned Diego and Katja to join them, herself and the Captain shuffling behind the pine computer desk. As the group reunited she could see Diego pale, looking at the no-man’s land stretching out before them.
“We’ll be seen,” he whispered.
Tala nodded her agreement. “I know,” she let the submachine gun fall into her hands. “One of us will have to draw fire.”
“Why can’t we wait?” Katja asked, hopefully. She pinned herself to the console side, refusing to look, her movements stiff with dread.
“They won’t have come aboard with three men,” Tala spoke softly. “We wait, more will arrive.”
Tala looked at Diego, his skin had turned a sickly hue and his hands shook violently. He was a radio officer turned AB and a poor one at that. Gentle spirited with the weight of his collapsing family upon him; to most he was a sap. He would be killed laying down fire against a trained soldier, and Tala had little doubt that was what they were pitted against.
What an odd couple they would make, Tala thought blithely having often wondered why such a prosaic academy wannabe from a dysfunctional Catholic family desired her affection.
Perhaps that was the very nucleus of it. While she was hard and Diego was soft they were both the products of broken families. While his feelings for her would remain forever unrequited, Tala couldn’t let him die, he was her friend. Not only would his death haunt her in the unlikely event of her own survival, but thinking pragmatically it would also be in vein. She doubted he would be able to give them the cover they needed for long enough to reach the door.
She reached across and flipped the safety off Diego’s weapon. “I’ll lay down cover, but be ready to defend yourself. Let Tor and Katja lead.”
Diego nodded like a gravity sick cadet. Katja stared at her with wide, watery eyes shaking her head, the gesture invisible to the rest of the group. Tala mouthed ‘yes’ then ‘sorry.’ It had to be her, otherwise Katja wouldn’t escape and she would have failed.
“One more,” Tala said. She wasn’t sure why, they could all see what lay ahead but it helped disembody herself from the moment, from the draining emotional burden trying to lead her crew and Katja to safety.
As she prepared to launch herself into the shadowy void between consoles Tala peered over the desk one last time. She watched the soldier casually raise his sidearm. Ildar barely had chance to register his surprise as the bullet ripped through his forehead and out the back of his skull in a cloud of pink ejecta and bone fragments, the soldier never breaking from conversation.
Dr. Smith watched the light vanish from the elderly mans eyes in the millisecond before his neuromuscular system shut down and his knees buckled. Ildar slumped to the deck on his face, blood soaking into the hideous carpeting.
The soldier’s head snapped to their position and Tala turned to see Katja clasping her hand over her mouth. Despite all she’d seen, despite all that Ildar had been responsible for, hearing the man murdered and the fear elicited moved her to tears. Tala had not heard her whimper over the crack of gunfire but the soldier had. He stood with his pistol braced at arms length, scanning the horizon of desks in combat stance. Behind him, Dr. Smith drew her silenced sidearm.
In that moment Tala felt nothing for Ildar. At best he’d been a naive genius used as a Soviet puppet, at worst a workaday laboratory scientist on the ground floor of a breakout that had turned him megalomaniac. He’d allied himself with the wrong people. People who’d wrestled control of his studies, made it into a product and incurred the interest of unscrupulous companies. Perhaps at the last he’d realised his folly, but ultimately he’d paid the price. The wealth of feeling she had for the man could only be mimicked by the absence of emotion in the Captain’s face.
It confirmed the people Dr. Smith represented would kill them without a moment’s thought. And now they were coming for them, again.
Another shot rang out, forcing Tala to duck beneath the console, the bullet struck the housed computer monitor at an acute angle and glanced away with a puff of wood fibres. This time, terrified, Katja bolted for the stairwell barely keeping low enough to avoid fire.
“Shit! Run,” Tala yelled, then brought her Colt up to the desk, raking rounds across the console desks and around the monitors that jutted like miniature wooden drumlins over a monochrome office landscape. Behind her she could feel the breeze of her cohorts as they darted for the stairs. Dr. Smith and the soldier dived for cover on opposing sides of the corridor divide.
Aware her ammunition was limited, Tala couldn’t afford to duck and spray. She held her position and slipped the rifle into manual, squeezing out single rounds whenever the Doctor or soldier lifted their head like whack-a-moles.
Her advantage was short-lived. The soldier blind fired his SMG Colt from behind a console having switched to his primary weapon. Slugs skittering around Tala’s position, low velocity rounds impacted into fibreboard desks with an absorbed thud, or cracked into the veneered bulkheads behind her.
Forced into cover, Tala could hear the muted zip of silenced pistol fire as the Doctor took pot shots at her friends from behind the soldier. They were clanking up the aluminium stairs when Diego rounded on the Doctor’s cover. He depressed the trigger and kept it depressed, loosing three rounds, the gun was in burst mode. Tala watched Diego stare at it dumbfounded, expecting more rounds as the Doctor loosed another shot. The round clipped the submachine gun, throwing it from Diego’s grasp, the slug then ricocheted into his arm. Diego stumbled against the bulkhead.
His EVA suit shrieked as he gawked wide eyed at the venting hole. Whether injured, his shock was probably from the irreparable damage caused to his suit. Tor and Katja pulled him away before the Doctor had another chance to strike a stationary target.
Her friends now exposed, Tala knew she had to lay down fire. She rose just in time to see the soldier anticipate her inevitable response. She felt a round sear her cheek as she loosed an enfilade on his position. The soldier dipped down behind his cover and Tala was unsure if she’d hit him. There was no time to wonder, discarding her weapon into the shadows behind she zigzagged toward the stairwell in pursuit of her group. Recalling days playing airsoft in the forests outside Vigan, only the giddy exhilaration replaced with heart pounding terror.
As she reached the first step she marvelled at the scarcity of fire she’d drawn. At the very least she must have wounded the soldier, although the Doctor’s shots still whizzed past at close proximity. She didn’t bother to turn to look, it would do her no good. She bounded up the steps, stealth no longer a concern. The gunfire stopped for a moment, behind she heard the plastic and metallic click of a revolver magazine being ejected. Then a peculiar silence.
Indeed, everything seemed to fall as still as night for a moment, even as two more hazmat wearing soldiers burst onto the walkway from the personnel corridor less than five meters before Katja. The subconscious resonance of the station fell mute, the mechanical thrums absence all the more apparent due to its abrupt cessation.
The moment lasted barely a nanosecond, but seemed to stretch on as Tala watched the newly arrived soldiers round on Katja and the others. The tension broke as Dr. Smith screamed. “Ubey ikh! Kill them!”
The foremost soldier raised his submachine gun as Tala cried out powerless, the sound silent to her own ears. Suddenly the station bucked, the shudder wracking Central Command like a huge metallic sigh. All on the walkway were flung against the thin wire railings, the lead soldier plunged sprawling to the deck below overbalanced by his oxygen cylinder. A newly loaded silenced round whistled past Tala as the Doctor fired wildly into the shooting gallery the walkway had become.
Another jolt, fiercer this time, flung them all against the outer bulkhead as the walkway strained and listed against its tensile steel tethers. Somewhere in Central Command a klaxon began to sound, loose items and stationary fell to the floor. Tala turned and saw the contents of the toppled coolers disgorged around Ildar’s corpse. Vials moved like driftwood in the pools of blood.
Regaining her balance, Dr. Smith unleashed a manic banshee wail and fired indiscriminately into the crowd, walking and firing as she closed the distance. Slugs pierced plastic veneers around Tala and her friends, ducking helplessly. The final shot smashed through the faceplate of the soldier as he readied to fire.
Tala heard the Doctor nearing, pulling the trigger against the empty clip as the soldier crumpled to the walkway, droplets of blood speckling the inside of the perforated faceplate obscuring the dead man inside. The anchor-like cylinder clattering against the aluminium grating. Momentarily stunned, Katja and Tor stared at the corpse before them.
“Go!” Tala screamed as she darted past the still dazed Diego, wrenching the gun and karabiner clear from his belt as she went. She overtook Katja and Tor, almost ripping the door from its hinges as she channelled her panic into forward momentum, her legs wobbly beneath her. “Move now! We have to move now!”
The personnel corridor beyond was dark and alien, emergency lights had just begun to kick in as Tala waited, allowing her bewildered group to follow. Diego was pushed through first, his suit still depressurizing with a flabby sounding hiss. Then Tor and Katja followed, Katja slamming the door in her wake.
Tala assumed point, scanning the corridor with the muzzle of her gun. She was acutely conscious that Dr. Smith might follow and occasionally peered back. All around the coving mounted lamps flickered silvery light, tossing deceiving shadows the length of the passageway, robbing the horizon of its depth. Once more the station lurched, Murmansk-13’s aluminium structure gave a plaintive groan. Tala was thrown at once forward and then back as if caught by a surging crowd, behind her Diego fell to the deck in the rumpled remnants of his suit.
“What’s happening?” Katja asked, helping the Captain pick Diego up. Her quailing voice reached down the throat of the corridor.
“I don’t know,” replied Tala, hushed. “I think the Chief has done something to the reactor.”
“What does that mean?”
Tala shrugged, not averting her gaze from the corridor ahead. “I guess it means we don’t have long.”
Then the distant squeal of suit speakers pierced the gloom, each word or sentence punctuated by a burst of static feedback. She supposed they didn’t typically use hazmat suits for stealth operations. That would be in their favour.
“They’re coming,” said Katja with breathless anguish.
Tala ignored her, she knew they were coming. She surveyed the corridor for cover and found none, only ephemeral shadows. There was no knowing how many soldiers were on route, but if they were communicating with one another through local radio she knew they were already outgunned. Trying to quell her rising panic, Tala slid to the bulkhead, the group falling in behind. She remembered seeing a side door when they’d first been led down the corridor, not far from the entrance to Central Command. Tala was sure they hadn’t passed it, but as the scatter of mechanically sharpened discourse grew near she found her strength of conviction weaken.
“Four… Mission critical… to kill.” The robotic sounding words drifted closer, voices and accents indistinct. She could hear the faint pad of plastic boots against linoleum. Then she saw the shapes, toneless boxes in the juddering light. At least three.
Her mouth was dry and her cheek ached. Finally Tala scoped the door, nary ten meters down. “Door!” Was all she said, pointing to the faint inconsistency in the bulkhead.
“There they are,” one synthetic voice cried out.
Tala wheeled around at the sound, strafing the darkened recesses of the corridor before darting into the transient shadows. She heard a static laced sob of pain as her shots were met in double time. She managed to pull open the door, providing her group cover as bullets shredded through the empty air of the passageway, snickering into deck plates and bulkheads. A couple of slugs lodged into the Formica door in her hand sending mini shockwaves through her flesh. It was a miracle she wasn’t hit.
Katja, Tor and Diego ran across the corridor as if it were hot coals, big loping steps as they disappeared through the door. Tala loosed another burst of gunfire before following them. She heard the returning volley of shots impact against the Formica as she sealed the entrance.
“Shit, we’re fucking trapped!”
Tala pivoted around at Diego’s exclamation. They were on a balcony overlooking the Central Command foyer, to her left office modules loomed, their black tinted glass walls only intersected by the occasional doorway. To her right an opaque glass balustrade curved the length of the cantilevered deck. Set back from her position, Diego, Katja and Tor flitted in a hysterical frenzy. She trained the muzzle of the submachine gun on the doorway, awaiting their pursuers ingress. “Find a stairwell, there has to be one!”
But that hadn’t quite been what Diego meant. The pungent stench of decay hit her last. Putrescine and cadaverine intoxicated the air around her, cloying and asphyxiating. Tala wretched. “How many?”
“A lot,” replied Tor, neutral.
The door burst open. Tala fired a single shot into empty space and scuttled backwards on her haunches. Two soldiers had taken position either side of the jam. A volley of shots chipped the tiling at her feet, throwing ceramic shrapnel into her face. Tala dived toward an office door, slamming hard against the glass. She could hear the lock rattle in situ.
Behind her, unarmed, the rest of the group ran for the far side of the deck. They would be trapped between the infected and the gunmen. Completely open, Tala loosed three rounds on her rump, forcing one soldier back into cover just as the other moved forward drawing a bead on her, using the door for protection. They knew they could keep drawing her fire, deplete her ammunition. She scoped the forward moving soldier and pulled the trigger, feeling the weapon jar in her hand. Wide eyed she stared down at the cartridge jamming the ejection port as the soldiers, sensing their advantage, slid across the threshold.
Tala closed her eyes as the pointman levelled his gun to her position, heard footsteps bounding from behind her and assumed it was Katja — hoped it wasn’t. “No,” she whispered quietly to herself.
She heard a colossal metallic boom and for a millisecond thought the trigger had been pulled heralding an eternity of darkness. Then she was tumbling backward, her body unusually heavy as she slid across frictionless and homogenous tiles, bereft of handholds. Her neck muscles locked against the rising gravity, Tala looked up at the Central Command dome as the stricken station began re-orientating itself in space and realised she was accelerating toward the far bulkhead against which Diego and Katja were already being crushed. Tor was a little distance behind her, scrambling for purchase to cease his fall.
Indeed, they were falling now, the bulkhead becoming the deck and vice versa, the metal structure of Murmansk-13 squealing against forces far exceeding its design parameters. Whatever Nielsen had set in motion was gathering momentum and relegating all within to mere passengers. She imagined the stabilizing thrusters firing madly, woefully underpowered to right the vast station against such an impossible catastrophe as the station lurched once more, catapulting her sideways and over the restraints of the balustrade.
She braced for a shattering impact and felt bile scorch her gullet as gravity failed, sinking from several G to nothing in an instant. The two soldiers eddied across her field of vision, disorientated and desperately seeking sanctuary, the sound of their squawking panic lost against the din of grinding metallic plates. What had been up became down, below her the structural ribs supporting the dome were at least a hundred meters away. If gravity returned now, she would plummet to her death, dashed across the apex.
Above the clusters of infected that had milled about the foyer now hung like moribund shoals of fish in mid air. Whatever physiological driver kept the infected operative, struggled to recalibrate in the zero G environment, the sneering mob of pitiful creatures pawed the air trying to reach their breathing prey.
Tala felt something reach out, brushing against her shoulder. Instantly reviled she tried to beat it away, turned, and found Tor screaming at her. “Grab my hand!” His voice was tiny against the grating aluminium, but his eyes were alert. She grabbed his hand and he pointed at the balustrade.
Uselessly they swam in the absence of gravity. Tala twirled around to see Diego and Katja floating listlessly out across the emptiness of the foyer. From her position she couldn’t tell if either were conscious, but neither seemed to struggle against their weightlessness, nor the rising tide of desiccated, gnarled hands reaching out toward them. Slowly they were descending into their clutches. As the station continued through its inexorable somersault, Tala felt her body become substantial again.
Gravity returned with crushing force and an instantaneous thud as Tala and Tor smashed into the foyer deck. All around bodies fell from the sky with a melancholy wail and a waft of decay. Tala picked herself up quickly, ignoring the numbness that wracked her right arm and shoulder. Tor lay motionless for a second as she wheeled round to where she’d last seen Katja. Other than herself, nobody was on their feet. The scene was like a battlefield abandoned to time, twisted individuals in various stages of decomposition littered the deck, then gunfire shattered the solemnity.
Backed into a corner by the first onrushing infected, the two hazmat wearing soldiers lay down a volley of fire. Forgotten in their desperation, Tala thought to step out across the carpet of bodies just as the remaining hoard began rising, falteringly, to their feet. She heard the crepitus of broken bone as the abominations picked themselves up, then their incessant moan began anew, only occasionally shrouded by bursts of gunfire and settling shell plates.
Frantic, Tala called out to Katja just as the press of unstoppable bodies descended on the soldiers. She barely acknowledged the feedback laced screams of pain as she scanned the foyer for other signs of life. All she saw was a rising wall of deathly, ossified figures, skeletons covered in tattered clothes and tattered flesh. She glanced down at her 9mm to find the stovepipe round had cleared. She sighted the gun and began picking off the closest infected, coolly trying to cut a path. For each body she dropped a new one took its place, trampling the lifeless corpse beneath its shambolic gait. It didn’t matter, Tala had to get to Katja, at least draw their attention. With each shot she stepped forward, toward the crowding, longing, outstretched arms.
Tor grabbed her from behind and yanked her back. “Are you fucking mad?” Rage and pity vied for dominance behind his eyes, his voice quietened. “We have to get out of here.”
“I have to get to Katja,” Tala said unsteadily, never lowering her gun. “She’s over there, vulnerable.”
“You can’t help her dead,” Tor replied, looking over her shoulder. “It’s suicide.”
Drawn by her fire, the blood caked crowd pulled from the sundered corpses of the soldiers. Their hazmat suits had been peeled away by festering fingernails and their torsos and ribcages splayed open, their abdominal cavities emptied — witnesses to their own crazed autopsy. Their hoods and breathing masks had been torn away, much like the flesh beneath it, gleaming bone glistened in places through the gore. Eyeless and shredded, the soldiers sat in a pile of their own half masticated viscera, staring sightlessly through a shambling masse of infected — beelining toward Tala and Tor.
Tala quailed and began backpedalling. Hate and gut wrenching sorrow sickened her worse than the sight of the soldiers and the dead. She raised her gun and peppered the onrushing infected, bullets snickered through petrified flesh as several bodies dropped to the deck. Tala kept the trigger depressed until the firing pin clicked against the empty magazine. Enraged, she tossed the weapon at the nearest abomination then watched it disappear beneath the throngs graceless shuffling feet.
“I’m sorry, Tala,” Tor said, his voice raised over the mournful lament. “Truly I am, but we need to go. It’s now or never.”
Tala turned to the Captain, his expression was apologetic but hard. Behind him the main entrance of Central Command lay clear, but the infected were closing on all sides. Tala felt her lip tremble as she gave one last useless glance to where Katja and Diego fell, then followed Tor into the stark passageway.

Chapter 22

Aidan woke with a start as the Riyadh jarred beneath him. Lose items rattled where they stood or toppled completely. One of the damaged EVA suits slipped heavily from its hook, the brass coupling clattered against the hermetic Perspex wardrobe. Aidan felt his body tense and gingerly sat up, wary of the convulsing muscles that still plagued his neck.
Within seconds the Riyadh fell still save for the pounding in his chest. The repurposed rivet gun had been jolted to the deck. Aidan grimaced as he awkwardly lowered his stringy frame to retrieve it, then sighed.
He’d been holed up in the Evacuation Suite for four days, occasionally checking the bridge chronometer when he dared abandon his watch. Chief Nilsen had powered it back up before he left and the livid digital display provided a fragile continuity to the humdrum life that existed before everything fell to shit.
In the first hours after the remaining crew departed for Murmansk-13, Aidan busied himself tidying the ship spaces nearest the airlock, rectifying the aftermath of the junk impact. Injured, the work had been slow, but it kept him loose and allowed his mind to empty of burdens. He’d then raided the galley for non-perishables, mostly tins containing food stuffs that were edible cold, stockpiling what he came to think of as his guard post.
Variety was scant, Aidan was shocked to see how meagre their supplies had become; no doubt lessened by the Chief Officer and further by items hidden by the Steward — perhaps conscious that Aidan would deplete what little remained. Dry flaked tuna in brine became a staple in the absence of Sammy, and tinned peaches for dessert. The dichotomic repast left a silvery film inside his mouth with each meal and he soon found his appetite lessened. At first he’d thought to ration his supplies, but it turned out consumption would not be a problem.
His stomach growled angrily, starved of a decent hot meal. Boredom and fear made for capricious partners during his lonely vigil. Fear was ever present, from the moment he watched his crew exit the airlock his innards were gnawed with it. Fear of abandonment, of dying a slow solitary death aboard a vessel lost in the vastness of space. With the transponders shut down and the communications array obliterated into millions of fragments, he would probably never be found.
But one can only experience the adrenaline sharpened edge of fear for so long before the body wearies and the mind dulls. Slowly the febrile, anxious energy dissipated. Then all he could do was think.
Occasionally he would wander from the Evac Suite to the bridge, stare out across the metallic spokes of Murmansk-13 into the black chasm through which his crewmates had alighted and failed to return, or beyond to the oil slick nebulae that smeared across the local system. But mostly he thought of Addy, of the stories of survival he could regale her with, if only she would wait. Would she remember her promise to him?
Even if they did manage to repair the Riyadh and obtain assistance, nobody knew how long it could be until they returned to Earth. In a few weeks, the Saudi’s would be informing kin that communications with the ship had been lost, that they’d failed to make the leap to Talus. If they weren’t on a rescuing vessel by then their families would begin to mourn. Deep space accidents were not uncommon, there would be little hope to cling onto, although Aidan imagined those closest to the crewmen would harbour some faith.
Addy however wouldn’t find out, at least not immediately, and once she did Aidan wondered how she would react. It had been such an ephemeral thing, fifteen months ago. She would be sad, he reassured himself, confident that that much was true, but with so few memories to keep him alive the sadness would pass, and quickly. She would move on, if she hadn’t already and new memories would soon smooth the small impact Aidan had made on her life.
There was nothing he could do. Aidan kept telling himself, finding that in solitude he began to speak to himself, his own voice and spoken out loud chastisements kindling for an under stimulated mind.
Communications were down and scrubbers were near capacity, with his crew absent Addy should have been the last of his concerns and yet as the hours passed, he became increasingly unfocused; then Addy would drift to the surface of his thoughts.
Once more, love sickness overrode his fear sickened heart. Then the Riyadh jolted sharply once more, throwing Aidan back into the foam padded coffee table. Inflexibly, he picked himself up and suddenly felt the weight of the rivet gun in his hands, wincing away the barbs of pain shooting down his neck. Something unusual was happening to the station, something that brought an effortless sense of peril surging to the forefront of his mind.
Indecisive, Aidan paused for a moment as the Riyadh resettled. Chief Nielsen had kept the ships manoeuvring thrusters on standby. The mechanical hum of the small thruster plant was gently transmitted through the vessels spaceframe, seemingly filling the empty atmosphere around him. Thankfully something other than silence and…
His blood chilled as Mihailov stirred, two decks down. The Second Mate bellowed maniacally from the Medical Bay, awakened by the lurching movements. Something crashed dully against the makeshift quarantine ward viewport. Nielsen had quietly sequestered Mihailov prior to the crews departure and Aidan was hard pressed to disagree with the decision.
He’d ventured to the dim Medical Bay on day two, to assess whether Mihailov required any food or water. He would not return again.
Standing naked, pressed against the far bulkhead, his back to the viewport, Aidan knew immediately Mihailov was wrong. Lingering listlessly at the definite ambit of the sharp blue light, Mihailov had spun round slowly. At first sight, Aidan fell back, yelping an exclamation to a deity he’d never believed in.
Sniffing the air like a rat searching for scraps, Mihailov had approached, his steps rigid and unsure. As he neared the screen, Aidan could recall the muscles in his own face screwing up in abject revulsion, unable to totally comprehend or believe the image before him.
Aidan had been in the Medical Bay when Sammy and the Chief first brought Mihailov in. The Bulgarian was in a bad way then; unconscious, his skin a blue hue and his hand degloved and fast frozen. Later he heard stories of Mihailov’s ailing health from Hernandez, second hand hearsay from Sammy. With the motorman’s flair for hyperbole he’d taken little heed. He’d been wrong too.
If anything Hernandez had understated the level of deterioration in Mihailov. The shell of humanity Aidan witnessed was almost unrecognizable from the navigations officer who emerged from cryo little over a week before.
Staring with feral intent through milky cataracts, striated with veins of old blood, Mihailov had pressed himself against the viewport. Deliquescent flesh smeared the Perspex, sloughing away to reveal the exsiccated musculature beneath. Aidan had cried out as Mihailov peeled himself away, threadlike gummy sinews of organic matter bridging the void between Perpex and person. Then Mihailov bellowed, as he did now, before charging the ward door. The plastic screen had flexed dangerously.
It took all Aidan’s strength of will to avoid pissing himself as he fled the Medical Bay that day, caroming against cryobeds in his haste to flee his imprisoned colleague.
No, he would not return, Mihailov was beyond any help he, or anyone, could administer. While his physical condition was abhorrent, the abiding memory that continued to permeate Aidan’s daydreams was how dehumanized Mihailov had become. Aidan wondered if anything of Mihailov was left. There appeared scant sign of it. He rationalized that starvation would probably be a mercy knowing he’d neither the stomach nor the fortitude to kill the man himself. Aidan tried to appease his conscience, tell himself that with medical assistance the second officer could be saved, that to kill him would be murder. In truth he was rotting into the epoxy laminate of the Medical Bay and probably suffering. While he was no physician, Aidan could fathom no medicine that could rectify such a condition.
Aidan glanced at the airlock. It was empty. The sounds of Mihailov, crashing about in quarantine faded beneath groaning metal, there was a distant bang that vibrated through the Riyadh in faint shockwaves. Cradling the rivet gun, Aidan ran with as much speed as his spastic neck muscles would permit, struggling with each step as he ascended the short stairway to the bridge.
The sense of disorientation was immediate as soon as Aidan’s eyes adjusted to the darkness. Not even the faint emergency lights of the corridors illuminated the bridge, only the bright green digital readout of the chronometer and the gloomy vermillion albedo of the station warmed the interior of the conning station. Beyond, pinpricks of light wheeled around the disquieting silhouette of Murmansk-13. The effect was nauseating when paired with the ships countering artificial gravity.
Aidan staggered forward, body tilted at an unnecessary angle, he steadied himself against the ledge that ran the curve of the windscreen. His heavy breath fogged against the aluminium silicate glass separating himself from oblivion.
Slowly, relentlessly, Murmansk-13 was tumbling into space with the Riyadh attached like a tick. Aidan watched as the familiar, variegated nebula vanished behind the Central Command module, as carmine light and shadow interplayed against the gunmetal grey of the station. Moments later the nebula would reappear and the binary pulsar, lost to view a mere minute ago, would glance blinding argent light through the spokes of the outer ring. The iridescent planet below, with its atmosphere of green and cream clouds loomed up with frantic speed by virtue of proximity before twisting away, skirting the border of the windscreen like a winters sun kissing the horizon.
Helpless, Aidan tried to calm his breathing, felt his eyes dart from one stellar landmark to the next desperate to convince himself otherwise. The metallic groan was emanating from the docking clamps that clenched against the stations docking ring. The waxing momentum and inertia of the plunging station was threatening to winnow the Riyadh from Murmansk-13, with or without its clamping rig. It was simply a matter of which joint would give out first. If the whole clamping mechanism was torn from the Riyadh, it would likely gash the hull and depressurize the vessel. In theory Aidan could isolate the forecastle, but couldn’t say whether the pressure bulkheads were one of the many systems the Chief Engineer had mothballed to conserve power.
Nor could he attest to its operation.
In reality it didn’t matter. A relatively quick death via hypoxia was probably preferable to drifting alone in space with only a feral crewman, stale oxygen and dwindling supplies. If the ship parted from the station, there would be no coming back for the rest of the crew. Aidan could survive in solitude for months. He peered down without moving his neck at the rivet gun. How much damage could it do?
In the darkness of the windscreen, Aidan saw the reflection of dim corridor light scattering behind him. Heard someone trying to speak, muffled as if gagged. Paralyzed for a nanosecond but compelled to turn, Aidan did so, hardly recognizing the weight of the dense rivet gun in that moment.
Aidan felt the bullet rip through his stomach before he heard the crack of a gunshot. Saw the muzzle flare as a nauseating numbness swept through his midriff. Unthinking, he lifted the rivet gun as if to retaliate, but a wash of crippling agony depleted his strength. The rivet gun tumbled from his hand, Aidan focused on Hernandez, bound and gagged in the hands of a lithe man with long, blonde hair. Wide eyed and screaming into the gaffer tape that crossed his lips, struggling to free himself. He never felt the second bullet strike.
☣☭☠
Hernandez screamed as the big man shot Aidan. He felt the strong adhesive of the tape pull at the hairs of his moustache as his mouth tried to part, wrenched his arm clear of Mikhail. The cadet slumped to his knees and drowsily dabbed his torso where the rifle rounds struck. Bright oxygenated blood began leeching across the grey fabric of his jumpsuit and Aidan looked at Hernandez with sorrowful, terrified eyes.
Calmly, the big man wandered up to Aidan and picked up the rivet gun. “He was armed,” he said with a shrug.
Hernandez managed to shake himself free of Mikhail and rushed to the side of Aidan just as the cadet slumped to the deck. His chest ebbed with fast and shallow breaths, his already pale complexion blanched as blood began pooling from a wound in his chest and a second in his gut. The big man eyed the scene with apathy, keeping both the rifle and the rivet gun levelled inches from Hernandez’s head.
The motorman stared hard and imploringly at the big man, shaking his wrists still bound behind his back. Let me help him he screamed, the gaffer tape gag rendered the phrase muffled and hysterical noise. The big man rolled his eyes and gestured to Mikhail. The sharp faced patsy approached wearily.
“Take the tape and rags off. We’ll need him unbound anyway,” the big man spoke loud enough to draw Hernandez’s attention from Aidan and to the rifle that he was casually operating the bolt on, clearing the breech. The rifle had been the Chief Engineers, his pride and joy. Hernandez had allowed it to fall into the hands of the callous hijacker, let it be used against one of their own crewmen for the seizure of the Riyadh. Sickness and anger surged through him. He was complicit.
Furtively, Mikhail released the rags about his wrists and jumped back. Hernandez pulled the tape from his lips, unmoved as follicles and skin were pulled from his face. Aidan was barely conscious. Hernandez helped him on to his back and stared at the lurid bullet wounds, blood burbled through the fabric of his jumpsuit, the deck was warm and viscous with the teenagers lifeblood.
“Oh shit,” Hernandez voice cracked. “You’re going to be OK, just,” Hernandez looked frantically around for a first aid kit, anything to staunch the bleeding. “Just hang in there.”
Aidan’s breathing slowed, his eyes began to grow lustreless and his lids heavy. His mouth moved but his voice was so very faint. “Addy,” he finally said. “We never kissed, I wish we had,” something rattled within his chest cavity and he coughed. A gout of claret splashed across his lips, Hernandez watched as Aidan tasted his own blood. “I hope she will remember me.”
“You’re speaking as if you’re already dead, you’ve gotta stay with me cabron,” Hernandez looked down at Aidan and forced a half smile. “You saved my ass out on that array, it’s hardly fair if you don’t let me repay the favour, man.”
Aidan returned the smile, but it was edged with pain. “I feel sleepy, Hernandez.”
There was a loud metallic crash and the whining sound of failing metal hung at the peripheries of the moment. Hernandez felt the Riyadh lurch beneath him, was aware of stationary items clattering about the bridge. He stared at Aidan as his eyes closed.
“Yo, you can’t go to sleep man,” Hernandez shook him, then pressed his forehead against Aidan’s. “Wake the fuck up!”
His chest had ceased rising and falling. Aidan was still.
Hernandez felt alien tears prick at the corners of his eyes as he placed his ear beside the cadets mouth. He shook him one last time. “Kid…”
Hernandez rubbed his eyes and felt the blood become harder, more viscous where it had seeped through his longjohns. He let the fury well up inside him. Let the moment build in the silence. When he spoke, his voice was icy calm. “Why did you shoot him?”
“He had a weapon. It was pointed at me,” Hernandez could feel the big man’s eyes bore into the back of his skull. “Really it was his fault.”
“He was just a kid,” Hernandez said, jaw locking.
“Ain’t my problem and I don’t answer to you.” He jabbed the rifle barrel into the back of Hernandez head. “Get the fuck up, I want out of here.”
Without thinking, Hernandez spun round, grabbing the barrel of the rifle as the big man pulled the trigger. He felt the round whistling through the metallic cylinder, passing millimetres from his hand. The round clipped the deck and rested across the bridge; indenting the elevator doors. Rising to his feet, Hernandez yanked the gun from the man’s ursine grasp, spinning and smashing the stock into the onrushing Mikhail with a crack. Mikhail clattered to the floor beside the halved rifle with a satisfying symmetry to his own capture.
Hernandez followed the arc of his swing, rounding on the big man in time to see the rivet gun levelled at his face. He pulled the trigger, but the makeshift weapon was hampered by a delayed action — it had never been designed for combat. Hernandez managing to duck the shot with the grace of a drunken street brawler, flat palming the rivet gun away as he brought his fist and the remnants of the rifle to bare in a rough uppercut.
The punch staggered the big man backward, but Hernandez knew he hadn’t got all of him. Off balance, the big man cuffed Hernandez shoulder lurching forward with a stiff head butt that crashed into Hernandez’s already crushed nose and broken cheek.
Hernandez yowled with pain as he stumbled back, his head thudding against the gimballed captains chair. White pinpricks flared across his eyes as darkness threatened to consume him. His head was a cotton-stuffed ball of hot agony as the big man loomed over him.
“Go on, fucking kill me, I should have let you do it on the station,” Hernandez yelled, the words deranged and slurred by his injuries. “How you going to fucking start her engines without any help, pendejo?”
The big man glanced at Mikhail, sprawled across the deck. Showered with fragments of the Chief Engineers rifle. Mikhail didn’t move and the big man was unmoved. “Way I see it, this is a pretty comfortable lifeboat. By sounds of it the ship will soon be departing the station whether it wants to or not and I figure your crew will have to show up.” He levelled the rivet gun at Hernandez face. “And if they don’t, then I’m still better off on here than I am on there.”
“Why fucking kidnap me in the first place?” Hernandez spat blood and mucus down his front.
“You had the opportunity to co-operate, but now I think you’ll be more trouble than your worth.” His finger whitened around the rivet gun trigger.
“You’re going to Hell, mamon,” Hernandez sneered. “And when you get there I’ll be fucking waiting.”
The big man smirked. Then pulled the trigger.
☣☭☠
Tala was tossed hard against the service corridor bulkhead, gurning against her multiplied weight, against the shriek of failing metal. Wildly she clambered against the bare metallic surface as her mass fell sickeningly away. The station pirouetted and twisted with sharpening velocity, threatening to burst open like a great aluminium piñata. Murmansk-13 had stopped spinning, the centrifugal gravity that lent scant Earthen normalcy to the outer rings of the station ceased. Instead gravity fluctuated madly as she and Tor tried to wrestle their way back to the airlock.
One moment they would glide through the narrow span of the corridor, pushing from one structural bracket to the next. Then they would be crushed into the deck, or the bulkhead or the deckhead as the station reoriented itself. When the gravity peaked Tala and Tor had to be mindful of simple objects that had broken loose. Fire extinguishers and hoses, inert and weightless in zero G, would suddenly become massively heavy projectiles pinballing around them. The corridor was growing increasingly misty with carbon dioxide and globules of foam from extinguishers that had exploded on impact with the aluminium bulkheads, their detonation all that stopped them from blowing out the plating.
Serenely the shattered bodies of Sammy and Peralta had sailed passed, twisting bonelessly as they brushed a strengthening bracket. The skeletons within their limp bodies evidently pulverized by forces they could no longer resist. Tala wondered how long it would be before herself or the Captain were thrown into a structural beam or unceremoniously gashed open by some unsecured corridor furniture.
At least they’d lost the infected. When unburdened by their weight, Tala and Tor could push through the corridors with speed, zipping along as the infected floundered behind. Within a single, slow rotation of Murmansk-13 they’d safely negated any threat of pursuit.
Tala could only hope Katja and Diego were managing as well.
Once more silent tears of frustration beaded on Tala’s cheek, only to twist away and eddy in the still air before her. She hated the Captain for being right, for pulling her away. Better to die and steal one last glimpse of Katja than to be thrust into a future, however short, so abjectly different to the one she’d naively allowed herself to dream. To come so far, through so much and be so close to saving her, to have it all torn away, all the fleeting thoughts and fantasies that had carried her through the nightmare of the station seemed so unjust.
With each bracket and bulkhead she wordlessly traversed with the Captain, Tala told herself she would find Katja again. Wouldn’t entertain the notion that she hadn’t made it out of the Central Command atrium, couldn’t. She would feel her grow small in her arms once more. Somehow. That was for later. In the immediate, simple determination and need was enough to nourish her starved and wearied muscles, to push on and strive toward her ship. She could plan later, if the station didn’t collapse around her.
Murmansk-13 let out a plangent groan again. Tala felt her small, athletic body become a millstone as somewhere rivets blew out with dull bangs. Tor held her from pushing off, tempering her restless desire. He was talking to her, his lips moving but his voice lost against the death screech of metal. She hadn’t realized how intense the din had become, the tumbling racket throwing her senses inward.
“You’ll be crushed!” He yelled, recognizing her blank, anxious expression as miscomprehension.
A guttural bellow was thrust from her throat involuntarily as the station plunged through the gravity well. The peaks and troughs growing increasingly severe. They’d just passed the entranceway to District Four, smeared with the bloodied footprints of the infected. Where the arrival of Katja had been the catalyst for usurpation by Kirill and the fall of the survivors corral. Where Oleg and Jamal’s home were lost. Where Gennady had died to save them all, holding back the infected to the last. They’d all played their part in Katja’s survival, and now Tala had to honour their sacrifice for it had not just been for Katja, but for them both.
Tor braced himself against the structural bracket, the lightweight metal pillar buckled at its base and top. The Captain’s eyes were alight with a keen awareness that seemed estranged to his previous catatonic state. Perhaps atavistic instincts prompted Tor to dispel the traumatized fugue he’d wallowed within, allowing him to shed the decades that had weighed upon him in the cells. Now he moved with feverish intensity, adrenal glands overriding fears that had so unmanned him before. Distantly, Tala wondered what version of the Captain would immerge once the hormones burnt away, something new and hardened like annealed steel, or something completely spent and used up.
“We haven’t got long!” He shouted, “but we’re nearly there!”
As if to counterpoint his statement, a huge bang rocked the corridor. The force was such that Tala could feel the entire ring bounce about the spoke like external stanchions. The air became brittle and she felt her ears pop. Somewhere the corridor had been holed, soon oxygen would be scarce. What few emergency lights remained flickering almost vanished behind a pall of misting atmosphere, their weak illumination diffused spectrally off vaporized gas.
Feeling herself lighten, she braced her legs against the bracket and readied to push off into the gloom, trying to time the moment to maximize their weightless or near weightless drift. In step with Tor, just as her stomach seemed to astral project, she leapt from the bracket. Beneath her floating form the bulkhead twisted away and up, slowly becoming a deckhead. The murky corridor wheeled around as Tor and Tala punched a hole through the rotating space, taking care to dodge the obscured brackets and beams as they whipped through the dissipating air.
As she regained mass, she curled herself into a ball, Tor did the same. Brushing against the smooth metallic surface of the bulkhead, they gambolled lightly. As gravity hardened they both sprung open. On all fours they scrambled as far as they could before their weight returned with debilitating effect. The airlock was visible now, emerging through the clotting fog, around it lay the remains of the EVA suits the crew of the Riyadh had abandoned when venturing deeper into the station.
“Dritt!” Tor’s voice sounded thin and reedy in the rarefied atmosphere as his exaggerated mass began to press him into the sickened fabric of Murmansk-13.
Loose, the helmets and life support packs had been lifted and hurled against the structure of the station and left scattered like rocks charting a long dried up river. While they were cheaper Chinese manufactured models, broadly forged from NASA technology, they were still precision engineered, life saving equipment. Equipment that now rolled and clattered uselessly in disrepair, a far cry from their hermetic storage wardrobes.
As her body lightened, Tala pushed from the bulkhead, scooping up the discarded helmets before they could be dashed against the stations structure once more. The first had a visible crack webbing the top of the visor, the second a significantly deranged coupling ring. She tossed the helmet with the broken coupling away, irreparable it twisted away into the bank of grey mist. A busted visor might hold out, but a warped coupling ring would not interlock — pressure and oxygen would whistle away as the occupant expired.
Beside her Tor was collecting the life support packs and stacking them against the airlocks pressure bulkhead. The metal was still concealed beneath a shingling of congealed bodily fluids and decay. The smell of ozone whipped about them as the escaping air wailed with gale force ferocity. Columns of vaporized gas formed miniature tornadoes around the curve of the corridor.
Communication was growing impossible in the increasingly hostile environment. Tala braced herself crossways on the deck, using her body as a sluice for the helmets skittering about. The cyclonic winds were creating a vacuum, trying to tear everything out of the station. It was as if Murmansk-13 was trying to purge itself of all the foreign objects that had harmed it and sent it tumbling through space.
Tor had become human strapping for his life support packs. The packs were more robust, often clattered against airlock doors or external plating during standard operations, but they’d be useless if ejected into space. Tala tried to hale him, waving her arm whilst trying to stop herself being pulled into the vacuum. Tor gazed over his shoulder to her, one of his eyeballs was bright red, the blood vessels blown out by the sudden drop in pressure. Frantically she pointed at the airlocks external controls.
“Open the fucking airlock!” Tala would never use an expletive when addressing a senior officer under normal circumstances, but circumstances had become anything but normal. She also knew he would never be able to hear her.
Slowly the Captain registered what she was trying to indicate. Loosening his death grip, Tor reached for the airlock door controls, his arm flailed like a tree branch in the ferocious wind. He pulled the lever and the door cycled open. Carefully he resituated his life support packs around the corner of the door, hoping it would provide leeway.
With the packs stowed Tor peered at Tala. She was trapped, if she let go of the bracket the helmets would be lost and with them any chance of escape, but she couldn’t move with the collection of helmets that gathered round her midriff like salmon trapped in a net. Gingerly, Tor began picking his way from bracket to bracket, trying to bridge the void to Tala as the air became lung achingly thin.
She watched the Captain grimace just out of arms reach as gravity crushed him down to his knees. Little tears of anguish rushed down his cheeks, barging through a patina of foam scum and carbon dioxide dust that had leant Tor a grey pallor. As his eyes reopened he grasped for Tala.
“The helmets,” she screamed, looking down to where the helmets bobbed in the reduced gravity. “The helmets first.”
Tor shook his head. “Two, I can take two. There isn’t much time.”
The helmets were mostly broken, fundamentally damaged in an irretrievable way. While she’d been unable to closely assess more than two, those she’d given a cursory glance were either non-functional or at best marginal. She handed Tor the one with the cracked visor and a second that she’d been unable to appraise. The Captain nodded and threaded a route back through the brackets, briefly pinioned to the deckhead before reaching the airlock.
Tala monitored the passage of time by the steady drain of breathable air, the gradual fading of atmospheric fog as the ring was purged of gas. She was gulping in oxygen deprived air with her mouth wide open, achieving the same level of oxygenation one experiences when their head is buried deep in a pillow. She was suffocating, and so was the Captain. Older and increasingly exhausted, she watched Tor place the helmets beside the life support packs and begin his return journey, legs and arms shaking as he braced himself along the route. The haggard mask he wore in the cells had slipped over his face once more.
The grasping winds died away as the pressure fell. Tala felt the skin on her face prickle and swell as the first tendrils of space exposure began to wind inexorably into her flesh. The sound of her frantic gasps ebbed away as air gave way to vacuum. Desperately she tried to fill her lungs against the pernicious, crushing nothingness that threatened to flatten them.
Tor grasped her hand, pulling her upright as ice began to rime her eyelashes. She remembered to grab one last helmet, a spare — hopefully a spare, before they blindly retraced the structural supports that led to the airlock. Both succumbing to the disorientating effects of tumbling gravity and hypoxia.
Sightlessly, Tor searched for the controls to cycle the airlock. He’d had the presence to seal the lock against the drain of atmospheric pressure. In theory they stood mere inches from beautiful oxygen.
Tala could feel the cold world begin to blacken around her. She’d always wondered if the blind could sense the empty darkness of death, now she knew it was very different — that death was a blackness so pure it swallowed description. The airlock seemed to take forever to cycle; as the door parted with a whoosh, Tor and Tala tumbled into the oxygen filled plenum. The door auto cycled against the vacuum as it was designed to do, trying to salvage a normalized atmosphere before purging.
They lay there for minutes. Tears congealing over defrosted eyes, chests heaving and lungs swelling with rarefied air. They didn’t speak for a long time, the inflamed joints in their jaws aching, refusing to break the purity of the moment. They both knew they could only rest for so long, Murmansk-13 was still tumbling through space, threatening to shed its outer layers like onion skins. For all they knew, the Riyadh could have already been catapulted away leaving them stranded. The longer they waited to convalesce, the more likely their ship would no longer be clamped to the docking ring.
Dismal, they began picking themselves up. Their bodies protesting against each movement, muscles tightly corded throughout, threaded with bubbles of deoxygenated blood. Tinder dry tendons became shatter glass fragile. Tala felt aged, withered. She was sure her body rustled like autumnal leaves. She pictured herself, succumbed to the alien infection.
“You OK?” Tor asked, his voice strained thick.
Tala nodded, too quickly. “As OK as I can be, Captain.” She shuffled over to the little pile of helmets they’d managed to collect, the rest cast to the decompressing blowout.
For whatever reason the gravitational instability experienced in the corridor was lessened within the cramped confides of the airlock. Now the sensation was akin to a rough day at sea, still stomach churning, but without the total loss of mass and self. Tala tried to concentrate on her assessment, lifted the first helmet and could see her hands shake violently. She willed them to be still, focused her whole energy on staying the involuntary movement.
“It’s hard vacuum either side of us now,” Tor said, joining her. Casually he lifted a life support pack and ran his eye over the uneven, brutalized surface. “How are the helmets looking?”
Tala gave herself a moment to answer, recollect herself. She knew one of the helmets was marginal. The one she held in her hands was useless, destroyed — another dented coupling. Unspeaking she allowed herself to wonder how many of the other helmets were functional, in the end their survival had distilled to grab-bag luck. She picked the last one up.
“Tala?” The Captain asked, his voice calm, almost at peace. Tala knew if it came down to it, Captain Tor would give her the only helmet. All the misplaced anger she’d held toward him flowed away as her tearing eyes scanned the brass coupling. He’d done what he had to do — when he’d abandoned her — to save Mihailov, and he’d come back for her. Of all the crew, only he’d known the horrors he was preparing to face by returning, yet he’d faced them all the same. And now only he and Tala remained. She suspected his guilt would be great and in time so would hers.
Tala placed the last helmet down. “Two helmets, one marginal, the other…”
Tor nodded and squinted his eyes as if picking something from a fast food restaurant menu while the teller waited impatiently. “I see.”
“You want to rock, paper, scissors for it?” Tala’s voice wobbled, stealing the forced levity from the question.
Tor shook his head and smiled warmly. He placed a paternal hand on her shoulder and took the helmet with the most severe crack from her hands. A dark fault line webbed through the gold tint visor, threatening to press through the various glued layers of plastic. “We need to go soon.”
A foreboding reluctance overcame Tala as she donned the first helmet, letting the brass couplings cinch. As she traced the fine splintered lines that crawled across the top and bottom of the visor, she recalled the suffocating terror induced when her EVA suit depressurized. Had that been a warning? An omen? Ice surged through her bloodstream as if introduced intravenously. She pictured her head swelling as blood and bodily fluids percolated beneath flesh stretched taut. Then overstretched, her skin tearing as she turned inside out. She remembered Ricky Velasquez. Had he regretted spacing himself in those final moments?
She stood, shaking away the crazed lassitude, let the fluid refill around her popping knees and the tears dry around hardening eyes. It couldn’t end all here, not while Katja was lost.
Tor gave her a stoical thumbs up as he began connecting his life support pack, feeding the various tubes into their colour coded ports. Tala wondered if he would give anything other than a thumbs up, even if the couplings were all bent out and the life support pack fucked.
Tala plugged the communications jack in, the Captain’s voice washed over her in a reassuring fuzzy static. “How’s it looking, Tala? You got me?”
“I got you, sir. Helmet fits OK, just going to pressure up.”
“How are you for oxygen?”
Tala peered at the readout, the needle had slipped below halfway. “Maybe forty five percent.”
“You want to try another pack?”
Tala shrugged against the building pressure of her suit. In truth, she did want more than forty-five percent but how much longer could they wait? Every new delay increased the likelihood the station would shatter around them, or the Riyadh would be torn from the docking ring. She could try every pack and find the best had fifty percent, the five percent wouldn’t be worth it. “What you got, Captain?”
“Fortyish.”
That settled it. “Not much point then, sir.”
“You want me to wait to purge the lock while you pressure up?”
Tala could feel the skin of her suit harden around her, feel the pressure swaddle her torso like an overzealous hug. She resisted the urge to take great gulps of air as the suit tightened across her chest, concentrated her breathing. The needle shifted imperceptibly leftwards. “There isn’t another suit in here if this spring’s a leak anyway, punch it, Captain.” Tala was glad the squawking static of the helmet communications system would wash away her tone of nervous bravado.
Tor’s hand hovered over the airlock purge control. “Just over a week ago I was lamenting how I’d become a paper pusher with some fancy stripes on my shoulders.” His little chuckle was reconstituted into a quiet fizz through the helmet speakers. “I didn’t realise how fucking comfortable I’d become.”
He hit the purge button.

Chapter 23

The domes ribbed apex spun above her. It was like waking to find a giant spider twirling about an insubstantial thread of silk; preparing to land its itchy, angular legs upon her face. The illusion was compounded by paralysis, she couldn’t bat the arachnid apparition away, her body rendered rigid by the jarring shock of the fall.
She felt clumsy, unseen hands pull her away as she became as vast and heavy as an ocean. Blackness returned.
When Katja woke again it was dark; her vision blurred. The back of her cranium felt soft — yielding, like the cratered shell of a spoon-tapped egg. Numbness and pain vied for control within her brain, the various lobes theatres for sensory warfare. She doubled over as an unstoppable comber of nausea swept over her. Stomach muscles clenching with primitive ardour, unable to eject anything but scorching bile and stomach acid. The acrid fluids seeped into arid fissures that cracked her lips. She sobbed, her body trembling.
Righting herself, Katja realised she was being watched. A coffee skinned Latino man was sat across the corridor, his arm wrapped through a spaceframe bracket. He appraised her with cold, unfeeling eyes. The brown of his irises black in the dim. She remembered his name, Diego.
“I wasn’t sure you made it,” Diego stated, his voice lightly accented. “You hit your head hard when we landed.”
Little throbbing streamers of pain floated across the canvas of her retinas. “I can feel it,” she replied, then scanned the corridor around her. “Where is Tala? What happened?”
As she spoke the timbre of her voice warped, as if her vocal chords were being crushed. She watched Diego scowl, press himself into the structural frame as their bodies grew heavier and heavier. Several G’s loaded themselves on top of her ravaged physique. Loose flesh, the legacy of pounds shed by a steady process of cryogenic atrophy and a decade of yo-yoing dieting, slid down across her framework of bones — then up. For a moment she imagined herself sinking through the fragile shell of Murmansk-13, atomized through inexorable osmosis, the few sensible remaining particles cast to the stellar winds.
She burbled uncontrollably against her body weight, against the pressure; disorientated by the movement of the station. Katja could only remember Murmansk-13 as an impervious and vast metal conglomeration. An inert platform that was so implicitly stable, the fragile nature of its existence was cast to the subconscious. Katja grasped at the bracket beside her, fearful she would be dashed against the deckhead above, her already fragile skull split apart. Senseless that she was pinned at every orientation by her own magnified mass.
They plunged through the gravity well for minutes, the great hulking mass of the station taking considerable time to rotate under incalculable forces. A puppet to some far greater gravitational object, the Red Supergiant, hauling Murmansk-13 in thrashing and fighting. Katja and Diego were insignificant lumps of meat to a far huger interplay of cosmic force. Nature reclaiming even the most ambitious edifice of man.
Katja groaned as her weight dropped away. Her diminished body, relieved of its own six hundred equivalent pound burden, suddenly became insubstantial, floaty. Rheumy eyed, she looked to Diego who began to drift wraithlike from the bulkhead. He was wriggling his lower jaw as if trying to free the tension of protesting muscles. When he spoke his voice was heavy and slurred.
“We got split up, “ he looked up, which was gradually becoming down. “When this started.” Diego pushed over to Katja, his movement awkward and graceless, he held his hand palm up as he approached. “Take my hand, it’s easier to move when the gravity is at its lowest.”
Katja gripped his palm. It was large and cold, the flesh soft against her own. “Tala?”
Diego didn’t speak for a while, as if concentrating on the navigation of their drift. “I love her too,” Diego said softly, shaking his head. “There’s something about her, isn’t there? She portrays herself as this hard, opaque thing. Yet has this uncanny ability to offer chinks of light through. You know what I mean?”
Katja could feel a shiver ripple through their palm flesh. It passed down her spine and settled heavy in her stomach. There was an unrequited pity and anger that encrusted his words, made them dense and difficult to absorb. She imagined Diego saw himself as a fundamentally good guy who couldn’t understand why he didn’t get the girls he liked. Vanilla and bitter. She concentrated on their forward momentum, uncomfortable in his company. She could feel a greasy film of commingled sweat where their skin twinned.
“I’m not sure what happened,” Diego said, continuing after a while, perhaps trying to quell the discomfort created. “I landed face first, next thing I heard was screaming and gunshots. Those goons chasing us getting fucked up. Those things got drawn by other gunfire. I think that was Tala. But I didn’t see her. I saw you were unconscious and I dragged you out before those monsters became less distracted.”
In the gloom, Katja could see the skin around Diego’s eyes was darkened, a livid purple bruise contoured across the bridge of his nose and two thin ribbons of dried blood columned down from his nostrils. He turned his attention back to the passageway as they floated above the twisting structural beams. It was like drifting down a bleak, grey kaleidoscope.
“Did you see Tala escape?” Katja asked, eventually. Tentatively.
Diego shook his head, his expression crestfallen. “It was her firing. I’m sure of it. She was trying to get to us. Well to you. But she couldn’t, it was impossible, there were too many of them,” he sighed. “She drew them away.”
Grief settled itself like a tumour behind her eyes. The interior of her flesh and organs seemed to calcify as what little light Murmansk-13 had offered guttered out once more.
“Thank you,” Katja begun, her voice leaden. She could feel her weight returning. “For saving me.”
Diego peered forward into the corridors flickering gloom, looking for somewhere to tough out the heightened G’s. Looking to look distracted. “I couldn’t just leave you. Tala is first and foremost… and I guess only ever will be, my friend,” he said, his tone shifting schizophrenically between pointed ambivalence and genuine concern.
They skidded clumsily to a halt on a smooth bulkhead turned sideways. Katja withdrew her hand a little too eagerly. Diego eyed her with caution, easing himself into a nook beside a support strut. Katja crab walked to a little isosceles triangle of rough metal — bracketing deck to bulkhead — and lay down, hoping to save her spine from the worst rigours of the G load.
Katja felt the weight drift on top of her like an avalanche in slow motion. She remembered when she’d been at her heaviest, almost three hundred pounds, bloated by her absent fathers guilty presents of sweets and chocolates, his inability to deny her wishes when he returned home. It had been a period of apathy and ennui, trapped in Gorky leading a comfortable, directionless life.
She’d long since quit ballet and dance. Having always been large boned, the onset of teenage acne had made her feel ugly and inadequate. No, not feel, she was ugly and aesthetically inadequate. During performances she was always a background dancer, hidden. When the other background ballerinas cycled forward for their moment, she’d remain choreographed out of sight. It didn’t matter that she was able to do what the other lithe, fair skinned girls could do. Even when she could do it better — plié on point faultlessly while girls half her size struggled. So she quit.
As the few physical passions were robbed of their joy and exorcised from her life, Katja slowly morphed into her mother. Relatives and family friends would visit after a period of years, unable to recognize the little girl who’d ballooned to eclipse even her mother’s girth, her skin mottled by reddish pink scabs and furious pustules. Katja imagined her mother relished her embarrassment and the complete decimation of her confidence. She would buy Katja fattening foodstuffs to ease her social rejection and salve the loneliness, enabling her to gorge away the shame. Her mother was pretty once, in a way Katja could never be — would never be allowed to be.
Only solid grades in biology and chemistry and a burgeoning interest in medicine had snapped Katja out of her personal indifference. They would never take a morbidly obese girl into the Gorky Medical Institute so she’d resolved to do something about it.
It was tough, at one time her metabolism had a predisposition to convert calories to fat. Perhaps they’d been excuses that her mind still failed to process as such. Instead of taking the bus she began walking to school, choosing healthier foods and no longer letting her mother prepare her lunches. She would run on empty for days, studying feverishly as her body consumed itself under deep belly growls. Katja suspected she would never be thin, but fit — perhaps.
Her weight was almost halved when she was accepted into the medical institute. It was a source of pride and triumph. One her mother resented through glowering eyes. Katja remembered arriving home one day to find her closet mostly emptied of what her mother called her: Thin girl clothes. What remained were the frumpy, dire dresses and furs from her most voluminous times, several sizes too big for her. ‘You don’t need them anymore Kat, you’ll soon put the weight back on. Believe me, I did. So I took them down the market.’
The message was implicit, and in the whole not incorrect. It sowed seeds that Murmansk-13 was quick to pervert.
Within a week of arrival on the station she’d given in to the air of hedonistic, nihilistic abandon of her fellow techs. Her once shattered confidence spiked as if shot with adrenaline. Katja was soon throwing herself into the nightly contraband fuelled parties with inexplicable fervour. Never wholly sure whether she, or any of the others, were truly enjoying themselves or simply being swept along by some wild undertow.
She began smoking, not just socially, but heavily. Thirty a day, so much so her index finger began to take on a hue of nicotine orange. The skin around her top lip started to pucker and tighten.
Endless late nights began to tell when she looked in the mirror, lurid purple hangdog bags bloated beneath dulled eyes. Her once vivid bright blue orbs took on a lifeless sheen, socked deep within waxen, scabrous flesh. Her face grew pudgy as her appetite swelled. Her baby face took on a ravaged mask. The station was rapidly transforming Katja into her mother in a way even Gorky couldn’t.
Now Katja pictured her mother as several G’s pressed down on her emaciated body. Smiling at the changes Murmansk-13 had wrought to her daughter or disappointed by its failure. The seeds she’d tried to sow had withered with the outbreak of infection. The rot and ruin that beset the station afterwards had turned the dials right back on Katja. Like her co-workers, she became lessened and eaten up, her body whittled away to toneless flesh and bone.
In its final death throes Murmask-13 was determined to invoke the ponderous, aged physique of her mother on Katja as if to appease the matriarch. Forcing her shrunken body into the stations diseased structure with vengeful might. You will become your mother, you cannot fight it. You will die, heavy and ugly. And unloved.
Tears sprang from her eyes as the load lifted — as the stations pestilent grip was wrestled away by the dying star, reeling it inextricably in. She’d never imagined the sickly red supergiant as a force of good, until now. She choked back a sob as Diego drifted beside her. He watched her as a dog would watch a card trick.
“You OK?” He asked, his voice compressed.
“Just memories,” Katja replied, composing herself, wiping away teardrops that beaded upwards with the sleeve of her jumpsuit. “This might sound crazy, but I’m convinced this station has a way of distorting the mind. It gets to you. I don’t know why. It effects people in different ways.”
Diego nodded. “We felt it on the Riyadh, after the debris hit us. There it was a sort of apathy. Acceptance.”
Katja felt a subtle pain well up in her abdomen. She doubled over, sensing a hardness deep within her. Queasiness washed over her as she dabbed the crotch of her jumpsuit, already hardened with old blood. Her hand met a viscous, unhealthy warmth.
“You’re bleeding,” Diego said, drifting closer.
Whatever wounds Ilya had tore open inside of her had opened once again. “I’m in trouble, Diego. Where are we going?”
Diego’s hands shifted uncomfortably, wary of offering any comfort. “I was hoping you could tell me. I just pulled you out of the Command Centre, I’m a foreigner on here.”
For the first time since she woke, Katja began taking stock of her surroundings, a necessary distraction as pain submitted to a sensation of emptiness. A cold void seemed to open amongst the most sensitive of her flesh. Her lower body grew numb in the lessened gravity. Diego had dragged, or floated her a long way from Central Command. They were in the outer ring now, evidenced by the sweeping curve of the twisting bulkheads that faded into the colour starved gloom. A single dark grey line traced the length of the corridor, painted at shoulder level. Motes of dust drifted serenely, at odds with the clamour of grating metal.
“Lifepods?” Katja asked, already knowing the answer.
“Every bay I’ve checked so far was empty,” Diego replied, looking around furtively, perhaps anticipating the arrival of the infected, bobbing like ragged flotsam in the microgravity.
“Have you seen any numbers on the bulkheads?”
Diego paused, thinking. “Yeah, I checked a lifepod bay at an entranceway numbered eleven.”
They’d fallen beside the corridor to quadrant four, bastion of the stations top secret research and development districts. Nobody had been afforded access to these districts without express permission and the necessary clearance. Katja had been a long way from either. She’d never left District Three, save for a day’s orientation in Central Command. If the lifepods had all been launched, then the evacuation had been much the same here as it was in quadrant one — though few of the infected wore the tattered remains of District Twelve. They’d probably escaped the disease, only to be blown into subatomic particles by their own countrymen. Watching, trapped in their little underpowered capsules as the Russian deep space fleet picked off the other pods until their own turn came, a tracer beam the last thing they would ever see.
The thought sent electrical shivers down her spine and materialized a crazy thought in her brainpan. A quiet pleading call, almost extraneous to her own thought patterns. The Iban arc had been docked at twelve. Without an EVA suit, stranded kilometres from Diego’s ship and no lifepods, what option was left? They couldn’t go back through Central Command and at least the arc was big — the thought of dying a prolonged death in a lifeboat that doubled as a casket did not gladden the heart, even if they could find a functional pod.
“I have an idea,” Katja said, a small smile curling her lips and a thrill of excitement edging her voice. “It’s a little… out there.”
Diego cocked a thick eyebrow as the station screeched beneath them. “What?”
☣☭☠
He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out, nor how long he’d hovered on the peripheries of awareness — floating in an ephemeral sea of hurt. Consciousness arrived in ebbing combers of hot, hazy pain that lapped against his brain like distant thunderclaps. Beneath exquisite agony his mind unspooled, simplifying as if running on some auto routine. He was going to die and he knew what had to be done to protect the rest. To atone.
Aidan lay supine on the deck, argent light limned his unmoving corpse. Nearby, Mikhail remained sprawled, flat out and inert. It seemed the strike across his temple had rendered him equally dead. Too bad the big man wouldn’t feel his loss so keenly.
Hernandez couldn’t say where the big man had gone, but it was apparent he’d vacated the bridge. In nerve shredding agony his perception crystallized, Hernandez could only sense stillness in his immediate environment. Then the screech of overstrained plates ground through the vessel, vibrating through rendered flesh and shattered bone. For a moment Hernandez receded back into comforting oblivion, felt his head sag.
He shook away the darkness. Not yet, he thought.
Methodically, Hernandez began pulling himself from the bridge. In his torment, he could feel his body meld with the cool linoleum of the deck and the metalwork that slid beneath. The rivet had destroyed his lower jaw, blown a chunk of it away. His tongue lolled unsupported out the side of his ruined face. It was a miracle he’d not bled out already.
Shocked impulses fired spastic messages to his brain, the severed nerve endings made it difficult to think. Despite his bluster, the big man had obviously tried to start the ships thrusters and pull her away, but he hadn’t know how — killed, or thought he killed anyone who did.
Hernandez assumed he was in the engine compartment now, imagined his growing irritation, banging helplessly around trying to convey himself to freedom. Hernandez knew the gentle resonance shimmering through the body of the Riyadh indicated that fuel was passing through her thruster lines, cycling like blood. A simple switch of a button would transfer thruster control to two azimuth joysticks on the bridge. Nielsen had left her ready to go, sensing the very wrongness Captain Tor had been unable to fully vocalize. Justifiably, Hernandez now thought.
A summary scan of the bridge suggested the big man had taken the weapons with him. If he figured out how to pull away from the station he would rip away the clamp and with it the fo’c’sle section. The ship would depressurize. Hernandez didn’t care that he would be killed, he cared that such an action would rob his crew of salvation. What remained of them.
Hernandez bum-shuffled toward the bridge door, leaving a telltale trail of blood spots along his track. He tried to rub away the trail with his leg, smearing the little crimson dots into crazy lines. He knew the damage was catastrophic, could feel the difficult rasps of his breath gush out the side of his cheek with a sickening movement of torn flesh. Every couple of metres he would have to stop to choke out a bolus of blood from his throat. His ichor would spill from the shattered half of his jaw, down his longjohns. Darkness seemed to close round the peripheries of his vision. Cloy and pull at the loosening threads of his consciousness. It took everything to stave them off.
As he reached the bridge door Hernandez paused. He watched the stars wheel crazily across the permanent night sky of space. For so long, Hernandez had only been himself amongst those little pinpricks of light. It had been a beautiful, lonely place to exist. A place in which he would ruminate on the decisions of his life, always coming to the same conclusions: They had been mostly bad. But he always told himself, if he could live it again, he would still never give up the stars. There was much he could have improved upon in his life, but had he settled for Earth — a normal life — he would have stolen something from his being, both fundamental and majestic.
There was no more time for regrets. No more time for the stars. If Hernandez was ever going to cry it would be now. Instead, he found his eyes were dry and hard. He slipped through the door as quietly as he could muster, closing away the celestial firmament as the Red Supergiant filled the windscreen.
The stairs were the worst part. He was exposed, if the big man returned now he wouldn’t just leave him for dead. He would kill him. The equilibrium of numbness his shock driven body had reached as he’d slid across the linoleum was rudely shaken by the harsh motion of the stairs, each step a fresh pop to the face.
Briefly, Hernandez tried to stand, only to find his legs had grown as limp as cooked noodles. As he set himself upright, he found his body became obscenely top heavy and bowed forward. The stairs beneath him curled away, helter-skelter, a vivid sensation of vertigo threatened to topple him. Hernandez resolved to return to the seated position. Wishing he had time to make slow considered movements.
His gasps reverberated in the trunk of the stairwell. The acoustics replayed a bass rendition of his dying breaths. Shallow echoes, punctuated with sharp inhales as he dropped another step. Blood was positively gushing from his wounds as rudimentary clots jarred free. Sammy would have been apoplectic Hernandez thought gaily, watching his blood splash across the tread coating of the steps — settling into little micro pools within the textured rubber.
The arterial corridor at the bottom was quiet and dank. The Riyadh seemed to drain of life in sympathy with Hernandez her emergency lights pale and flickering. The backup generator had entered fuel conservation mode, non-essentials would slip from background to standby modes and essential power drains would be divvied up into those that had variable power settings and those that didn’t. It hurt Hernandez to see his girl in such a state of disrepair. He’d doted on the Riyadh and she was suffering, her own lifeblood siphoning away. Another victim of the sickness that radiated from inside out Murmansk-13.
And still a seed of that sickness wandered the corridors of his ship.
Hernandez eyed the pressure bulkhead and the heavy door set within it sternward. Beyond lay the narrow tube that linked the forward superstructure with the aft machinery spaces. The corridor threaded between sixteen glistening, chromium steel cargo tanks designed to stow and preserve Exotic Matter. Like the lightweight spaceframes that cradled the tanks, the corridor was designed to flex under stress.
Every waking day, several times a day in fact, Hernandez routinely walked the one hundred and eighty one steps (counted under an amphetamine fuelled miasma) that separated the accommodation structure and the engine room. Each journey was mired by the same irrational image of the ship inexplicably snapping in half, or parting under a meteor strike, casting him into the hard vacuum of space.
He’d accepted life in space was fragile, but Hernandez always believed the agent of his demise would be wholesome and natural. Now he suspected the brittle tube and the heavy door at its terminus was all that segregated himself from the big man.
Hernandez pulled his eyes from the door and focused on the stairwell that led to the lower deck.
A merciful necrotic numbness overcame Hernandez as he traversed the final stairwell, knowing he would never go back up. The Medical Bay was dark and the chemical tang of astringent and old cryogenic fluid clung to the frigid air. Beyond the rows of disused cryopods was the ward viewport. A single figure stood behind the Perspex, lit up by blue strip lights that sapped the space of life.
Mihailov stared at the sad remnants of Hernandez, jaw in a hyper extended gape, head cocked to the side. Lazily he pawed at the viewport, leaving thin finger streaks through the film of filth that rimed the Perspex. The orangey-pink fluid partly obfuscated Mihailov, rendering the viewport translucent in patches.
As Hernandez shuffled closer he could see condensation run down the Perspex, carving narrow runnels through the putrescence. The Medical Bay was deathly cold and yet the quarantine ward beyond seemed to cook. Whatever virulence had initially taken hold had given way to a rapid chemical reaction. Hernandez got the grim impression Mihailov was fermenting inside the ward. Boiling away.
Hernandez met Mihailov’s eyes. Dead, bereft of recognition. Only voracious hunger was transmitted in the glare. “What the fuck did this station do to us, cabron?”
Mihailov emitted a dull keen and stumbled into the glass, his withered body pressing into the gore. Above, Hernandez could hear the faint whir of the pressure bulkhead door peeling back. Ursine footsteps clomp along the arterial corridor. Breath held, Hernandez discerned the big man’s forward movement stay, pictured him staring at the blood trails leading into the Medical Bay. Briefly Hernandez wondered if the big man would investigate — as if to answer a bulky step thudded on the stairwell. A hefty shadow bore down the faded cone of light that washed weakly across the deck on the far side.
Mihailov’s head lifted revealing the corded musculature of his neck, rust brown and exposed. Hernandez thought he saw the remnants of tissue around his nose twitch.
Another heavy step. The shadow grew larger.
His body was so weak now. In the clinical blue light, ribbons of blood dried or otherwise cast black paint splashes over his ashen flesh. Desperately, Hernandez willed himself to stand, eyes fixated on the ward keypad. Pain receptors began firing on overload as he tried to jerk himself upright, trying to press away his consciousness. Soon, he thought. Soon we can let all the pain slip away. 
Hernandez remembered Jamal in the cells, boosting him up to the grate. His leg septic with nascent gangrene, his shin bone holed and splintered. Jamal had helped free him so Hernandez could save his crew. So far he’d failed. Worse than failed. Aidan was dead and the Riyadh ostensibly hijacked. He had to do something. Had to do this.
The final step reverberated densely in the cold Medical Bay atmosphere. He was behind him now, but Hernandez wouldn’t turn around.
The effort to stand was herculean. In that singular moment Hernandez felt his body shutting down, cables being pulled from the consoles of his mind. The lights of his life began blacking out, big industrial strip lights extinguishing with a satisfying clank. Memories, hopes and dreams being closed away — guttering out and insignificant. Hernandez hadn’t heard himself bellow, a deep atavistic grunt as he staggered upright on blood drained legs, he grasped the keypad, his fingers white.
In the ward, Mihailov’s eyes widened. Close up Hernandez could see the total ruination of the man. The Bulgarian stripped back to sinew, cartilage and bone. He roared into the Perspex, the inside of his mouth chewed up, tongue masticated into a nub by smashed teeth.
“There you are,” the big man said, unperturbed. Approaching steps reverberated with an echoic click. “Thought you were dead.”
The passwords were always birthdays. Nielsen had set the quarantine. His daughter was called Freya, she was at school or university. Useless knowledge. Her birthday was in May. I fucking know this, how many times… The twenty-first. He punched in 0521. INCORRECT PASSWORD splashed across the liquid crystal display.
“I can see you,” the big man said in a thick, gruesome singsong. He worked the bolt on Nielsen’s rifle. “I’ve figured out how to work your ship.”
Fucking European date form. 2105. ACCESS GRANTED — OVERRIDE QU-TINE. Yes, fucking yes. Hernandez mashed the enter button on the keypad, his head pressed uselessly to the frosty bulkhead, fringe lank across his face. He could hear the little pneumatic bars securing the door, slide back in their runners.
“You should probably stop what you are doing.” The big man chambered the round.
Hernandez last memory was of the night he and Tala spent together. It was loving and pure in a way that was neither romantic, nor primal. It had transcended labels and exceeded anything Hernandez could ever hope to achieve with another human being. It had been a product of years spent in isolation, cohabiting within a tiny micro society, existing beyond the spectrum of human experience. An existence repeated millions of times over throughout the galaxies tonnage of deep space vessels, solar coasters and even on the seagoing ships of Earth.
Within the bell jar of a deep space vessel every possible emotion is magnified. Love, hate, anger, joy… Between each citizen inside the fragile metal can, an unseen thread is formed containing a history of emotions and memories that become trapped and cultivate like bacteria in agar jelly or wheat in soil. Most equal out into a grey equilibrium, the optimal status for coexistence. Others colour red and anger wells, like opposing magnets they drag apart.
For Hernandez and Tala there had been a carefree blue. Kindred souls who were too scarred to exist in the real world, too fundamentally eroded to mesh as a true couple. They’d been friends, shared a friendship that was adamantine. They had experimented that night to test their friendship and it had held.
It had held. That was Hernandez final memory. A friendship that held. Tala.
“Say hello,” Hernandez began, his voice slurred by his ruined jaw, “to my little friend.”
Hernandez heard the hermetic seal of the ward door part. Too late, the big man realized what was being unleashed upon him. Mihailov tore, naked of flesh, ravenous and feral from behind the door. A sepulchral scream parting a lipless mouth as he charged his prey.
If the big man ever screamed or loosed a round from the rifle, Hernandez never heard it. He was already gone.
☣☭☠
“How do we get in?” Diego nervously prodded the interlocking sphincteral plates of the airlock like a cat pawing a carp lake. The strange membraneous material appeared metallic to the eye, but bowed to the touch. Soft and organic. Repulsed, Diego stepped back. “Do we want to get in?”
All around the stations structure squealed against the increasing strain. Shell plates pulled against their rivets threatening to tear; braces and frames designed to support Murmansk-13 in hard vacuum in an upright orientation and against a steady self-imposed centrifugal movement began to crush beneath inertia far beyond its design parameters. Murmansk-13 and the horror within was a station out of time.
“What choice do we have?” Katja replied, bracing herself against the jury-rigged hermetic docking compartment. The Iban arc would have been a hugely unconventional docking for a station designed to twin with Soviet modules. Once secured to the outer ring and the locks mounted, there would have been significant doubt over the seals compatibility. Subsequently, a docking compartment had been constructed on the station side to avoid any potential depressurization of the module.
The compartment was a small archway, built to accommodate one brave or expendable crewman. The fact its inner port was cutaway suggested it was never needed and never completely removed. Whether a product of half-assery or abandonment, the part deconstructed frame emanated human failure. We tried to plunder them without care or forethought and they punished us.
Now she and Diego stood before it. The arc that had bore infection, began the decay. Had it been a trap? As the scout party fell ill some scurrilous tech likened their decline to the mysterious Curse of the Pharaohs that plagued Egyptologists. Some scoffed, others put forth the hypothesis the infection had been contracted by the Iban’s, forcing them to abandon their arc — perhaps the infection itself had precipitated the launch of the generation arcs in the first place. In truth nobody knew, both arcs were found drifted through space abandoned, jumping along a predefined course to a destination they would never meet. Ageless and extraterrestrial Mary Celeste’s.
Behind Katja and Diego the darkness of District-12 weighed heavily against their backs. They’d crossed the lightless rotunda, steps reverberating in the shadows, unhindered. With the secrecy that shrouded District-12, Katja had been almost disappointed to find the module bore the standard hallmarks of the rest of the station. The same essence of incomplete desertion.
At one point they’d heard harried footsteps. Organized and human. For a second Katja let her heart leap. Imagined Tala bursting through the corridor, ready to reassume control of their escape and her wellbeing. Diego had held her back, said it was probably Dr. Smith’s team bugging out. Katja tried to pull free of his grip, angry and adamant. Then the static peel of their hazmat speakers squawked along the corridor, breaking the spell. As the footsteps faded, Diego stared at her with hard eyes before stalking away. He would leave her to her impetuousness if she faltered again, she was sure.
The further outboard they travelled the greater the gravitational forces became and the faster the tumbling station spun up. The highest G loads began to press against the consciousness. Coloured spots and darkness bloomed against the backs of scrunched shut eyelids. Near pulverizing forces threatened to collapse the bond between mind and ravaged bodies.
There was nowhere else to go. Katja had brought them here and now she wavered. Would death be preferable to what lay inside the arc? Would their flesh rot away, their brains atrophy like the used up abominations that haunted Murmansk-13? For a millisecond Katja tried to imagine a mindless ravenous existence, instead she pictured her father and his dead eyes. The total lack of life displayed within. She held back a sob and wished she’d been left to the morgue.
Diego was also at a pause. “My Mother always taught me to be a gentleman,” he said, gesturing for Katja to lead the way.
“A gentleman holds open the door,” Katja replied with stilted levity. “This feels like a really bad idea.”
Diego scratched his cheek and placed the gauntleted hand to his upper chest where a gold chain terminated beneath his suit. Shadows thrown by the emergency lights in the docking corridor, splashed down and across his face. The shadows squared his jaw and cut masculine troughs in his cheeks. His eyes vanished in blackened sockets beneath a strong brow bone, part ghoulish, part handsome. As the crushing force of gravity beset them again, he replied in a considered, strained tone. “Seems like the only idea left.”
“How… how do we go about this?” Katja asked.
Diego shrugged. “I ain’t got much experience cracking open alien airlocks.”
The heady excitement warranted by the nascent plan had weathered into trepidation. Their escape hinged on something fundamentally inhuman. A harbinger of disease or curse still tethered to the very station they were trying to escape. Reluctantly Katja stepped beneath the remnants of the docking archway, her fingers brushed against the alien membrane. It felt like aluminium flesh, cool but alive. Something pulsed through the whorls of her fingerprints. Sensual, almost sexual.
Like a radio signal buried within a frequency band that suddenly gained crystal clarity, Katja realized she’d been compelled to this point. Drawn to the arc — a moth to a flame.
The Iban arc responded to her touch like a yearning lover. Murmansk-13, gravity and Diego fell away as Katja ran her fingers across the plates, working slowly and inextricably toward the centre. Teasing, the arc wanted to be teased, forced Katja to tease it. The pulse became a throb as Katja traced the edge of a plate to the centre, moistening. Excitement coursed through her, ecstasy. Now the throb was inside of her, within her cold and warm simultaneously. Tremulous and building, enmeshing. A murmur parted her lips as she worked her index finger into the port, quivering flesh parting beneath her touch coyly. Resistant but not resisting. Her middle finger followed as climax neared — surging.
She could feel gentle filaments, reaching into her mind, defragmenting the data stored within. Reorganizing for symbiosis. She felt the chemical makeup of her brain change subtly as the arc began bootstrapping her neurotransmitters. Achieving impossible union, bliss.
Pure pleasure washed through Katja as the airlock irised open. Nerves and receptors vibrating in mini aftershocks. The veil of inhibition lifted faster than her brain could gather. Flooded synapses rendered her cognitive faculties mute and recalibrating. Dumb and aquiver, she stared mouth agape, hunched over the circular orifice.
“Wow, what the hell was that?” Diego said, his voice tight.
He’d watched the whole thing. Katja felt her cheeks flush. She couldn’t answer for a moment, her mouth awash with saliva. “I… I… don’t… know,” she replied eventually.
“Whatever it was, I think it liked you.”
An uncontrollable giddy smile parted her lips, hidden from Diego. They were going to be alright. She was going to be alright. Katja knew that now. Tala might be gone and her father, but something else had stepped up to protect her. Love her. She knew the thoughts weren’t wholly her own, but she didn’t care. The not-her thoughts were inside her, wanted her, wanted to swaddle her…
Katja shook her head and found she’d dribbled down her chin. Actinic luminescence beckoned them, her, into the heart of the arc. She couldn’t shake the drift of her mind. “There are emergency breach charges on either side of the lock,” she listened to her own voice, flat and distant. “They have a twenty second time delay, we can use them to leave.”
“Shit, I didn’t think,” Diego said, peering round the compartment.
Katja wasn’t listening. She’d already entered the arc, the thoughts growing louder in her head.
☣☭☠
Diego set the charges, one either side of the airlock, shucking off the now useless gauntlets of his depressurized EVA suit. He sensed he wouldn’t be needing them where he was about to go. The countdown was synchronised once both were primed. Twenty lit up in dot matrix, bright red. Nineteen. Better hurry.
Violet light rayed through the open airlock, wavering at the edges of the visual spectrum. Katja stood a little way through the port, small. A black light silhouette. She turned to face Diego, her teeth and eyes lambent within a colourless face.
“Are you coming?” Her voice had taken on a whimsical quality, at peace but distant. As if she was speaking through a filter. Diego pinched the crucifix necklace between his fingers, nervously, tried to shake away the thoughts he was about to enter a godless Faraday cage. He’d accepted there was nowhere else to go.
Ten… nine. Diego counted down in his head, if the crushing force of gravity settled on him now there would be no escape. Reluctantly he bridged the gap, passing from a hostile construct of man, to something unknowable. As he squeezed himself through the airlock, Diego tried to consolidate his belief that unknowable was not worse.
The thought didn’t warm his soul.
Diego tumbled to the deck as the membranous airlock shuttered closed behind him. Beneath him the ground felt loamy, pliant. Katja helped him up as the charges detonated with a dull thunk, parting the docking mounts and hopefully setting the arc free.
“That’s better, isn’t it,” Katja said, arms around the adjustable cuirass section of his suit. She let her arms fall, goofy smile still splayed across her face.
Diego wished there was a viewport, something to confirm separation and to look finally upon the celestial firmament as Murmask-13 twisted away. Instead, cloying actinic light played across shimmering obsidian black bulkheads that phosphoresced softly. Diego touched the surface — solid and febrile like haematite, half expecting it to ripple beneath his fingertips. Disappointed his touch bore no consequence to the iridescent undercurrent within.
“At least the atmosphere is breathable,” he sighed, taking a half-step back from Katja. The glowing sclera and dark irises of her eyes bored intensely into him.
The atmosphere was not only breathable, it was pleasant, controlled. Perfect, in fact. Gravity was at a stable G and the climate comfortably warm. He’d forgotten what fresh, untainted oxygen felt like as he filled his lungs, detoxifying them. Diego allowed himself a moment to rest the joints in his body, tense hours and eddying gravitational loads had compressed and hyperextended every articulating structure in his body to breaking point. He could feel the pernicious aches salve within the bespoke environment. Fake and synthesised.
The sudden realization that there was no way back crashed into Diego like storm-whipped breakers against rock. Forced and committed, he blanched. “Now what?”
Katja grasped his hand, reassuringly. “Everything is going to be alright. We are going to be OK.”
“How do you know that?” Diego asked, voice quavering.
“I don’t,” she replied, momentarily unsure. “But you have to trust me.”
Katja began leading them down the corridor, away from the fleshy airlock. Something was wrong, off… alien. Well, no shit, they were in an Iban generation arc, but that wasn’t it. Diego couldn’t shake the sense that the arc was tailoring itself like a honey trap. Luring them in.
Poor little Diego, always fearing the unknown. He’d cried his first day at school, not elementary either, but Monterrey Space Academy. He was sixteen and he didn’t want his Mommy and sisters to leave. It was a small mercy the other boys hadn’t seen him — they’d arrived early and set him up in the dorm before most of the others showed up. His father just shook his hand distractedly before they left.
That homesick void weighed on Diego for the first weeks, eating away at his concentration and his ability to socialize. Aloof and reclusive, he was also a mediocre student. Outside of class he would mope and call home nightly. In class he engaged in wool-gathering. There was nothing he could do at home, he knew that, slip into a life of menial drudgery or run for the border. It didn’t matter, he wanted to be home in the bosom of his family.
He’d never really recovered. That homesickness followed him with each new demeaning contract. If only he could go home he could repair the eroding mortar of his family. But it wouldn’t be, where he wanted to be most; that unit had disintegrated after he left. It wasn’t his fault — but it was.
What had been a loving household had fallen into shadow — shattered, scattered and fragmented. But the void still returned, as it did now in the belly of the Iban arc. Compelling him to run to a home in ruin, to Mommy. Sewing doubt and fear, only there was nowhere else to go but forward. Hand-in-hand with Katja.
The girl was strange, but damaged. Diego had to remind himself she was damaged. Everything that station had touched was probably broken in some way visible or otherwise. Even himself. Katja had baulked at his touch in the corridor, a primal distrust in her eye borne from their mutual love for another. Now their hands clasped. She moved with confidence through the arc, as if somehow she’d been here before. It was a confidence Diego hadn’t witnessed in Murmansk-13. Steely and slightly remote. Perhaps she was already shedding the corrosive effects of the station as it fell away.
“Do you know where you are going?”
“I think so.”
The corridor stretched out long and straight, cavernous. The Iban scale was unfathomable. Intermittent archways met their pinnacle fifteen metres from the deck, reaching into the steady violet glow above, reminding Diego of the Cathedral of Our Lady of Guadalupe. A parallel version, starved of Earthly light. Beyond, the vaulted deckheads were sparred with metameric ribs. What Diego interpreted as wiring conduits or cable bundles skirted the bulkhead baseboards and covings, stretching into the distance. They bore an unerring resemblance to intestines, the fleshy casings wriggled in peristaltic pulses transmitting God only knew.
The deck was coated in a spongy stratum of what appeared to be iron filings, their soft tips glistening like optical fibre. The metallic carpet eddied gently beneath their feet, the fine filaments whipping against the cyclic flow of fresh oxygen. Each step left an ephemeral print like a pinscreen in reverse before rebounding, erasing their trail.
Occasionally the bulkheads were adorned with glowing sigils in bas relief, magnesium flame white. The script etched and jagged, almost runic. Beside them fleshy doors like constructs were sutured shut. Each doorway seemed to emit the imperceptible hiss of bellows. Or lungs.
The sense of mechanical life made Diego feel lightheaded and queasy. “I’m not sure I like this place.”
“I think it’s beautiful,” replied Katja pulling him forward, unperturbed by the doors or the opalescent blackness that closed down around them.
The violet light was starved of shadow or tone. It reached everywhere and stemmed from nowhere, penetrating into the expanse, its uniformity robbing the space of depth. When they reached the corridors terminus, they did so at a point Diego had seen when they first began. The small compartment housing the membranous airlock was still clearly visible at the farthest end, beyond a field of twinkling deck fibres over a mile distant.
“Where are we?” Diego asked as the arc sighed around him. The mechanical resonance he had come to understand as the white noise of space, of the Riyadh, was absent here. Replaced with something part-biological.
“Where we have to be, to be protected,” Katja replied as she ran her hand over the sigil. She shivered as the sigil changed colour — white to sepia — before fading into the shimmering sable of the material beneath.
The sutures retaining the huge doors popped, falling away limply, allowing the flaps to butterfly open. Parting with a sticky peel. Diego shivered too as Katja retook his hand.
“Katja, are you OK?” Diego asked, anchoring his feet and stilling her forward momentum, pulling at her. “You seem… different.”
“I am where I am meant to be,” she replied in a childlike voice, her expression blank. Gooseflesh prickled her skin. “I think the arc called me, wanted me. I feel…” she paused, as if her brain were searching for the correct terminology in a foreign language, then smiled. “Happy.”
Happy. The word had slipped hollow and intoxicated from her lips as fear picked at Diego’s mind. Pure unadulterated fear. There was no happiness here, just a bastion of death.
Nobody had even seen an Iban, at least not as far as Diego was aware. No biological specimens, extraterrestrial or otherwise, where ever publicised when the first arc was towed to Siberia and he doubted remains had been found here. The thought occurred to Diego that perhaps the Iban’s didn’t exist, that the arcs were some godhead construct — punishing the weak minded, the compellable. Thrown into space like flypaper, that beyond the threshold of the door lay the denouement. The creators killing jar.
Diego squared his frame, locked his joints. He could feel the compression pains pour back into each joint as lactic acid screamed through his muscles. “I’m not going any further Katja, this place. It feels wrong. Harmful.”
Katja screwed her face up, petulantly, for a moment Diego thought she would stamp her foot. “We have to go on, Diego. Otherwise you’ll die. We’ll both die. Don’t you understand that?”
“No. No, I don’t understand. How can I understand, how do you understand?” Diego could hear his voice heighten an octave , reaching a falsetto shriek. He tried to pull his hand away. “This place is alien.”
Katja stared at Diego as if she only just realized he was there. “I don’t fully understand, Diego. You’re right, we can’t. But the arc is telling me that it will protect us.”
“What if it doesn’t, what if really it wants is to hurt us, or kill us?” Diego could feel the fear etched in lines of his face, the terror welling in his eyes. Finally he whispered. “What if it is lying?”
Katja quailed as if struck, as if the mere thought spoke of the greatest betrayal possible. “It wouldn’t,” she replied quietly, shaking her head. Tears rimed her eyes. “If you could hear, what I can, you would never say that. It loves us.”
Loves us. Diego took a half step back from the crazy sounding girl, Katja took a half step over the threshold. He could see she was afraid, but not in the same elemental way as he. Her fear was internalized, almost domestic. The fear of losing a loved one, of a marriage ending. The very fear that had wracked the Fierro household. Diego had seen that scared desperation before, in his mothers eyes when her husband lost Patricia’s college funds. When everything began to fall apart.
“Where are you going to go, Diego?” The question was a plea, she peered over her shoulder.
Diego sighed and felt the nervous energy drain from his body leaving only bone weariness in its wake. “Nowhere, there is nowhere left.”
Whatever fate was beyond the door he would have to accept. It couldn’t be any worse than the fate he faced aboard Murmansk-13. He didn’t want to be alone, didn’t want to wander through the arcs living corridors on his own. It dawned on him that his crew were gone, his friends. All that was left was the alien craft and Katja.
She reached out her hand, pale flesh blackened by the arc light. Diego could see her arm shake, could feel his own tremble in union. As their hands joined once more, Katja smiled, nervously. The inebriated whimsy gone, her assuredness rocked. A small part of Diego felt sad for depriving her of the carefree certainty she’d possessed, it had lent her a lightness of spirit, no matter how artificial, she’d not possessed before. Not even with Tala.
Gently, Katja coaxed Diego through the doorway leading him like nervous first time lovers, into the unknowable.

Chapter 24

Tor turned back to look at Tala and saw his shadow stretched out like a Modigliani against the far bulkhead, cast in vermillion and black. They’d journeyed from the airlock in silence, conserving their oxygen, barely daring to breathe against the weakened structures of their visors. Tala gave a weak thumbs up in his wake but Tor only saw the hairline cracks that spidered across the golden tinting of her visor, warping his reflection in shattered fragments.
The high-tensile steel lifeline Peralta had affixed on their first sortie to Murmansk-13 vibrated and flexed like mooring lines set to part. Whip-crack undulations travelled its length in slow motion. That it was still anchored by its magnetic cam was a heartening sight. But it didn’t look like it would last much longer.
Dry mouthed and fear sickened, Tor turned his attention back to the great gash, torn into the side of the station, rendering its aluminium flesh. Shafts of florid starlight knifed into the space exposed subsection with steadying intensity. Against the disorientating, spinning backdrop of space, Tor could see the Riyadh still attached by her clamps — wobbling violently in the inertial wake.
Beyond, vast curlicues of hydrogen fire flicked from the Red Supergiant, vanishing beneath the exaggerated horizon, returning the vista to a brief period of celestial night. The dying star appeared to set in the south and rise in the north, although such Earthly compass points bore no relevance within hard vacuum. South was simply where Tor anchored his feet. He remembered the first walk across, the churning confusion as he drifted from the line. It was vital he retained a methodology for differentiating up from down.
“She still there, Captain?” Tala asked, almost sounding indifferent through the helmet speaker.
Tor replied with a thumbs up and nervously pawed his oxygen gauge. Thirty percent.
He beckoned Tala to follow as he walked out across the bridging portion of deck left intact, clomping the heavy magboots against the deck — focusing on the lifeline. Tor knew he couldn’t look out to where the Riyadh had been berthed so many months before. Aside from the disorientating wheel of stars that threatened to unhinge his internal compass, Tor feared he’d be tempting fate. In his mind’s eye he could picture the Riyadh being flicked off, stranding himself and Tala on the disintegrating station, their oxygen ebbing away.
“Captain?”
He was drifting, drifting again. Letting daydreams steal away the present. The first visit to the station had released the catches of his mind, peeled back the self centred, self assured exoskeleton of his reality like a pathologists ribspreader. Exposing and butchering the fortitude within. Tor had been forced to accept he was a weak man, a shadow in his own life. The barometers for his authority, his manhood, were false. All a terrible sham. The realization had almost broken him, plunged him into intermittent dreaming voids. The blurred borders between his conscience and subconscious a black land of hopelessness.
Staring through the eye of the noose, he’d never truly pulled through. But he’d found salvageable threads. He still had a crew to save and a son to protect. To end it all because of his own weaknesses would have been a terrible dereliction to both. His career, like his marriage, were both finished, but redemption for his failures — to Peralta and Mihailov, to Tala and Stewart, even Falmendikov. They were still reachable.
Then the episode in the corridor crushed everything left. His mind had fled, beyond the blurred borders of despair, beyond even his subconscious. Tor had floated in a pale grey nothingness, beyond the fears of Murmansk-13 and even beyond his duties to his crew. It felt descendant of death itself.
In that morass he endured the cells, rarely aware of his surroundings. An inalienable dreamlessness swaddled him for the most part, broken up by images like intermittent signals on a loop aerial TV. Pure memories, moments that cut through the unthinking malaise gentle and clean. He could sense his brainpan, feverishly working to cleanse the memories of the cancerous film injected by Murmansk-13. The birth of Olaf, that moment of unquestionable love between man and son and the tenuous bond it had formed between Tor and Lucia — before his repulsion at her maternal physique. Tor shook his head, such a pathetic man.
Odd then that now, as his lucidity returned in a state of emergency override, his thoughts turned to his wife. Lucia knew of his infidelity, although she pretended not to. Tor had played along, bullied her to stay in shape, knowing in any other version of the world a woman like her would never be with a man like him. She’d remained trapped and loveless because of his wealth and some small part of his mind allowed him to rationalize his betrayals because of this. Olaf had been doted upon with love by both, but without the functioning umbrella of united parentage owed to a child. His love had been meted out in individual parcels or under strained tension, the dynamic even more askew than the average child of divorce.
Ultimately it had been Lucia that bore and raised his son and now Tor felt an ineffable affection toward her he’d not felt in a long time, perhaps ever.
“Captain!”
Tala’s voice buzzed through the speaker, a wash of static feedback. His magboot reached into the twisting, velveteen emptiness of space. In his reverie Tor had drifted from the structurally weak deck, already pulled open by the impact that had gouged the hole. He could feel his internal compass spinning in disorientated paroxysms as his lucidity returned with a quickening nausea. His anchored foot bounced up and down on a portion of deck, the supporting frame of which was torn away to the celestial winds. Tor felt himself tilt sideways as his gauntleted hands reached agonizingly for the lifeline. Rubberized fingertips glancing against the tightly corded steel of the wire.
It was no use, he was going to fall.
From behind him, a deft weight surged into his back. The force was placed at such a point to thrust Tor a little up and forward. Grasping for the line, he turned to see Tala falling backward having pushed him. He knew with their limited oxygen supply that if she fell back to the airlock she would suffocate long before reaching the Riyadh.
He simply could not fail Tala and hope to live on.
With his free hand, Tor desperately tried to grab her but it was already too late. In saving him, Tala had propelled herself out of reach. Once more Tor felt the fear, had it been self preservation? Stiffen his body, clench his hand around the harshly vibrating lifeline as surely as Tala slipped from salvation. He watched her drift back, ten meters, twelve, reaching down with the toe of her magboot. At fifteen meters he saw her bend down, dialling up the strength of the magnetism. With a snapping clank and a static scream, the boots pulled Tala sharply from the airless vacuum to the deck. The wrenching force distending her leg and for a short while she rested, genuflecting in the dim and dead airlessness of the corridor.
Tor could hear her breath heavy through his speaker, punctuated with mewling pain as she stood up. She dialled back the magnetism to almost nothing on the injured leg and began limping toward the line. Each step met with an agonized cry or expletive that softened to a mere whimper as she neared.
Guilty for another failure and contrite; Tor shuffled forward on the line, suspecting Tala wouldn’t say anything due to her heritage.
“Captain,” Tala said her voice lightened with pain. “You are fucking useless.”
Tor burst into laughter despite himself, eating up more of the oxygen he hadn’t earned. She was right, Tor couldn’t let his focus slip again, if he let his mind flee to that uncaring place it would be fatal for them both.
Instead he focused on the line bowing gently as it stretched into the intangible horizon and on the Riyadh in florid albedo against the darkness of space before moving forward into the void between.
☣☭☠
The violent flicking of the lifeline made it difficult to hold, beneath their hands and through the complex polymers of the EVA suit gauntlets, the line felt alive and serpentine. The harsh steel bucked, bruising and wearying the palm, but both Tor and Tala knew each fresh handhold was another closer to safety.
They were perhaps a half way across now, the Riyadh growing infinitesimally larger with each shuffling movement as Murmansk-13 loomed behind them. The cancerous station was disintegrating as it gathered momentum, the gravitational pull of the supergiant wrenching each keyholed rivet and overtaxed plate. Great sheets of ragged aluminium fluttered from the dying leviathan, metallic petals thrown to the cosmic wind, glinting in the red starlight.
Hundreds of little geysers of escaping pressure and vaporizing fluids fantailed from fatigued welds and hairline cracks — exacerbating the decay, cutting up the station as effectively as a Bangladeshi breakers yard.
Tor thought it was a shame they weren’t going to make it. The warning whistle in his breathing set had been sounding for at least five minutes now, informing him that his oxygen supply had dwindled below twenty percent. As they pulled themselves further from the station, the encumbering effects of inertia multiplied; stifling their progress and sending bursts of agony through already spent muscles.
Coupled with the vague sense of detached panic brought upon by the whistle, Tor knew he would be breathing against a closed valve at least a hundred meters before he reached the Riyadh. That was if any of the debris windmilling from the station didn’t simply smash into the ship. Or them.
“I’m not going to make it, Captain,” Tala said, her voice sleepy and reconstituted, the whine of her warning whistle audible through the speaker.
“Just got to keep moving, sailor.”
They’d managed to clip onto the line as best as they could. Both suits were damaged after countless hours of misuse, scurrying through Murmansk-13, being smashed into decks from a height and shot at. The closing gate on Tor’s karabiner flapped flimsily shut, the mechanism bent at some point. With his legs flailing against the tumbling rotation of Murmansk-13 it would take very little for him to be whisked from the line.
Death, it seemed, was once more inevitable.
Tor digested the thought remotely as he shuffled his hands across the line. He pictured the sinuous fibres of his biceps and deltoids beginning to tear. The intensifying wrenching pain was otherworldly. He knew it was there, but he no longer sensed it within the physical domain.
Leading the line, Tor just had to keep moving forward. Even if it was useless, he was going to get as far as he could. The thought occurred to him that he would be better to simply let go, Tala was stronger, perhaps without him slowing her progress she could save herself.
But she too was flagging. Her movements retarding, lumbering. Perhaps she’d begun the crossing with less oxygen, her body succumbing to the first debilitating effects of hypoxia.
He cursed under his breath, damned that he would see another of his crew die before his eyes. Damned from the start of the voyage to a Hell that preceded death.
The Riyadh was flexing madly now, pivoting up, but mostly down on its docking rig. Flailing against the momentum of its host. Tor could see the hydraulic rams and telescoping joints of the clamping rig were twisted and mangled. The clamp itself vibrated against the crushed ring, almost disembodied from the rest of the mechanism. Gashed hoses blew viscous bubbles of hydraulic fluid that seemed to catch the wind and blow away. It was a visual trick, in reality the bubbles were stationary as the Riyadh tumbled away.
Then it happened. In a dreamy moment of calm, Tor was listening to the somniferous drone of his fading warning whistle when the shell plate sheared from Murmansk-13. Compared to some of the other debris being shed from the husk, this piece was almost inconsequential in size, yet Tor’s eye caught it assuredly as it arced, glinting from the curved exterior of the Central Command module.
Fluttering, free from the momentum of its parent structure, the plate adopted a trajectory that took only two seconds to fulfil. Eyes widening despite his fatigue, Tor watched as the plate scythed across the docking ring and smashed into the clamps with shuddering, violent silence.
“Oh God…” was all Tor managed to say, his voice slurred.
Biopsied from the wreck, the Riyadh fell away instantly. Tor felt the line beneath his gauntlets pull unfeasibly taut then part in his grip within milliseconds. Like an overstretched rubber band, Tor watched two hundred meters of winding high tensile steel twist elastically from where it had been anchored. Rushing to meet Tor and Tala.
Unable to turn away, Tor was sure the line would bifurcate them before wrapping itself around the Riyadh. Instead the frayed end curled away overhead, its force deadened by the opposing movement of the ship. The final fifty meters seemed to be closing up, drunkenly Tor imagined the Riyadh was reeling them in, freed from the virulent yoke of the station.
“Got to wake up Tala,” Tor said. Tala was dangling limply from the line beside him. When she mumbled into her mic, Tor couldn’t hear a whistle, his own hardly discernible now. Tor reached out and punched Tala in the shoulder. “Wake up!”
Tala straightened a little as the lifeline spooled up like a broken cassette. No longer secured, the line lost its reassuring tension, feeling flaccid even as it threatened to slip through their gauntlets. It became harder to discern the definite compass points Tor had set, the stars wheeling slower as they entered freefall in tandem with the Riyadh.
Tor could feel the line trying to tow out and away. They floated toward the nose section of the Riyadh low and wide for the airlock. Overclocked and addled by oxygen starvation, Tor’s mind could fathom only a singular solution. Rearing up from the ships starboard flank, the meter long Pitot tube arrowed aft, blinking in and out of sight within the dancing shadows.
Clumsily, Tor released himself from the lifeline. Battling the nauseating sense of vertigo that wracked his perception, he clambered over the still form of Tala. The rubberized fingertips of his gauntlets, the only thing lending him purchase against the belt of her suit. Feeling his mass being slowly pulled from Tala, he reached for the lifeline with a flailing desperation. Thankful as his free gauntlet clasped around the steel, Tor knew the recoiling line had lost almost all its momentum and was threatening to float lose in the ships wake.
The Pitot tube was closing, less than ten meters. Maladroitly, Tor tried to form a loose lasso in the lifeline, cursing his corroding mind. It was if his neurotransmitters had been replaced with molasses as he curled the high tensile steel into a loose approximation of a loop. The greased steel slithered in his grasp as he tried to thread the bight of the lifeline around the aerodynamic nacelle casing, praying it would abate their momentum.
At the very last second, Tor groped behind him and got as much a grip on Tala’s pressurized EVA suit as possible. The loop hooked around the end of the tube, slipping almost instantly. Still, the interaction altered their trajectory. Tor and Tala were tossed against the side of the ships fuselage, clattering awkwardly into the plating as the lifeline sprung away and out of their grip.
Momentarily, Tor watched the line coil away dimly aware he and Tala were grinding along the skin of the Riyadh. Tor could feel his eyelids begin to droop, he was shutting down, eternal sleep beckoning them at last. Through slitted eyes, he could just make out the recessed emergency airlock handle, the red handle itself submerged in obsidian shadow.
Somewhere between the waking world and the dreamless void beyond, Tor reached for the handle. Tala still a weightless burden in his other hand. In the vacuum of space there was no satisfying thunk or hydraulic whoosh. One moment Tor and Tala were slipping through the emptiness of space, unbound, the next they were laying inside the Riyadh’s Evac Suite airlock as it began auto cycling.
Vaguely, Tor remembered catching one last glimpse of Murmansk-13 as it continued along its gravitational trajectory. It was already little more than a tumbling dot, glinting metallic and seemingly coruscating; shedding plating as it slowly vanished into the distance, gapping them at an astonishing rate.
Then Tor realised the valve on his breathing set was completely closed as the beacon flashed occulting yellow light across his visor. Each breath drew nothing, just agonal gasps like a fish pulled from its habitat, the action of trying to draw oxygen perpetuated out of habit by his brainstem. Tor could feel his chest rising and falling in rapid arresting movements. He’d come so far, but he would die if his helmet stayed on any longer. He could already feel a steady veil of darkness begin to close around his consciousness.
Tears beaded against almost sightless eyes staring up into the deckhead as he tried to work the clasp of his helmet. His stuttering mind recounted the Murmansk-13 airlock, when he’d been in the process of escaping with Mihailov. Then he’d almost died because he hadn’t managed to cinch the damn thing.
The helmet twisted off with a satisfying click. The airlock atmosphere was still highly rarefied, the deafening scream of the lock pressurizing threatened to burst his eardrums. It didn’t matter, thin as it was, there was oxygen.
You’d been with someone else. Tor tried to comprehend the message in his mind, he’d been with many people. Someone else, someone else. It was a chant, stirring him to move. In a stupor, Tor rolled to his side as his undernourished synapses began to reignite. Tala!
Panicked, Tor saw Tala now. She’d curled into a foetal ball, at least to the extent the EVA suits permitted — motionless and rumpled in a corner. Tor scrambled to her side frantic, with his helmet removed he couldn’t communicate and with her visor pulled down he couldn’t see anything but his own gaunt visage reflected back at him.
Gently he pulled her helmet away, her skin was ashen, her eyes closed. Her face was a mass of old injuries and bruises that had grown livid with cyanosis. Her split and bloated lip was blue. Ripping his gauntlet free, Tor felt her neck for a pulse. He couldn’t, his fingers were cold and numb, they shook. He couldn’t tell if it were her skin that was cold or his.
Wracking his mind, he tilted her head back, preparing to commence resuscitation as best as he could remember when she sputtered to life. Coughing violently, spittle splashing against her lips as Tor cradled her head.
Dreamily, Tala opened her almond shaped eyes. For a moment she seemed to struggle to draw focus on Tor. “Are we dead?” She asked, her voice a thin rasp.
“I don’t think so,” Tor replied. Drenched in relief, he sank to his behind.
“You sure look it,” Tala said.
“I feel it too.”
The airlock completed its cycle, the interior door peeled back, bathing the insides of the airlock with a startling, clinical light. Tala and Tor squinted against its sharpness. The ship beyond was quiet.
“You don’t look so hot either,” Tor chided, still heady with survival.
Stiffly, Tala began sitting up. “Oh, I’ve looked much…” Tala froze mid sentence, her eyes widening.
With his back to the door, Tor felt gooseflesh fire across his skin. His saliva tasted of mercury. “What’s wrong?”
Tala didn’t reply, just scuttled back to the exterior door in slow movements. Her pupils dilated and fixed on some object behind him. Reluctantly, Tor turned to face whatever elicited such fear.
Atanas Mihailov, Navigations Officer, stood less than twenty feet away, naked in every possible sense, and regarded them with flat, lifeless eyes. His exposed musculature looked like blood drenched tree bark, the fibrous tissue beginning to shrivel, twisting and knurling his body. His feral gaze seemed to look everywhere and nowhere, he lifted his nose to the air.
Then his fleshless head cocked unerringly toward the airlock. Mihailov grunted, took a shambling step forward and opened his jaw, the muscles and tendons distending preternaturally. He emitted a shrill keen before rushing their position, proceeded by the pernicious scent of his decay.
Mihailov beelined for the cowering Tala, small and helpless against the exterior door of the airlock. So indomitable throughout their ordeal, a look of empty resignation now paled her skin. Tor rose to his knee, apparently undetected by whatever mode of perception the infected used. Tor watched Tala hug her knees and knew his time had come to redeem himself.
Still unnoticed as Mihailov rapidly closed the distance in a shambolic jog, Tor leapt across the threshold of the airlock. Like a running back upended by a chop block, Mihailov tumbled over Tor’s back. The Bulgarian fell, gnashing at the feet of Tala who kicked out at his fleshless face. Before he could rise Tor was on him, ignoring the lightning rod pains that flashed through his body.
Through his gauntlets, Tor felt Mihailov as a sinuous mass of writhing muscle, inhuman in strength. Were it not for the added bulk of his EVA suit, Tor was sure he would have been tossed clear. Instead he managed to pin his second mate to the deck, one gauntlet closed across the shoulder, the other across the blanched bone of the cranium, mottled with dried gore. Mihailov screamed in his grasp, a chilling retch as he tried to snap his head around. Tor watched the fibres of his neck muscles twitch like strummed guitar strings.
The rancid smell of necrotic flesh caught in Tor’s nostrils, weakening his resolve. He smashed Mihailov’s skull into the deck, once, then a second time. On the third attempt his hand slipped. In an instant Tor felt jagged teeth close across his gauntleted fingers with a crushing force. Tor yowled as Mihailov grunted, pressure threatening to snap bone or incise the material of the gauntlet.
“I’m sorry, Sec,” Tala’s voice was flat, she was stood beside Tor. Her magboot came down on Mihailov’s head, the first blow stove in the back of his skull with a dull crunch, the second popped it. Brain matter blew out across the deck, sickly grey and putrid. Dead eyes boggled, pushed from their sockets. Mihailov had stopped moving, his teeth parted freeing Tor’s fingers.
Tor rolled off Mihailov and threw away his gauntlets. The digits beneath were bruised, feint teeth marks indented his ring finger, he pulled at the flesh.
“Is the skin broken?” Tala knelt beside him, her gaze fixed on his hand.
“I don’t think so,” Tor replied, his heart was thumping and the coldness of Tala’s question chilled his already panicked mindset.
“You don’t think so?” Tala mimicked, incredulous. “It doesn’t take much, just a nick. Do you remember Oleg?”
Tor wracked his mind, the name was not familiar. Perhaps one of the people from the cells. That time was fuzzy. “No,” he finally admitted, feeling the tethers of reality tauten.
“Are you bleeding?” Tor could sense the agitation building inside Tala.
“No, I’m fine,” Tor rolled from her sight, he couldn’t see blood, just purplish brownish bruising.
Tala grabbed his arm and pulled his hand to her face, Tor barely bothered to protest. After a moment she let go, Tor let the limb fall limply to the deck. “Good. I don’t think I want to kill anymore of my crewmembers today.”
The void beckoned once more, that senseless place. It would be so easy to let go. Tor pressed himself to the cold deck, wishing tears would come, wishing some identifiable emotion would surface. But that well was spent, how many more times could he hit the reset before there was nothing left? So many layers had already been peeled away…
“Captain, get up.”
Who was she to order him around? Only someone who had saved his sorry ass four times.
“Captain, we have to steady the ship.”
Tor could feel the ship, the delicate report of her thruster rockets on standby shivering through the aluminium of the frame, transmitted into his flesh. Tremulous vibrations, cold through the skin of the deck. “I don’t want to,” the words came out a slur, his face pressed into the vinyl chequer plate.
Small powerful hands grabbed him, pulling him upright. Tor felt his back being thrust into the bulkhead, felt the stinging sensation of a slap as a hand flashed across his face, as his own hands flailed uselessly in defence. “Captain, please. Pull yourself together. I can’t do this alone.”
Tala, she was scared. Not of death, but being alone. That was the scary thing about the mindless void. The loneliness. Something about her imploring words partially focused his mind. His gaze cleared, met Tala’s — her eyes were moist and red. Tor had never seen Tala so vulnerable, and she was still under his command.
Tor let himself be lifted up, back on his feet. The dissipated nervous energy left his legs weak, wobbly. For a moment he thought he would topple forward and placed a steadying hand on Tala’s shoulder. She gave him a feeble, gap-toothed smile — crooked, her lips bloodied and swollen.
“Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
☣☭☠
Tala winced as she stepped from the airlock, the Captain just behind. His mind was reeling, every so often his vision would fog. She was going to lose him, just like they’d lost everyone else.
On the deck were bloody footprints, redbone in colour, tracing the final movements of Mihailov as he charged into the airlock. Nervously, Tala looked back, assuring herself he hadn’t moved. The body of the Second Mate was still, his head crushed.
The Evac suite was quiet, save for the hum of the thrusters. Most of the hermetic wardrobes had popped open, probably when the Riyadh was jettisoned violently from the station. What few still contained EVA suits or life support packs had disgorged parts of their contents on to the deck. Assorted pieces of precision equipment rolled around the suite in disrepair, chinking softly together.
“We left the cadet in here,” Tor said, his words hollow and haunted. “I wonder what…”
The sentence drifted away, cognizance was abandoning the Captain once more. He seemed unable to fully corral a thought and express it. She watched his gaze flatten. Surely, somebody was left.
“Hello?” Tala hated how tiny and scared she sounded, her voice echoing along the Riyadh’s arterial passageway. The corridor was cold and dim, recently bled blood streaked the deck, as if someone had pulled a sled filled with fresh meat from or too the bridge. Behind her, Tor stared at the blood in wonderment his eyes sunk deep in his head. He almost looked infected, the strain withering his face, rendering him corpselike.
They followed the blood caked stairwell with an automated dispassion, the trunk was dark and the little pools of ichor darker still. Tala pushed open the door, her starved stomach churning.
Only the faint, shimmering opalescence of the systems sole planet illuminated the wheelhouse beyond. The sickly mother of pearl light cast crepuscular green greys over the equipment, creating an oddly alien topography. The Riyadh had spun from the wreckage of Murmansk-13 and come to rest orientated away from most of the recognizable light sources within the Reticuulum region. Within the gloom, Tala sensed movement. She felt her body tense.
“Please, don’t kill me,” said the man from across the bridge, his tenuous voice shook. His accent was Russian and unfamiliar. His manner of speech suggested he wasn’t a confident English speaker. Tala watched him backing away — little more than an argent outline, bumshuffling into the squat shadows of the control consoles. Nearby she saw feet pointed upward, sprawled and unmoving. Tor pushed past her, seemingly unconcerned for his own safety. A few feet away from the body he stopped.
“Oh no,” Tor knelt beside the motionless cadet. “No.”
“I didn’t do it. Igor did. I didn’t want to hurt anybody. I just wanted to escape,” the man was babbling, frantic. Tala eyed the space he slunk into, wary of attack, wary that there may be others in the shadows that consumed the outskirts of the wheelhouse.
“Igor,” Tala repeated coldly. “You’re District Seven?”
“What does that mean?” Tor asked, standing up. His voice oozed melancholy. The Captain turned to regard the man in the shadows, his body moving with a threatening tightness.
“Dangerous, Captain. These men are bad, real bad,” Tala moved into the centre of the wheelhouse, close enough to render assistance if the Captain needed, or to fall back if more emerged from the darkness.
“Show me your hands,” Tor stepped forward, looming over the figure in the shadows who nervously straightened his arms in front of himself. Tala could see the man’s limbs shake. “How did you get on my ship? How many of you are there?” Hatred streaked through his questions. “Understand this. I have lost a lot of crewmen, seen things that will stay with me the rest of my life. If you lie to me I will fucking kill you if it is the last thing I do.”
The man quailed visibly. “Just two, me and Igor,” he stammered. “We knocked out one of your crew, he brought us back.”
“Hernandez,” Tala said breathlessly. “It has to be Hernandez.”
“You give him a choice?”
The man shook his head. In the dim Tala could see wild scared eyes glinting within a delicate fox-face. “N…N…Not really.”
“Where are they now? This Igor?”
“I don’t know, when Igor shot that boy there was a fight, your crewman was angry, knocked me out. When I woke up, everyone was gone.”
Near where the man had lain were scattered pieces of a rifle, Tala smiled, knowing Hernandez wouldn’t go down without a fight, wouldn’t stand to see his colleagues hurt. He’d never particularly liked Aidan, found him a little soft and effete, like Diego. But he’d be damned if he’d watch a shipmate being killed. The realization dawned on Tala that Hernandez was onboard, probably hurt somewhere. Possibly dead, she wasn’t sure she could stand to lose Katja and Hernandez on the same day.
“Captain, we have to find Hernandez.”
Tor nodded, solemnly. She could tell the Captain believed another of his crewmen to be lost. “First we bind this one,” he gestured to the thin man in the shadows.
“You’re not going to kill me?” Just as Jamal and Oleg had portend, District Seven had been a place bereft of kindness and compassion, the surprise in the man’s voice indication enough.
“Not yet.”
As Tala began fishing through the chartroom stationary drawer for some elasticized cord, rope or tape that could be used as a restraint, the Captain powered up the lights and bridge equipment, overriding Nielsen’s electrical conservation settings. Bleak strip light bloomed with a neon buzz. She could hear navigational equipment recalibrating from their hibernation and stored telemetry data spooling from a chattering ribbon printer the Captain was quick to silence.
“If I’m going to suffocate or starve, I’d rather not spend my final days in complete darkness,” Tor said.
Being back on the bridge appeared to have restored his conviction, recoded his mind. A Captain in his element bulled by mania. Tala was sure it was a temporary veneer, like slides of Tor’s memories playing out in short bursts before burning out, but it was a warming one. She leant out from behind the chartroom to see Tor pacing around their weary prisoner, back straight, pushing his bedraggled shoulder length hair behind his ears, scanning the various readouts. Briefly his command was bulletproof, unhindered by the weight of responsibility that had so bowed and tested his captaincy. Soon the enormities of their ordeal would come to bear again, he would wither whether he lived or died.
Tala returned to her task, finding a roll of gaffer tape pushed into the back of the drawer, trying to avoid looking at the young cadets body. On the chart table, the emergency VHF’s crackled to life. With their charging cradles powered down, they’d shut off. As she lent to turn the reawakened portable radio off she heard what she thought was a voice — slight through the haze of static.
“…adh, thissssssss… shev, pl…. sian space. Final warning.”
“Captain,” Tala said, her voice an octave high, her hand locked over the radio. She paused, desperate to ensure the broadcast wasn’t a product of her damaged imagination. Once more the message came again, cutting clearer through the noise. “Captain, I think someone is broadcasting on the VHF.”
“Deep Space Merchant Vessel Riyadh, please respond, this is the USSR Deep Space Fleet Destroyer Yumashev. You are currently operating within Soviet restricted space, within close proximity to Soviet installations. You must leave this area immediately. There will be no further warnings. If you do not leave this area immediately we have the authority to disable or destroy your ship and take all personnel prisoner.”
Tor appeared at the chartroom door, staring at the VHF as if it were about to detonate. “How old is this broadcast?”
Tala shrugged, nervous tension froze her to the spot. She could feel her knuckles whitening around the lip of the table. “I don’t know, it’s just repeating. But it’s getting closer, clearer.”
Tor glanced over his shoulder at the long range radar, near where their captive cowered. His withdrawn features expressing zero emotion. “Well, we’re either saved. Or we’re about to be slagged into our constituent atoms by the Soviets.”
The message looped once again. “Deep Space Merchant Vessel Riyadh, please respond…”

Epilogue

Tala walked beside the trail of blood. The jagged lines, drying to flakes, originated beside the Captains chair, followed the staircase and led into the arterial corridor beyond. Tala felt she was tracking a mortally wounded animal as she trod carefully — at the point of origin she’d found shattered teeth and bone fragments, further along she found dark viscid pools. Mostly, as the trail wore on she found rusty streaks interlaced with partial palm prints. Whoever had been bleeding had dragged themselves to the Medical Bay, perhaps seeking aid or bandages. Perhaps something else.
As she paused in the arterial corridor Tala sensed the wonderful warmth of the heating system kicking in, delicate updrafts of balmy air stripping the atmosphere of its brittleness. The oxygen recyclers came online soon after. Slowly, the carbon dioxide saturated climate began to freshen. Momentarily, Tala remembered what it was like to exist beyond hostility. She removed her EVA suit, letting the heavy material peel from her taut body and stepped from the still gore speckled magboots. Sweat slicked the battered skin beneath the jumpsuit Jamal had given her, simultaneously rancid and beautiful.
The Captain had reset all systems, returning the ship to full operation. The Yumashev would be arriving in sixteen hours and the Captain no longer saw any point in conserving power. ‘We’ll be lucky if they detain us,’ he’d warned. ‘Might as well spend the last few hours in some comfort.’
He’d broadcast a distress message in response to their directive, informing the Soviet destroyer that the Riyadh was disabled, life support critical. A majority crew loss. The Captain seemed fatalistic of their chances. Tala agreed. Typically a warship would tow a damaged merchant vessel to safety if practical, at least render assistance. But then she’d recalled Katja’s tale — the evacuation of Murmansk-13; lifepods being blown out the ether by Soviet destroyers. That wasn’t only a contravention of United Nations deep space code, it was unconscionable.
‘They’ll pin the blame on us, what happened with the station’ Tor said, as he bound the man, Mikhail. ‘Or cover it up.’
If she was going to die, she didn’t want to wait for death, watching the radar as the Yumashev closed on a parabolic vector. She supposed it would reach targeting range much sooner than the sixteen hours rendezvous estimate, probably within a couple of hours for long range railgun projectiles. Either way, Tala decided to busy herself and resolved to find Hernandez. Knowing in her heart that he was probably gone. Knowing she had already lost so much.
As the ships primary lighting system fizzed to life, she followed the bloody trail into the Medical Bay. The now familiar smell of death hit her instantly. Pavlovian conditioning prepared her enervated body for flight, fast twitch muscle fibres transitioning to standby. Tala paused at the base of the stairs, watching strip lights flicker to life the length of the bay. Past the empty and open cryogenic pods she could see the rumpled remains of someone. The rib cage splayed apart, ribs reaching for the deckheads.
Cautiously, Tala approached the body. It wasn’t Hernandez, so she supposed it was Igor. Blood slicked and spattered the area in which the District Seven leader fell. His corpse torn and decimated, his innards scooped from his torso and organs ripped from their housings. A look of surprised horror was pasted across his alabaster face, specks of blood dappled his skin, lips and open eyes.
Tala doubted the man would rise, the attack had been savage and relentless. Pent up voracity overcoming the need for transmission and multiplication. Regardless, she recovered the rivet gun that lay a short distance from Igor’s hand and absently fired a rivet at point blank range through his forehead. Then a second. Jellied coagulate filled the two neat holes. His expression remained the same.
The worst of the smell was emanating from the single ward behind her. Tala guessed that was where Mihailov had been detained — once they realized he was beyond salvation. The bulkheads and decks were smeared with gore, pinkish orange in the waxing light. Tala marvelled at the multiple ways the infection manifest itself. Of course, the outcome seemed largely the same — death, then resurrection in the least Christian sense. The person lost to feral desire, a trail of masticated bodies in their wake.
Hernandez blood trail, for she was sure it had been Hernandez’s, was lost beneath the wash of gore. She scanned the Medical Bay, but found neither terminus, nor continuation of the trail. Perturbed, she felt her hand tighten round the grip of the rivet gun, her finger cramping over the trigger. Aside from the whir of the air recirculation system and the gentle distant sounding application of orbital thrust, the bay was silent.
Tala felt dread exposed.
She began backing up, swivelling straight into the robust body of Hernandez. Tala yelped in surprise, her bare feet slipping in the puddle that had been Igor. She fell backwards, the rivet gun skittering from her grasp as she landed on her behind. Momentarily stupefied she stared at Hernandez. The motorman seemed to regard her with something nearing wide eyed recognition, his body jolting in epileptic paroxysms.
Tala could see bite marks, bloodied tooth imprints puncturing his arm. His face both pleading and slack. The shattered remnant of his lower jaw hung listlessly, held in situ by skin and tendons alone. Rust coloured stains coated his tattered longjohns. She watched as the whites of his eyes began blotting with blood, diffusing through the sclera like watercolours on canvas. He tried to say something, but it came out as an agonized, guttural noise.
He tried one last time. “Kill me.”
Tala reached for the rivet gun, but before she could round on Hernandez, he lunged forward. Diminutive but stout, Hernandez weighed down upon her, gnashing at her face as the final vestiges of life guttered from his eyes, his pupils dilated, his expression flattened. Watching the transformation chilled Tala more than her predicament. Desperately she tried to lift her arm, pinned to her side by the attacking corpse that had been her friend.
Squirming, Tala lay back, avoiding Hernandez’s exposed upper teeth that threatened to rake across her neck. Hernandez lunged again as Tala pushed up and rolled to her side, doing her utmost to duck and weave while pinned to the deck. She knew even the slightest puncturing wound to her flesh would be terminal. She remembered Oleg.
Better to be blown away by the Russians than face this fate.
Disadvantaged by the uselessness of his jaw, the corpse that had once been Hernandez couldn’t quite reach. It grunted with effort, the air that escaped from the widened maw was redolent of old blood and the nascent essence of decomposition.
Tala arched her back, forcing the dead assailant upward, allowing her to lever her legs beneath. Pushing up, she managed to lift Hernandez into the air, balanced on her steepled knees and palms. Hernandez wobbled maniacally in her grip, threatening to collapse her arms. Tala knew if she dropped Hernandez now, his teeth would sink into her face.
As her final reserves of energy began to short out, Tala tossed Hernandez to the side and rolled to where the rivet gun had rested. Twisting around on one knee, she saw Hernandez, thrashing to right himself. He turned his lifeless gaze on Tala one final time to see the rivet gun levelled at his face.
“I’m sorry, Hernandez,” Tala said as she squeezed the trigger. She continued to fire, rivet after rivet into her friends skull until the gun fell from her grasp, long emptied — her hand paralyzed by cramp.
Tala sank to the deck, absently massaging her convulsing fingers. The Medical Bay was silent now, Hernandez lay face down — the back of his cranium blown open, skull plates peeled apart like retched petals. For a moment she listened to the long dormant systems coming up to speed, the Riyadh coming back to life. Back to life…
Tears rimed her face, salty and stinging as they moistened the wounds on her lips, the cuts on her cheeks. She didn’t sob, the tears came freely and silently as she stared into nowhere in particular. She knew if the Soviets didn’t kill them, if any emotional spark could ignite, then the guilt would come. Absently she wondered where Katja was, if she’d escaped. Would it matter? Murmansk-13 had changed them, broken them all. Nothing usable was left, just inoperative fragments. How could anything ever be salvaged?
Tala stared into that sightless space within space, letting the unyielding passage of time freeze around her.
☣☭☠
Captain Third Grade Leonid Ossipov stared out of the Yumashev’s windscreen, somehow expecting to see the deep space merchant vessel Riyadh. He knew that was impossible of course, the Riyadh was still over eight hundred miles away as they slowly closed on a rendezvous approach. The merchant ship was maintaining an orbit seven hundred miles above the Venus sized planet Tsiolkovsky-6, designated by the Federal Space Agency. The creamy green, chlorine rich atmosphere of the planet almost filled the viewport of the Soviet destroyer as their radial thrusters canted them sideways, lowering their own orbit.
Behind him, the bridge was a hive of concentrated activity. Sombre. All hands had been called to stations several hours before and a pervading climate of tension was building. In many ways, deep space rendezvous was more hazardous than battle. Not that Ossipov could attest to any battle experience outside simulators and military exercises. He suspected it was much the same for the six men on the bridge beside him.
He had, however, been involved in orbital docking operations before. Had seen how badly they could go wrong. He tried to push the memories of the docking module uncoupling incident away — the men exposed to explosive decompression. At the time Ossipov had been a junior officer aboard a standby vessel, had been on duty when they were ordered to help collect the remains.
Maybe it would be easier to just slag this ship out of existence. They were after all operating in restricted Soviet territory. The secrecy surrounding the Murmansk-13 installation such that when the Yumashev was called to investigate unsanctioned activity around the station, the destroyers commanding Captain, Anatoli Korashev, was forced to request confidential star charts. To all intents and purposes Murmansk-13 was on a need to know basis that exceeded a commanding officers pay grade. Ossipov was one of only three men aboard the Yumashev that were even aware they were operating within such sensitive space.
Now Murmansk-13 was tumbling away, jettisoned. Her orbital stabilizing reactor had gone critical and dumped its core, the Yumashev arriving too late. Soviet command wanted the Riyadh and its compliment detained and questioned. Ossipov watched the space station on the radar, falling away and accelerating, shedding ever larger portions of its gigantic structure. The plan position indicator a scattered bloom of targets beginning at the stations point of origin and disappearing into a haze of radiation interference propagated by the systems dying star. Soon the bright blip would be completely masked.
Information regarding the station, its purpose and manning, had been scant. The Yumashev had been directed to patrol the station and remove any illicit vessels in the area. The whys were left to people much farther up the chain of command, millions of miles away in comfortable offices in Moscow. However, something was about to change, Leo could feel it.
An hour before, shortly after reporting the catastrophic loss of the station, Captain Korashev had fielded a hushed tightbeam conversation with Naval Headquarters. He’d taken his leave of the bridge to continue the briefing in his office, but not before giving clandestine instructions to the ships physicist, Tarasov. Leo suspected it had something to do with the sizeable object seen accelerating away from the stricken station reaching astonishing speeds.
Leo had assumed bridge command in the Captain’s absence, not much caring for the omission of information. Sourly he sat, still staring out the windscreen. Korashev had left no alternative orders, so they continued to vector in toward the Riyadh. Leo hoped he would receive full disclosure when the Captain returned. Not for the first time in his career he was forced to accept prohibitive protocol, the concentric rings of secrets upon secrets that often availed operations. Senior officers privilege he supposed; doling out information in controlled packets whilst maintaining overall authority and usefulness.
He had no real right to be angry, Leo had been brought onboard the Yumashev at the last moment to shadow Captain Korashev. Korashev was second class, awaiting the command of a battlecruiser and Leo was fast on his way to becoming the youngest second class captain in the deep space fleet. He was in effect, operating as a supernumerary outside the typical chain of command aboard a Soviet destroyer. Still, he couldn’t imagine himself playing politick once he obtained his second star.
Perhaps, he thought, it was a necessity once your captaincy stretched beyond a crew of eighty. There were, after all, three hundred mostly enlisted men aboard the Yumashev.
One of them, Captain Lieutenant Yegor Yermakov, had taken a position beside the Captain’s chair. Yermakov was a stern faced man, old for his rank, too old to obtain a command of his own. Leo guessed he was a convert from the Northern Fleet due to his weather beaten features. Burst capillaries netted across his cheeks and bulbous nose, evincing a life exposed to too much cold and too much vodka.
Yermakov lent into Leo, so close Leo could see his greying, windswept, nest of hair flutter as air circulated the bridge. “Phase three complete, sir,” he said in a hushed tone, his adherence to rank at odds with his obvious experience. “Thrusters are back to stabilization mode, we are holding steady on the current orbital plane.”
“How’s our velocity looking?”
“A little low, Captain,” Yermakov looked over his shoulder in trained suspicion. “But she’s coming up as we get closer to the planet.”
“Thank you, lieutenant.”
Yermakov stepped back, returned to monitoring the telemetry readouts as the Yumashev rounded into the next phase of the rendezvous. Leo glanced at the target acquired on the radar, the Riyadh. Just five hundred miles now, she was travelling faster, beginning to disappear over the detectable horizon. To complicate matters her orbit was decaying, albeit lightly. Her captain had reported fuel shortage amongst the ships many ills. The Yumashev would have to time her descent, allowing her velocity to slowly climb as the Riyadh rounded the planet. With luck, they would meet on matching orbital planes just as the Yumashev synchronized her velocity. Of course, while the Riyadh rounded the planet, they would be blind, she could accelerate up to escape velocity or disintegrate in the planet’s atmosphere without their knowing.
As Leo contemplated the many new ways the mission could go further awry Captain Korashev reappeared on the bridge. Seeing everybody prepare to stand, Korashev motioned for them all to remain seated and walked straight to Tarasov. Leo extricated himself from the Captain’s chair, using his deference as an excuse to take a step closer to the Captain and the physicist.
Surreptitiously, Leo attempted to eavesdrop on their conversation.
Korashev stroked his walrus moustache, allowing his hand to rest across his lips. “Have you still got the trail from the arc?”
“Yes, Captain,” Tarasov began, strangely unctuous for a missions scientist. “It’s faint and fading fast, but I believe I’ve managed to calibrate the detector to its particular signature.”
“Will it hold?”
“Probably not, it’s like a contrail. But we can use the data I have to estimate a trajectory.”
Korashev peered around the bridge, Leo stared busily at one of the wan spotlights fixed in the deckhead — obviously prying.
“What if it jumps?” Korashev asked, half eyeing Leo.
“There will be a definite exit point, a radiation spike. Then it’ll be gone. But to all intents and purposes it is academic, Captain.”
Korashev returned his withering gaze toward the scientist. “What do you mean academic?”
Even from a distance, Leo could see Tarasov’s brow moisten under scrutiny. He doubted many of the scientists enjoyed their conscription into the navy, but military service was one of the conditions that subsidised their research in deep space. Six months mandatory.
“The initial rate of acceleration,” Tarasov faltered. “Far exceeds our own capabilities, while I doubt it can maintain that rate of thrust… if it did it would be six months flight from us within a week.”
The Captain mulled over the scientists words for a moment, then gave a curt nod. “Very good, Tarasov. Do what you can to keep track.”
Leo stepped aside as Korashev assumed the Captain’s chair. He took his seat without a word and for a moment Leo wondered if he was expecting a debrief in their ongoing orbital chase.
“Listening in, Ossipov?” Korashev said his grandfatherly voice somewhere between jovial and threatening.
“No, Captain,” Leo lied and immediately decided to backtrack. “Was just wondering if there was a change of orders, sir.”
“Orders are the same, Leo. We are to detain and question the survivors aboard the DSMV Riyadh,” Korashev turned to Leo, his features more suited to the Winter Palace imperial ball circa 1890 than a deep space destroyer. “They did after all break one of our toys.”
Korashev leant into the radar, the blip that had been Murmansk-13 swallowed up by the Red Supergiant’s radiation fog. Now all that remained was a faint trail of radionuclides left in its wake and a nebulous debris field.
“We have been given a secondary objective, however,” Korashev said, in an offhand manner.
Leo stood in silence for a moment, finally resolved to prompt the Captain. “And those are?”
“Once we have the survivors onboard we are to pursue the Iban arc that accelerated away from Murmansk-13.” Korashev’s neutral expression softened to a smile as he watched Leo take the instructions onboard.
“An Iban arc?” Leo repeated, awestruck.
“Apparently that was what they had on the station, a second one. It’s been sat there for four years. As far as anyone who cares to ask, Murmansk-13 was a failed project, decommissioned before it ever took off. At least, that’s the party line.”
“I guess we’ll be towing that same line then,” Leo said, disdainfully.
“Of course, if anybody still cares to ask.” Korashev sat back and smoothed his moustache.
“It sure didn’t wait around once the shit hit the fan,” Leo said, looking at the radar screen. The object had long since evaded their short range scanning.
“No and unfortunately I suspect it will be the second objective we fail to fulfil on this mission,” Korashev replied.
The Captain’s dour pessimism did little to dampen the unabated childlike excitement building in Leo. It was a directive that if accomplished promised a modicum of fame and celebrity. But most significantly, the opportunity to witness something truly alien. Something Leo had been fascinated by ever since the original arc was discovered.
For years he dreamt of visiting the site in Eastern Siberia where the Iban arc was being investigated, now he was aboard a Soviet vessel tasked with recovering a second. His mind quickly turned to the circumstances of the arcs apparent escape. The first arc had been found drifting, floating end over end in space by the crew of Salyut-6. The drives and reactor equivalent engines dormant for aeons. Seized.
This new arc was very much operational, but who or what had powered it? Guiding it away from impending disaster. They could be on the verge of contact, or the very least a fully functioning arc, replete with whatever guidance software had assumed control. Suddenly Leo found himself strikingly impatient to be done with the Riyadh, to hell with her crew of saboteurs. Surely the pursuit of the new arc should be of utmost import. It was almost as if the alien vessel were calling to him…
“Leo, you there?” By the harried tone of the Captain’s voice, it wasn’t the first time he’d tried to garner his attention. Leo shook his head. “Ah, you are awake. Listen, Leo I know you are here in the capacity of a training second grade, but let me tell you one thing. You are not above getting an old dog like me a cup of coffee and debriefing me on the pursuit.”
Leo smiled and nodded. “Yes, Captain,” he said, his mind unable to snap from the siren pull of the Iban arc.
☣☭☠
Murmansk-13 groaned, the spokes and stanchions that once held the outer rings buckled and then parted. What few module districts hadn’t been wrenched away by the colossal gravitational forces were thrown from the Central Command module like a discarded hula hoop, wheeling toward the flaming shell of the red supergiant in their own autonomous death spirals before combusting in the superheated atmosphere.
End over end, the Central Command module twirled toward oblivion. Bathed in sterilizing x-ray and gamma radiation, the aluminium skin of the station began to boil away.
For Oleg, the last moments of his life had surpassed him. At his feet lay Jamal; his trachea torn from his throat, hanging limply from the ragged gash in his neck.
But Oleg didn’t recognized that fact, nor even himself. The electro-chemical impulses that once made him Oleg Goroshko had ceased. As his synapses atrophied and withered, a life of pained memories were erased.
Afghanistan, the herdsman and his family were gone.
What was left was a twisted atavistic id and a senseless need to feed, the single and only desire.
Oleg never even felt pain, when the station burst into flames around him, his body no longer capable of such sensation. He watched as the Red Supergiant consumed his atoms in a cauldron of energy until there was nothing but merciful, eternal darkness.
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