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The studio lights were blindingly bright. Even though I was used to them, it was a new experience for me, and I was blinking in their glare. Today, I was on the other end of the camera, facing it instead of pointing it. I had forgotten just how much heat the lights generated. Sweat was running down my neck and back, and I wondered if the makeup my face had been plastered with had streaked and run. Beside me, in her wheelchair, was Anisia, my wife – although the fashionable term had apparently become ‘life-partner’. Things had certainly changed while we had been gone. 

She was also my recording engineer, which was how we had met. We had worked so well together that we decided to make the relationship more permanent. I, for one, felt no regrets, despite our present situation. 

She was still getting used to the loss of one leg; fortunately, the chair was only temporary. Once her prosthetic had been finished and fitted, she could start learning to walk again. And we could get off the surface of the planet, with its crowds and pollution, and get back to our home in orbit. I wasn’t a big fan of Earth. I had become unable to cope with its crowds and the constant demands that mere existence made on your life. All the petty politics and jealousies, the point scoring that was no part of life in space, where you worked for the common good. The synthetic fibres in my clothes scratched my skin. I was used to cotton; you wore natural fibres in space, you didn’t want a static spark spoiling your day.

The floor manager, little more than a shadowy shape behind the camera, counted us in. “Four, three, two, live,” he said. The red lights came on over the cameras and the programme's presenter, Brit Helles, walked into the lights. She had been standing behind the camera and in shadow. A tall, willowy figure, she stood slightly off to one side of us. She had been dressed to emphasise her legs; was that all part of the studio’s plan?

“Good evening, everyone,” she began, reading from the autocue over the camera. I wondered who had written her words, whose side they were on? “The news just recently has been full of the amazing story from the planet Qister-Alu, where the well-known explorer Ballantyne Alysom and the remnants of his team have been rescued. It seems that, over a year after they disappeared, they have performed one of the most amazing feats of survival.”

She moved to stand between us, the camera swung to focus on all three of us, at that moment I felt more nervous than I had at any time over the last year. I took Anisia’s hand, it shook slightly. 

“We have the first two of the party to have been released from the hospital with us tonight,” she continued. “Ballantyne Alysom is still unconscious and listed as critical because of injuries sustained whilst on that planet. We must rely on the account of these two, husband and wife Davis and Anisia Jensen, the expedition’s official photographers for Galactographic! Magazine. Tonight, and over the next few weeks, they’re going to tell us the story of just how they came to survive the series of events that led them to being marooned on that savage planet.”

That was quite an introduction, now we had to tell our story to the masses who I knew would be huddled around their receivers. The broadcast was live on Earth and all the colonies; with the new Q-E relay stations; there wouldn’t be an inhabited planet that couldn’t watch us, live. That was a new development, when we had left the transmission speed for video signals to the outer planets was only as fast as the ship carrying the file. Now, Quantum Entanglement computers were sending video across the galaxy faster than light, using the instantaneous response of vibrating atoms in different places.

I knew that if Ballantyne had been aware of what was going on his temper would have got the better of him. He loved to be in control of the story and had tied us up with non-disclosure agreements before we had set out. As we had discovered, it was his usual practice, he wanted to be the centre of attention and the recipient of all the credit, well this one was out of his control. 

Bearing in mind what had happened since we had set off, it was a good job he wasn’t around. We had been on the receiving end of more than one of his sudden temper tantrums. After we had finished with our story, there was no way that he would be able to spin or bluster his way out of any responsibility.

In the light of what I wanted to say, while I was waiting for Anisia to be discharged, I had spent a day with the top men at Galactographic! After they had seen the video highlights of our story the managers were happy to waive our agreement with Ballantyne, provided I just presented the video diaries we had salvaged. I was warned not to make any comments that didn’t have solid video evidence to back them up. 

The lawyers representing Alysom were not so happy; were they ever? But as all of us that had made it back had come to accept, someone was going to have to tell the story that the whole sector wanted to hear. And, with the evidence that I had, I could back it all up. There was no need for conjecture.

I knew that it wouldn’t be a pleasant job, I was about to set off on a path that would destroy the reputation of the man who had made his name as a fearless explorer and generous philanthropist. A man whose face had covered a million children’s walls, whose books and video films had sold by the shipload. 

The next few hours would almost certainly ruin him. In some of his more devoted followers’ eyes, it would make me seem like the bad guy. The trouble was, it had to be done. As long as I kept to the recorded facts I could hardly be held responsible for his words or actions. 

Anyway, the dead demanded that I should do it; I could see their faces in my dreams and they screamed at me for their voices to be heard, and for justice. I had the proof to back up what I was about to say. Galactographic! had already seen the video logs I had kept in secret and the things that I had found, things that Ballantyne must have hoped would never be found. They were working on the official line; it wouldn’t be pretty for them either. It seemed that they were prepared to cut him loose and take the short-term pain.

Brit was still talking while I considered all this; Anisia must have sensed my mood and squeezed my hand.

“Davis, Anisia, we’ll shortly be asking you to tell us just what you’ve been up to while you’ve been away, but first, I think that a brief reminder of the life of Ballantyne Alysom, of his achievements, would be in order.” 

Brit Helles was a fan of Alysom, she had told us as much in the green room. I was pretty sure that she hadn’t seen all the footage that the managers had. She must have had an inkling though, she seemed determined to get her retaliation in first. I got the impression that she wouldn’t willingly let her idol’s reputation be tarnished by a mere cameraman and a crippled sound engineer. She had already mentioned his injuries and glossed over Anisia’s. While his were significant, they could hardly be used as a justification. Especially once the way they had happened came out.

The studio went silent as the taped piece about Alysom was broadcast. Helles fetched us tea and sat on a chair that she pulled up between us, displaying lots of toned thigh. Anisia eyed it with annoyance, I ignored it. Skinny blonde announcers weren’t my type. You could cut the atmosphere with a knife.

“So, what was he like when things got rough?” she said as we sipped our drinks, on the monitors we could see Alysom’s life unfolding. Reminders of his good deeds flowed over the screen behind us as I hesitated, still unwilling to start the chain of events that would vilify him. Beside me, Anisia had no such qualms. “He was a fake and a conniving bastard,” she spat. “If he had been a real man, instead of a coward, I would still have both of these,” she waved her hands at her leg. 

Brit looked suitably shocked, she had seen snippets of the video; the things the network had used in teasers to make sure everyone was watching. It had been enough to get everyone interested, she must have realised that there was so much more, could she be wondering if it was worth being a cheerleader for him?

In the same way that Alysom had manipulated information to boost his profile, was she now ready to do the same to protect him while we tried to shoot him down? We would see.

The segment finished, I knew it had all been about how Alysom had rescued National Geographic magazine and turned it into Galactographic! How he had made it the most exciting thing in the known universe. About his pledge not to take a penny from the profits he made, how everything he earned was put back into worthy causes. About his legion of devoted female fans, who called themselves the Alysomettes. Anisia had been one, once. Now I knew how he had done it and it left a bad taste in my mouth.

The floor manager called out, “We’re coming back, standby.” 

The red light came on again.

Brit turned to me and forced a smile. “So, Davis, how did it all begin?” she said. 

The camera swung at me, I took a sip of tea and a deep breath. 

“It’s taken me a while to piece it all together,” I said. “Towards the end of our time on Qister-Alu we were split into three groups and even now, some of the main players’ actions are uncorroborated. I’ve edited together all the video I could find and made sense of the timeline as much as possible, one thing is clear, the deaths of two members of the expedition are suspicious and the prime suspect isn’t able to be here to defend himself.” 

Brit looked shocked as I carried on. “We have so much information to show you; we’ve spoken to Galactographic! and we’re going to split it into segments. Tonight’s programme will look at the events leading up to our arrival on the planet we now know to be Qister-Alu.”

That was the agreement, we were still editing the video for the later episodes, much of it was mundane but there was enough excitement to make this a whole series. And now it would all come out. Not tonight, as I had said; this was just the first in a series of films that Galactographic! had planned. There would be this one to set the scene. Then, several more dealing with the time up to our separation. One for each of our adventures and finally a longer piece showing the ending and our rescue. And that would be the one where the fireworks would really begin.

“Well, let’s see the start of the story,” Brit said. The tape rolled, the light on the camera went out and we sat back to watch ourselves on the monitor.

This, more or less, was what the viewers saw.
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It was billed as the showcase for the sights that no man had seen before, a catalogue of the wonders of the universe that we were starting to discover. Ballantyne Alysom was the name on everyone’s lips, the man at the forefront of exploration. His purchase of the moribund magazine National Geographic had seemed like a crazy idea. Earth was pretty much explored and had become boring after the new frontier of space travel had been opened. People questioned if the great Bal Alysom hadn’t lost his touch, perhaps all the journeying had scrambled his mind?

Then in a blaze of publicity, the magazine was relaunched as Galactographic! with the same format and a bigger remit, they were no longer concerned with the wonders of Earth. They had a galaxy to explore and document.

And explore it they did, in place of the monthly printed edition, which had hung on for a lot longer than all its rivals, there was an online or downloaded version, together with all the possibilities that the hyperweb offered. Live articles, 3D panoramas in real time, the news reported fresh from the edge of knowledge, and the public lapped it all up.  

Ballantyne made enough money to finance his expeditions and the whole enterprise became a self-sustaining monster. He had several ships and trusted partners, the articles flowed in, a lot of them from what he called his associates, people who just reported what they had been up to.

There was only one problem on the horizon; to keep the subscribers interested, Ballantyne had to find and record more and more content and had to make it all seem more and more dangerous. Which some of it was, even if it was all done in a calculated way and well edited to increase tension. Now he had to take risks and that was where the problems started. As he was obsessed with keeping all the credit for himself he wouldn’t employ correspondents for the bigger articles, they were relegated to the filler pieces. People did one trip with him, rarely a second. 

And that was where I came in.

Davis Jansen, that’s me. You’ll never see my name in lights because I’m on the other side of the camera from the likes of Ballantyne Alysom. I cut my teeth filming the construction of mankind’s biggest project to date, the space yards of the new shipbuilding conglomerate Hudson Dynamics.

Until the yard was built, all spaceships were assembled on Earth, that put a limit on what was possible. The amount of land and resources required was enormous and nobody wanted the place in their backyard. The first ships were built in parts, launched on huge boosters and assembled in orbit, a hopelessly slow and error-prone method. Especially if the piece you had just finished building fell over and exploded on the launch pad. There had to be a better way. Even when bigger ships were designed, ones that could explore the galaxy, yet launched from the surface, it was obvious that it would be so much easier to make them up there.

Theo Hudson was a man whose company built ships and launching systems on Earth, he was the first to realise that the whole idea was wrong. As the planets’ natural resources were depleted we imported raw materials from space, built ships with them and sent them back up into space. He came up with a plan. His first job was to build a refinery and metalworks in space. He included living quarters, a hydroponic farm and all the trimmings. Once you were there, you never needed to leave.

When that was all working, he could process raw materials from the colonies into ships wholly built in orbit. It reduced the cost, kept the population happy and didn’t take up valuable growing space with hazardous operations. The platform grew as more modules were added – the park, the larger connecting tunnels and more apartments. It changed from a being just a place of work to a place for holidays, there were people living on it now that didn’t work directly for Hudson or the other companies that leased space. We had a school and our own independent council too.

It had taken him five years, but Hudson now had the monopoly on ship construction and repair. In the process, I had acquired a reputation as a cameraman. I had also met Anisia; that was another story.

When Ballantyne Alysom arrived back at the Hudson platform after his latest adventure, it was obvious that he would need a lot of repairs on his ship. The word soon spread that a few new crew members would also be wanted for the next time he left. 

According to the talk in the bars on the lower decks, they had encountered several problems. Bal himself wasn’t talking about anything but the success of the trip and all his broadcasts showed just that. It was clear, though, that there was a mutinous atmosphere. Held in the clamps of the vacuum dock the Far Explorer showed signs of major damage, the hull was scratched and battered and inside the hull, a lot of the systems were offline. You could tell how much damage there must have been by the number of workers that were employed on repairs. There was also a rumour that they had another job that wouldn’t wait. 

Bal might have had a reputation as a fearless and intrepid space hound, but the talk was that he had pushed his luck about as far as it could go. Some of his crew had had enough.

The film they had captured, their exploration in the rings of a gas giant, with a ride through the tail of a comet on the way home, was nothing short of sensational. And you had to hand it to Bal, he knew how to advertise and get your attention. If he was editing the film, as was commonly thought, then he was pretty good at that as well.

I bumped into Lev Sharkey; his chief mate, he was wandering around the park, a green space in the living area that had huge glazed panels. It still felt strange to walk barefoot on real grass, while looking up at Earth, for the workers in the yard it was a welcome oasis. The place was busy, filled with noise. We walked between picnics and football games.

Of those that accompanied Bal on his adventures, Lev was a fixture. According to the gossip, they had been at school together and there was no way they would ever be parted. Hoskiss the engineer was another who would also tag along. Like Lev, Hoskiss didn’t appear to be interested in the fame and fortune, he just liked to work on engineering problems and was a wizard at keeping broken ships flying.

“Hey, Davis,” Lev said. “You keeping busy?” We had met briefly several months ago when Bal was fitting out for his last job. I had helped him find some gear, largely because I knew a few people and it never hurt to help out, you never knew when they would be able to return the favour.

“Hi, Lev. Yeah, I’ve got a few things on,” I replied, which was a lie. I was out of work and had nothing planned. I had come to the park while Anisia was online, scouting for a job among her contacts. We had a bit of money but not enough to relax for long. “You had a rough trip?”

His face showed it all. “A few problems,” he said unconvincingly. “Nothing major, nothing we couldn’t handle.”

“The word in the bars was that you very nearly didn’t come back.”

“Kids,” he muttered, his face showing annoyance. “First-trippers, they all signed non-disclosures, they should keep their mouths shut. Sure, we had a few frights but really, you can understand why Bal doesn’t want to see them again.”

“So, it wasn’t as bad as they say?”

“Never is, once you know what you’re doing, and Bal knows what he’s doing.”

He seemed to be making some sort of decision. “Listen,” he said, “our cameraman is one of the ones Bal won’t be inviting back; that leaves an opening, you interested?”

Maybe I was. “Can I bring my own engineer?”

“Bal wouldn’t like it; as far as I’m concerned you can.” He paused. “Just as long as it’s Anisia.” 

I thought about it, Anisia was my wife as well as my soundman; pardon my gender type, she was a wizard in editing and mixing. Even though she had mentioned Lev once before, in an ‘I know him, you don’t want to ask how’ sort of way, I was pretty sure that she would be immune to Lev’s so-called charm. If he thought that he was in with a chance with her he would be mistaken. The prospect might help get us the gig though.

“I’ll see what she says,” I replied. “If she can stand you ogling her we could have a deal. Where are we off to?”

He tapped his nose. “Nice try, mate. Until you sign-on, you don’t get to know.”

That was Bal all over, even though no-one else could do what he did, everyone knew that he wanted to be in control. His trademark was to release teasers on his way to wherever he was going and build up anticipation for the eventual film. None of his crew was ever mentioned in any of them that I could remember. 

Oh well; perhaps I could try and get clues another way.

“Who else will be going?”

He ticked them off: “There’s Hoskiss of course, Walt and a few experts. We’ll have an astrogeologist as well, a lady called Mel someone, can’t remember the rest.”

He must have meant Mel Andros, one of the top names in the new science of galactography.

“Mel Andros?” I said. 

He nodded, “Yep, that’s her.”

“Is it one of her projects?”

He grinned. “You’re persistent, aren’t you? It’s one from Bal’s network. She’s just the best expert for it. She doesn’t know what it’s all about either. I can’t tell you much else, if you want to know more you’ll have to sign on the line. Be quick though, we leave in two days, with or without you.”

He said goodbye and raced away. I stood for a moment considering things, it might be a laugh, a once in a lifetime experience. I was all for it. Now all I had to do was sell the idea to Anisia. And see if I could find out more about her and Lev.

I asked her that evening. We were sitting in our lounge looking out over Earth, drinking slightly illegal home-made wine. It was one of her hobbies, the results varied.  She hadn’t found us anything we could do to make money.

“I saw Lev Sharkey today,” I mentioned casually and watched her reaction.

Her face flickered, just for a second. It was hard to tell whether it was interest or annoyance it went so quickly. “Lev Sharkey,” she said. “I hadn’t thought about him for years.” 

“You knew him?” I pretended that she’d never mentioned it before.

“Sure, didn’t I say?” she replied easily. “I knew him from Hudson, way back, before the yard, when he was building the refinery. Lev was a welder, one of the guarantee squad.”

The guarantee squad was the old name for the troubleshooting team. They used to be the ones that went on maiden voyages, to fix any problems that came up, dangerous work. 

“I was working in the offices,” she added, “while I was at college.”

“I thought he had been with Bal forever,” I said.

“No,” she replied. “He was brought in to help repair Bal’s ship, after one of his expeditions. Sure they knew each other, but they had lost touch. Bal convinced him to sign on.”

That was interesting and not what I had expected. If that story was wrong, it made me wonder just how much of what we knew about Bal’s was real.

“You dated?” I tried not to sound bothered.

“Yes, a couple of times. We got on OK, but he was always headed somewhere else. I got fed up with not seeing him for ages. I always thought that work meant more to him than people. We split, all very amicable; he hardly seemed to notice. As he got more involved with Alysom, he was away so much that I knew it could never have been a thing.”

“Would working with him be a problem?”

She laughed. “You don’t have to worry, I’m with you, I’ve got nothing to be embarrassed about. Any spark I had has long since gone out where Lev is concerned.” 

I was relieved to hear it, what I didn’t know was if Lev’s spark had done the same. She looked at me more seriously; she knew how our finances were. “Has he got us a job?”

“He might have, we can go and see Alysom in the morning.”

She screwed up her face. “Work for Alysom? I don’t know.”

“I’d be great,” I said, jumping in as she hesitated. “You were an Alysomette once, weren’t you? What do you reckon?” 

She looked at me. “Once is right, I don’t like some of the things I’ve heard about Alysom,” she said. “He wants all the glory for himself, we’d only get a minor credit.”

“Yeah, but everyone would know it was us doing the filming.”

“I’m not so sure anymore,” she said. “I’ve heard some things; can you name his last camera crew, the ones that are leaving?”

“Of course I can, it was...” I thought for a moment; they had returned a week ago and the TV feeds were full of his exploits. No, she was right, I couldn’t. Everything we had seen was about Bal, he could have gone on his own for all the attention anyone else got. Even Lev and his regular crew didn’t get much of a look in. 

“All the senior managers in the business knew if you had worked for him,” I persisted. “I could put it on my CV and that’s the important bit.”

“OK, good point,” she said. “I’ve heard that he does his own edits, you won’t need me.”

“I’m not going without you,” I said. “It could be months.”

“Right answer. I’ve spent all day looking and there’s nothing else on the horizon for us.” 

“Then we’re not long from being broke and I don’t like being broke.”

“Neither do I.” she smiled. “Even if we do have each other.”

That’s decided then,” I said. “We need the money, let’s go and see him tomorrow.” 
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The Far Explorer was held by docking clamps in the sealed repair bay. There were several different jobs going on outside the hull, money was clearly no object. Hudson was a major supporter of Galactographic! he sponsored a lot of the content. Even so, this couldn’t all be free, half his workforce seemed to be crawling over the hull. 

And it didn’t stop there; the alleys were all covered with some sort of matting to protect them from the trampling feet of the boiler-suited engineers and electricians.

Lev had met us at the hatchway, “Bal’s in the wheelhouse,” he said as we shook hands. “I’ll take you there.” He led us down the alleyways, lined with pictures of the ship, of Bal receiving awards and of spectacular shots of the galaxy. Some of them were static, others animated, playing loops of video.

Lev told us that as well as the repairs, a lot of new electronic equipment was being installed, specifically for this trip. After the look around at the hold full of the latest gear for rich explorers and the hotel quality accommodation that had our potential names on it, there didn’t seem to be much lacking, or room for anything else. Wherever they were headed, the expedition would be comfortable. 

We arrived in the wheelhouse. Lev had told us that Bal was there and that he would interview us. Now that we were here, we couldn’t see him. 

His chair was there though, the famous old green leather chair that he sat in to introduce his programmes: its back was turned towards us so that it was facing the viewports, pointing its occupant towards an unknown destination.

The wheelhouse of the Far Explorer was a mess, there was wiring out all over the consoles and half the deck-head panels were off. Hoskiss was inside one of the consoles, just the soles of his shoes were visible, you could only tell it was him by the muttering. He had been Bal’s engineer for as long as anyone could remember and was a regular fixture in the crew.

“You about, Bal?” shouted Lev over the noise of the work, I was surprised when Bal rose from the chair and came towards us. He was so much shorter than I had imagined from seeing him on-screen and I realised that the cameraman had been filming him to make him appear taller. 

“This is Davis Jansen, Bal,” Lev introduced me, “and his engineer Anisia.” 

I put out my hand, he ignored it. 

Instead, he looked me over, which required tilting his head back. “I’ve heard of you. You worked for Hudson didn’t you?” I was about to answer when he carried on, “If there’s no-one else, I guess that you’d do.” It wasn’t exactly a vote of confidence; I could see why he had such a high turnover of personnel. I’d only been here a few moments and I was already irritated with him.

“Is she with you?” he added. I could sense Anisia getting riled, it was not a good way of dealing with her, she wasn’t a militant feminist or anything, as she used to say, ‘I’m with you but I’m not defined by being with you.’

I was tempted to suggest that he ask her himself. Instead, I decided to keep calm. “Anisia is my engineer,” I said. “We’re a team.” He was unimpressed with that.

“Why are you wasting my time with these two, Lev?” he said. “I only need someone to film when I’m doing something else. We won’t be needing them both for that, surely he can manage to point the camera by himself. I’ll be doing all the editing.” He should have stopped there but it seemed like he had to make a point. “Unless he can’t perform on his own?”

I heard Anisia make a noise like she was about to explode and saved her the bother, I didn’t like his attitude and I wasn’t going anywhere without her.

“Nice to have met you. Come on, Anisia,” I said, grabbing her arm and turning to leave. “I’ve always wanted to see the Far Explorer close up. It’s impressive. Bye, Lev, have a good trip.”

We had only gone a couple of paces when I heard Lev mutter, “Bal, we haven’t got time for this; we have to go in the morning.” 

“Shut it, Lev,” he replied.

We went another pace. “Jansen,” he called out, we stopped. “She can tag along if it keeps you happy, but she keeps out of the way and I have full editorial control.”

I looked at Anisia, there must be some urgency in his departure, the rumours were true, he was on the way to something that couldn’t wait. That and the presence of Mel Andros told me more than anything else what he was on the way to see. It must be a celestial event, not your average eclipse or transit either, it must be a big deal and he was desperate. There were no other cameramen around, I’d know if there were; we must be his only hope. That might be our good luck.

“What do you reckon?” I asked her.

She turned to Bal, she was my height, which made her about a foot taller than him, and she looked down.

“How long’s the contract?” she had gone into negotiator mode. This was her department, I let her get on with it. I was useless when it came to valuing my services, Bal might well underestimate her.

“Three to six months,” he replied, shuffling. I could tell that he was uncomfortable with her, it could have been her height or her combative manner; maybe it was just that he knew she had the whip hand.

“Guaranteed six months at standard industry rates for both of us, all found?” she said in a quizzical tone. That was pushing it, that sort of pay was for full editing and marketing, things that he had just indicated that he would do himself. And asking for payment for both of us when he only wanted one was risky. Perhaps she was hoping he would say no and save us having to turn it down, I had the feeling word would get around if we did. 

“Sure,” he said almost immediately, he must be in a rush. “Come down to my office and sign on, we leave tomorrow morning.”

I should have smelt a rat then and said no. The trouble was that the numbers were blinding me. Six months’ pay for both of us would clear all our debts and leave us enough for a decent holiday when we got back.

We followed him down to his office; it was crammed with computers and archives, racks of video discs and anti-static storage for memory cards and sensitive media. He invited us to follow him in and went to the desk, tapping a code into a small portable keypad. 

“Here are your contracts,” he said, pulling papers from a tray. “Standard stuff, just fill in your names and bank details on the first page and sign on the last; I’ll fill in the rest later.”

There must have been a hundred pages of closely typed print, it would take a week to read and much longer to understand it all. 

“Come on,” he prompted, “it’s all standard, everyone knows me, I can hardly scam you and run, can I? Let me give you the most important bits.” He flipped through the pages. 

“Here we are, full non-disclosure and abrogation of all rights to credit for discoveries, under penalty of forfeiture of all wages and legal action.” That seemed a bit harsh but then I wasn’t an explorer, I was a cameraman. I was hardly likely to discover anything, just film what the others found. I said nothing as he turned more pages.

“Signatories agree to non-disclosure of the terms of this agreement, penalties as before.” 

Clever, I thought, I can’t complain because I’m not allowed to tell anyone what I’m complaining about. This must be why no-one except his crew ever did a second trip with him or would discuss the reasons why.

“And the most important bit, I’ll fill that in now,” he took the documents from us and under ‘Remuneration’ he scrawled ‘Six months minimum term. Pay at industry rate, with one month in advance, continuing on a daily basis until termination or return to Earth orbit’. He signed and dated the addition.

“Lastly, this contract shall be terminated at the sole discretion of B. Alysom in the event of any dissatisfaction with performance.”

“Wait a minute; you can sack us if you feel like it?” Anisia was agitated. “What are our rights if we don’t like things?”

Alysom smiled. “My ship, my rules, see page ninety-seven.” Perhaps Anisia didn’t have the upper hand after all.

We both signed. “We’ll go and get our gear,” I said. 

“We sail at 0600,” he replied, not even a ‘welcome to the crew’ or any of that. “You’ll find out where we’re headed when we’re away.”

And by then it would be too late for us to change our minds; if it wasn’t already.

By the time we had got back to our apartment, I had received a message from the bank to say that the first month’s money had been transferred. Even though most of it had gone just changing the numbers to black, it was still a nice feeling. We would be living free for a while, we only had the rent to worry about. I had paid for a year from the profits of our last job so it wasn’t due till we got back. There would have been enough deposited by then to more than cover it, even if we were late.

I looked through the contract, it wasn’t as bad as the selected bits had made it seem, the only thing that I was really unhappy about was the termination clause and the draconian penalties for any disclosure of anything. It also looked like Bal could sack us and start charging us to live on the Far Explorer if he was unhappy with quite a few things that we might or might not do. And if we did get sacked, we were stuck. It wasn’t like we could get off and call a taxi to take us home.

As Anisia pointed out, he was the Commander of the ship and as such probably had that power and more anyway. I still couldn’t help wondering if we had done the right thing.
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We travelled light and it only took us a couple of hours to pack all the gear that we thought we would need for a six-month trip. The vast majority of it was not even camera equipment, I had one of the new, fancy multi-cams, it had cost me an arm and a leg and wasn’t easily available to anyone except professionals.

Its great advantage was its size, coupled with the mixing deck that was Anisia’s forte it could produce stunning visuals. And the memory cards and batteries were tiny, they made up a small part of the set-up. The system used the new DNA based method called molectronic storage. Cards with capacities measured in yottabytes took up no room at all. Most of the pile of gear was Anisia’s clothes, although that was not a subject for discussion. 

We spent the night in our apartment, got up early and used the last of the fresh food to make breakfast. Then we locked it all up and called a cab. We were back at the Far Explorer at 0500 in the morning.

Lev showed us to the cabin that we had seen on our tour and told us to come up to the wheelhouse as soon as we had a camera ready to go. “Start filming when you leave the cabin,” he said. “And don’t be late, I know that Bal wants you to get some footage of us leaving the dock.”

I set up the camera with a chest harness; it was light but not after you had been holding it for an hour or so. Anisia came along with her mixing deck slung over her shoulders; it sat in front of her like a lap-tray. She would follow me around and would normally edit the levels on the fly; using the built-in screens. All the data that I was recording was transmitted wirelessly to her deck from my camera if I kept in range. If I moved too far away it would be automatically uploaded as soon as the connection was regained. Even if she wasn’t needed for a full edit she could still adjust the picture for optimum light and sound levels as we recorded. Bal could do what he wanted with the footage after that. I had decided that the camera was going to be running all the time I was awake. I reckoned that I had enough storage for several months of continuous filming; the technology of the system was cutting edge. Bal might not realise its full potential. The raw footage was stored on the camera and only the corrected stuff would be sent to his network from Anisia.

I filmed the inside of the cabin and our walk along the alleyways to the wheelhouse. Managing to get lost on the way, we found a small room which was being used as a store. Even though the door said NO ADMITTANCE, it was open and peering inside we could see that it was filled with survival gear. Just then Walt, the electronics expert who was the fourth member of the regular crew came along. “What are you doing, filming here?” he asked, pushing us out of the way and slamming the door shut. 

“Hi, I’m Davis, and I’m looking for the wheelhouse. Lev told us to come up, I think we took the wrong turn somewhere.”

He relaxed. “Oh, right,” he said, shaking my hand. “Theo told us about you. He likes you, it was his idea that Lev went looking in the park. I’m Walt.” So it hadn’t been a chance meeting, although I didn’t have a clue who Theo was, surely he didn’t mean Theo Hudson?

“Hello, Walt,” I said, as we shook hands. “Pleased to meet you.” He nodded, his eyes sparkling, “and you must be Anisia, you shafted Bal, that was clever.” His smile was replaced by a frown, “just be careful, he doesn’t forget. Mind you,” he added, grinning again, “neither do I and I think it served him right. Everyone’s afraid to stand up to him, it was about time.”

He showed us the way to the wheelhouse, it was still a mess, I carried on filming and panned around to get a feel of the place. Bal hadn’t specified what he wanted so I thought that I’d better cover all the bases. It looked to me like we shouldn’t be going anywhere; there was still rubbish and bits of equipment left out in the open. At least all the consoles were closed up and Hoskiss was out in the open. Lev was fiddling with something on the main console, he waved to us as we stood, waiting for Bal to acknowledge us.

He was talking to Hoskiss and they shut up when they saw me and my camera. I had just caught Hoskiss say, “we aren’t ready.” 

Bal replied, “Well what are you doing standing here telling me for, go and get it sorted.”

It struck me as a funny way to talk to the man who was going to keep us alive and make sure we got back, but then they were good friends so maybe they always talked to each other like that.

“Now then,” Bal sat in his chair, which had been turned around so that he was framed by the viewport, “have you paired with the ship's network? Your footage will be directly stored on my server.”

“I can do that,” Anisia said, fiddling with the keypad on her deck. 

“The password is ‘Alysom1’,” he said and she nodded. 

“And no copies for you,” he added. She said nothing to that, merely nodded again, which seemed to satisfy him, I hadn’t seen that specifically mentioned, it was probably somewhere in the contract we had signed.

“I’d just like to record a few words before we let go,” he explained. “How are the levels?” 

I pointed the camera at him and took a few seconds of video, Anisia watched on her monitor and fiddled. “It’s fine,” she said. 

Bal cleared his throat, he gazed into the camera, now I could see why he used the chair, it gave him a certain gravitas and hid his size. Seeing him fill it, I realised that the chair was also specially made to make him appear larger.

“You’ll be with me all the time, Davis,” he said. “If I say record, then just start filming me or what I point at, send it all to me and I’ll worry about the edit; got it?” I realised that he didn’t understand that I could record all the time. I nodded and we started. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “welcome back to the bridge of the Far Explorer as we prepare to depart on our next adventure. This time we are off to the edge of exploration, to witness what no-one has ever seen before. And I’ll make sure that you’ll see it too. Don’t miss my next report.” 

He sat back. “You can record our departure now,” he said. “I have some stock footage in my cabin that I can cut into that, and I’ll transmit it myself.”

Hoskiss called on the intercom, “We’re all ready to go, Bal.” He sounded almost relieved to be in the engine room.

“The hatch is shut and we’re all disconnected,” said Lev, while my attention had been fixed on Bal, he had been busy.

Bal walked across to the console, he called traffic and requested departure clearance. He gave the number of persons on board as eleven and our destination as a set of Galactic coordinates, which meant nothing to me.  

Traffic told him that they were depressurizing the bay and removing the gravity field. After a few moments, the doors opened and the docking clamps retracted. Far Explorer now floated in a vacuum inside the shipyard.

He was given clearance to proceed and waved me in to take close-up shots of his hands as they moved the controls. Casually he conned the ship clear of the dock. I switched from his hands to views out of the ports as the walls of the dock gave way to space. The impression I wanted to create was that of a competent and nonchalant pilot setting off bravely to face whatever the universe could throw his way. We swung around as he engaged the autopilot and accelerated away from Earth. As it flashed past the ports I wondered how long it would be until we saw it again.

“That’ll do you for a while; send it to me,” he said, as he marched out of the wheelhouse. I looked around, we were alone, Lev had gone off as well and we hadn’t noticed. “Might as well get back to the cabin and unpack,” I said.

“Well, did you?” I asked Anisia, once we were in the cabin with the door shut.

“Did I what?” she gave me the innocent expression she had perfected over the years. 

“Keep copies?” 

“If I tell you,” she said, “and Bal asks, you’ll never keep a straight face, so don’t ask me. What you don’t know and all that.” She was working on her mixing deck, sending Bal the footage that he had requested, as long as she kept it separate from the stuff he didn’t know we were recording we would be OK.

Fair enough, I was pretty sure that she would have kept a copy of her own, as insurance. I didn’t let on that I had a memory card in the camera doing the same.

For the next two days, I followed Bal around. He set up a whole lot of teasers, without letting on what we were actually doing. They were all very well done, he had charisma and the knack of getting you excited without telling you much. And I suspected that he was using footage he had in his cabin to augment ours before he sent it off.

“When do we find out what’s going on?” I asked him in a moment between takes.

“No rush,” he answered. “Have you met everyone else?” He had the habit of changing the subject; the more you pushed for an answer the more he did it.

“Yes, and I wanted to do a series of profiles on them, I
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