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THE COLONY

By Damir Salkovic

 

Company protocol required pairs. Always. Some bureaucrat's bright idea to prevent bribery. But Briggs' chain gangs were ahead of quota, which meant extra water rations and the privilege of solo breaks. He intended to make the most of it while it lasted.

The pile of shipping containers sat baking at the edge of the reclamation zone, in a fenced-off part of the docks. Officially off-limits. The Company had dragged its feet clearing that part of the abandoned shipyard, and they didn’t want the liability. Unofficially, no one cared. Not when temperatures hit 110+°F in the shade for fourteen straight days. Not when the only things left in those rusted hulks were tetanus and the occasional rat that escaped the gangs' traps.

Later, Briggs couldn't explain why he'd gone there. Maybe he'd registered the sound subconsciously before becoming aware of it. Maybe he just wanted to piss somewhere that didn't smell like chemical death, with the Company docking you for each extra minute. He was zipping up when the sound came again -- this time undeniable.

Metal on metal. But not machinery. Something alive.

The gangs worked half a mile away, their jackhammers screaming through concrete. This was different. Irregular. Desperate. Like a hand pounding steel.

Briggs moved between the containers, sweat pooling under his Company-issue vest. The sound led him to one particular unit, its logo long flaked away, its seams held together by rust. Feeling slightly absurd, he knocked. Three sharp raps.

The response nearly made him stumble back. A flurry of weak impacts came from inside, followed by a voice. Thin, reedy, unmistakably human.

Walk away, a panicky voice piped up in Briggs’s head. None of your business. Report it. Collect the finder’s fee.

He picked up an iron pipe instead.

The padlock snapped like dry bone. The doors resisted, fused by oxidation. Briggs heaved until his shoulders burned. With a metallic shriek, a sliver of darkness opened.

The stench hit first - human waste and dead bodies baking in a steel oven. Briggs turned aside and retched. Then glanced inside, the pipe held up like a weapon.

At first he thought the figure in front of him was the source of the smell. Then he saw it move feebly. Not a corpse. Not quite. A girl. Twelve maybe. Filth crusted her skin, matted her hair. She trembled in the doorway, too weak to stand. Her lips moved soundlessly.

Behind her, motionless humps lined the dirty floor of the container.

Briggs checked his six. Efficiency monitors would notice his absence soon. His canteen sloshed -- half full. A day's ration. He unscrewed the cap.

“Hey,” he whispered into the heat and stench. “Hey. It’s all right.”

He leaned in and held the canteen up to the cracked, sore-covered lips. The girl drank greedily, water spilling down her chin. His radio crackled: a crew emergency somewhere.

Briggs wasn’t sure how much a person was supposed to drink after being dehydrated. Would it make her sick? Or maybe that was food he was thinking about. He let the girl drink a little more.

Her head jerked up. This time she didn’t bother trying to speak. One bony finger pointed deeper into the container. A woman lay there, just past the reach of the light. Briggs had mistaken her for another corpse.

He left the canteen with the girl. It was the last of his ration, and he still had hours in the cruel sun to get through. If he thought about it, he would lose his nerve. The doors groaned shut behind him, left slightly ajar. Then he was jogging toward the worksite, the heat licking at his neck.

*

White. It seared the sky, the gray foamy water, the concrete and adobe walls of the reclamation area. Behind the shipyard, prefab barracks housed the chain gangs in two long dorms, guards in a smaller one, administrators in the T-shaped building that also held the mess hall.

Briggs entered the mess sweating. Not just from heat. Every glance seemed to bore into him, exposing his secret. Every muttered greeting carried hidden meaning.

Someone had to have seen him. Surveillance AI must have flagged his irregular movements. Any moment now, a hand would clamp his shoulder or the radio would summon him to the Warden.

But outside of his mind, none of that happened.

He joined the food line, breathing in ketone stink from the vats, the sour musk of bodies too dehydrated to sweat. His ration card blinked red at the water dispenser. The smiling corporate logo offered a 50% markup refill. From the autoserve shelf, he got an indistinguishable meal in a plastic tray and sat down alone at a long table.

It was the tail end of the lunch break, and the hall was almost empty, echoing with the listless chatter of the few lingering screws. He tried to calculate how long the girl had spent in the shipping container. At least three months, because that was when his shift had started. Locked in darkness with corpses. Too scared to make a sound. Then hammering for days before anyone heard.

His appetite vanished. He watched the clock, waiting for the inevitable.

When the summons came, he almost felt relief. Here it comes, he thought.  The Company discouraged rumors, but everyone on Briggs’s shift knew someone who’d slipped up. Who had exchanged a uniform for a jumpsuit and vanished into the lightless depths. At least they’re out of the sun. But his nonchalance was feigned and his rubbery legs betrayed him as he stood.

The Warden's office smelled of stale starch and sweat. The man himself -- tired, soft-bodied, receding hairline -- looked up blankly before waving Briggs in. No offer to sit. Briggs shifted weight between feet, mind racing through useless excuses.

“Where is it?” he asked, pointing his stylo at Briggs.

“Sir?”

“Your water bottle,” the Warden said. He tapped the stylo on the edge of his desk. “Regulation. Clip on before you step out. That’s the rule. Hot day like this, dehydration will put you on your ass in a couple of hours, tops. Maybe kill you.”

Briggs stammered an apology. He was having trouble hearing the Warden’s words through the roar of blood in his head.

“You die out there, and it’s my ass on the line.” The Warden twirled his stylo. “Even if it’s your own damn fault. That’s a demerit and two hours’ ration docked. Fair is fair.”

“I understand, Sir. I’m sorry.”

“Anyway.” The Warden shook his head in reproach. “That’s not why you’re here. I’ve got a job for you. Escort duty, pays overtime. Interested?”

Briggs dared breathe again. “Escort?”

"New shift coming in. Eleven men, four women." The Warden flipped his screen. "Pick them up at the depot with Nichols."

Briggs did the math. The next shift wasn't due for weeks. "Absolutely, sir." But the question must have shown.

The Warden leaned forward with a conspiratorial grin. “The Company wants this place cleared up, pronto. Priorities have changed.” The grin turned smug. “Between you and me, they’re not trying to reclaim this site anymore. They’re getting rid of it. I got a tip from a buddy up at Headquarters. Which means they won’t be tracking all the inventory. So we’ll have ourselves a nice little fire sale. Everything must go.”

“Go where?”

“We’re getting reassigned,” The Warden said. “You’re one of the good ones, kid. No reason why you can’t make a few bucks on the side. Nichols’s in on it too. But keep it on the downlow.”

He glanced up at the ceiling and let out a long breath. “Can't wait to leave this shithole. Hell would be better.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“That’s all.” The Warden turned back to his screen, then glanced back at Briggs. “You going to eat that?”

Briggs looked down at the foil-wrapped meal in his hand. The plastic slick from his palm. “Uh yes, Sir. I intend to.”

“Bully for you. Now get the fuck out of here. Be ready.”

The Warden waved a dismissive hand.

Clutching the package like stolen goods, Briggs stepped into the corridor. Out through the buzzing fluorescents, into the white-hot hammerblow of day.

*

The evening whistle screamed. Briggs slipped away toward the containers.

The derelict fleet sprawled around him, ships gaping like slaughtered cattle. Gutted tankers bleeding oil. Luxury liners canted on their sides, showing tarnished steel ribs. The sea and sky were two opaque masses, almost indistinguishable, separated by a dark line of blurry horizon. Dying, the sun dragged a chemical sunset across the water, violent reds and pinks like an oil slick on fire.

Orange jumpsuits moved through the graveyard. Men on one side of the chain, women on the other. Welding arcs hissed and immense saws screamed as they bit into metal. Sledgehammers cracked concrete into wheelbarrow loads. Some were prisoners, some just desperate. Many never saw the daylight anymore, bunking and eating in the innards of the dead leviathans. Screws patrolled the lines, sweat-darkened uniforms clinging, fingers twitching near shock-sticks. Hot and irritable. Always waiting.

Briggs moved through the rows of bent backs like a ghost. One wrong move and he'd join them.

No such mercy waited for the girl and her mother. Illegals got handed to border militias. In their state, they wouldn't last a day.

The containers rose like rusted monoliths against the dusk. Briggs hesitated. They all looked identical, scoured by sun and sand. Then he saw the girl's hand flicker from the shadows.

It was a different container. Neither cooler, nor cleaner, but without the stench of rot. The girl crouched in the corner, gripping the iron pipe he'd left. Too heavy for her. Briggs set down the food package slowly.

"Eat." He mimed the action.

The girl's dark eyes never left his. The pipe stayed lowered. Out of the darkness, her mother shuffled forward. Both almost the same height and general build, petite, almost ephemeral with starvation. They'd changed their clothes and tried to clean up. Briggs fumbled for the little Spanish he’d learned in school.

"We know what food is for," the woman said. No anger. Just fact. She handed back the empty canteen. "Thank you."

A nod from her, and the girl set the pipe down, with a final wary glance at Briggs. The girl tore into the package with her teeth, eating like a feral animal. Gone in minutes. Almost mechanically, the woman smoothed her daughter’s hair.

"Where are you from?" Briggs kept his voice neutral. The woman’s English was unaccented. Educated.

"Where are we now?" A deflection, distrust in her eyes.

“Corpus Christi,” Briggs said. “Or what used to be the port. Just east of the TransAm pipeline.”

"We're going south," the woman said, a decision made in an instant. "To the border."

Briggs frowned. Weeks roasting in a container just to turn around?

“We’re from Nevada,” she said. “Things got pretty bad in the cities. After they dammed the Colorado over water rights. Both National Guards started shooting. We had to get out.”

“You hear about folks heading the other way. Not so much what you just described.”

The woman shrugged. “Supposed to be Canada. Or the Northwest. Smugglers must have loaded us wrong.”

“There were two containers.” The girl spoke for the first time, her voice thin. "We heard the others screaming. But no one came."

Briggs' gut twisted. More corpses bloating in the dark.

"What is this place?" the woman asked.

"Private correctional facility." The corporate line rolled automatically off his tongue. "We tear up old buildings and shipyards. Sell the scrap for profit."

Her eyes darkened. “What about you?”

“I’m a foreman.” Briggs felt the guilt warm his face.

"One of them." She spat the words, instinctively stepping between him and her daughter. “What are you going to do with us?”

Briggs had been asking himself the same question. “I won’t turn you in,” he said. “But you can’t stay here. You’re trespassing on Company property. They’ll find you.”

The woman's face hardened. Trust wouldn't come easy here. He raised his hands, palms in front.

“This whole area’s getting scrapped,” he said. “Stay, and you’re good as dead.”

“Where can we go?” Her gesture took in the oil-stained concrete, the rusty tombs, the dead gray sea. “You have to help us. Get us out of here.”

Briggs shook his head. “I’m just a cog in the system, lady. They watch me just like they watch the gangs. I can’t do anything.”

He turned, canteen in hand, expecting pleading. There was only silence. The woman and the girl stood in the shadows until the sharp angles hid them from sight.

Out on the reclamation dock, the steps gleamed slick under his boots. Slippery. All it would take was one wrong step and he’d fall long and land hard. Plummet into the smoky, hellish depths of a dead ship and never surface again. Being assigned to one of the scavenger gangs was the worst punishment in the book. They got the worst jobs: rubber suits, filtration masks, official denials. Sometimes they found bodies. Sometimes they left them.

He went to the barracks, stripped, and washed. The dorm stank of sweat and defeat. Briggs stared at the darkness until shapes emerged. The woman and girl would be doing the same. Different container, same dark. He imagined them curled together, palms pressed over ears to block out the screams.

What had they done to survive when the others went mad? The answer was simple. They had done whatever it took.

When he drifted over the threshold of sleep, voices and screams followed him. In his dream he sank forever, trapped in a rusty ship’s carcass. The abyss crushed his lungs as he drowned over and over, with no end in sight.

*

An hour until dawn, but Nichols already had the truck running, its cab a lone beacon in the shipyard’s dark. He waved, then frowned at Briggs.

“Who’re they?”

Briggs helped the two suited figures into the armored rear. “Cleanup crew,” he said, grimacing. “Maintenance found a spill in the new bulk carrier. Boss wants it scrubbed before shift start. He knows we’ve got the truck.”

“What kind of spill? Chemical?”

“Human.” Briggs kept his voice flat. “Immigrants. Smugglers jumped ship when the Coast Guard rolled in. Forgot to unlock the hold. They’re pretty ripe. Been fermenting for weeks.”

Nichols grunted with disgust. He reached under the dash for the tag scanner.

“Put that away,” Briggs said.

“Gotta scan ’em out.” Nichols jerked a thumb toward the back.

“No.” Briggs rested his hand on the scanner. Lightly. His pulse hammered loud enough to drown out the engine. “We’ll lose an hour on paperwork. We still have our own shipment. You want to drive through noon traffic?”

“Can’t just let ’em run around.”

“Let the shift foreman handle it. We’re doing him the favor.”

Nichols hesitated, then shrugged and tossed the scanner aside. The truck growled forward, headlights scything the dark. Briggs breathed out as slowly and quietly as he could.

They wound past skeletal cranes and the gutted hulks of ships, mounds of rust in the predawn gloom. A drowsy watchman waved them through.

“Where’s the site?” Nichols asked after a minute.

“What site?”

“The spill. Where do these two go?”

Briggs leaned closer. The truck rolled steadily toward the gate.

“Nowhere,” he said, surprised by his own calm. The fear was gone now, burned away. “We drive up to the gate. Show our orders. Then drive out.”

“But you said-”

“Truck’s empty.” Briggs’ voice was ice. “Remember that. No one’s back there. We leave like we’re supposed to.”

Nichols turned, mouth quirking like this was a joke. Then his gaze dropped to the shock-stick pressed against his crotch.

“The fuck?” Anger and fear warred in his face. “You lost it, Briggs?”

“Not your problem.” Briggs increased the pressure until Nichols arched in his seat. “Only problem you’ve got is three thousand volts going up your balls. Unless you drive. Head for Laredo.”

“You’re out of your fucking mind, Briggs.”

“Probably.” Another nudge. Nichols yelped, the truck swerving. “Tell them that later. Say I made you. But right now
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