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“F4?”

“I’m sorry?” Kenny McIntyre said. He sat bent over, immersed in his work, and now looked up to the unknown man in amazement.

“Are you an F4?” the almost scary, skinny man repeated.

Kenny held the wrench with which he tried to close a broken valve a little firmer. As he stared at the pale, sickly white-faced man inquisitively, he rummaged into his toolbox with his other hand, looking for more tools; more possible weapons. Damn it, he thought. I didn’t see him coming at all. I should never have come here alone.

“I’ve never seen you here before,” the man said. “How many inhabitants does Inoreg have? Fifty thousand? A fairly clear number. Right?” The man slowly, with a greasy grin around his emaciated mouth, came closer. He held his right hand on his back. “Strange that I’ve never seen you before…,” he said, then asked again, “F4?”

Kenny felt his heart skip a few strokes. His senses were on edge; the adrenaline tingled down to his smallest neck hairs. As inconspicuously as possible, his eyes probed the environment. As far as he could tell in the half-dark, the small maintenance room, apart from him and the walking skeleton, seemed deserted. The heavy, overriding moaning of the huge fans who were twice the size of himself made it impossible to hear anything. Here he could only rely on his eyes. And since he hadn’t noticed this guy in time, he gradually began to have serious doubts about his own eyes. Thoughtfully, he stood up. With eyes pinched together, still peering in the dark. “F5,” he replied. “What about you? No F4. No F5 either…”

That grin again. “F7. At least, that’s what my mom used to say. But I don’t know. F8 is also possible…,” he said, getting even closer.

“Yes? Well, F9 seems more logical to me…”

The man raised an eyebrow but decided to ignore the hateful remark. “What are you doing?”

Kenny feverishly thought about what to do. His earpiece, with which he communicated with the control centre of the maintenance service, was unusable here due to the all-conquering, thumping sound of the fans. “Maintenance,” he said shortly. His fingers rubbed the wrench in a cramp; ready to lash out. “I don’t think you have permission to be here.” This is one of them,” he thought. I’m damn sure. Formally, there were fifty thousand people on board. Formally… During the last official count, it became clear that there were many more unregistered than thought. Unofficial estimates even assumed that there were perhaps twice as many people on board. It explained a lot. In any case, why more and more stocks disappeared without a trace. Kenny was wary. “Why do you want to know? And who are you, anyway? Do you have an ID?” he asked the unidentified creep.

The living carcass slowly turned its head; his hand still on his back. “Why do I have to identify myself? I don’t know who you are either.”

“Fuck it,” Kenny said angrily. He held up his wrench. “Get out you dirty Unreg!”

“What do you call me?” said the unknown F9, the insult echoed through in his voice this time. Aggressively, he stepped on to Kenny McIntyre.

Kenny decided not to wait until he would be the victim. His hand with the big wrench in it went through the air, blaring past the face of the unidentified man who was able to swerve just in time, and ended with a loud bang against the spacecraft’s metal wall. The tool was shaking in his hand.

“Son of a bitch!” the man screamed. He unexpectedly quickly pulled his hand from behind his back and held up a sturdy, homemade dagger menacingly. At the same time, two more men emerged from the dark. Just as pale, as skinny and as terrifying as the first man; but unarmed.

“Oh shit,” Kenny muttered. Angry at himself. If only he had turned on the lights, he would have seen this Unregs, at least F8 maybe also F9, much earlier. Now it was too late. He saw that he was trapped from three sides. His breathing became restless. Heavy. And slow. Three to one? That only worked out well in movies. He had to run, but how?

As the three weakened men carefully turned around their prey, looking for his weak spot and eager to attack, Kenny quickly dropped through his knees, grabbed an aerosol can of lubricating oil from his toolbox with his left hand and sprayed the liquid into the eyes of the man closest to him. The man turned away swearing, because of the greasy oil he could see nothing anymore. From his kneeling position, Kenny hit his wrench with his right hand against the shins of the second man who had just emerged from the dark, unexpectedly. The man lost his balance and fell backwards with his head against the wall. Unconscious, he collapsed.

Grinning contentedly, Kenny came up. He didn’t give his last assailant, the F9, a chance. He knocked the dagger out of the man’s hands; after that, one hefty push was enough to knock over the emaciated man. Kenny ran past him. As soon as he was out of the maintenance room, he heard noise in his earpiece. Gasping from the unusual effort, he reported to central coordination.

“McIntyre, what the fuck are you doing?” the dispatcher shouted with a laugh. “Fitness training?”

“I’m being attacked!” Kenny cried irritated. “Send security!” He kept running, looking anxiously over his shoulder to make sure he had shaken off the men.

“Attacked? By whom?” said the dispatcher incredulously.

“What difference does it make? Send security!” Kenny cried, almost screaming.

“Yes… No… Sure. Where the hell are you?”

Kenny looked at the signposting that had been indicated every ten meters, on the rafters of the centuries-old ship’s wall and had almost completely faded over time. Out of breath, he shouted: “East… Level… Three… 102…”

“Okay,” the dispatcher said. On a second screen, he had quickly summoned security and relayed the correct coordinates. “They’re on their way. Keep talking, McIntyre, so I’ll know everything’s fine.”

“Tell me how to get out of here,” Kenny sobbed. He was in despair at a crossroads. He was bent far backwards, his hands in his side, to get some air. “Left, or right?” Before he got an answer, he heard the footsteps approaching. “Never mind…,” he said, sorely, turning left on good luck.
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“Where?” the security team commander, Vawny, cried. He had only just checked in, his shift was not supposed to start for another half an hour, and had to switch instantly to the highest gear. He had quickly put on his gear and was now packed with his men in a small shuttle.

“East Three; One-zero-two,” said Talitha, the only woman on his six-man team.

“Three? Are you sure?” said Vawny in amazement as he pinned the last buckle.

“Unless maintenance has mistranslated it.”

“Unregs on level three? They’re getting more and more fucking brutal,” said Vawny. “All those unregistered, all those dirty Unregs, are at their wits’ end; they steal everything that’s loose and stuck.”

“They have nothing left to lose,” one of the men muttered.

Vawny gave him an evil look. “Even so! Talitha, do we know…?”

“… what generation they are?” Talitha interrupted. “According to that guy from maintenance F8 or F9.”

“Fuck. It couldn’t get much worse. Those are half zombies,” Vawny sighed. “Eight generations of inbreeding.”

Talitha understood what her commander meant. More than anyone else on board the Inoreg, these people had switched to survival mode, as far as they were still human beings. The second-to-last stage of survival. After this, their bodies could only save themselves by waiting for the inevitable end in a comatose state. F10; end of exercise… But this group of Unregs, the generations F8 and F9 were the worst. They posed the biggest problem, the greatest threat, to the small community aboard the Inoreg. “Tell me Vawny. If these guys advance even further, we’ll never make it to our final destination.”

“Well, if they’re already wandering around on level three, the end for all of us is coming soon,” Vawny said.

“Like anyone knows what our final destination is…,” said one of the men, after which everyone in the cabin began grumbling unsettled.

“Easy!” Vawny sobbed. “Keep it calm, guys. We’ll clean up that F9 on level three first. Then…”

“Then we wait again,” Xion, the smallest of the six men crew complained.

Vawny closed his eyes. Stared out in front of him for a sec. Xion was right. Everyone was just waiting. No one did anything. No one knew how long the Inoreg had to travel through the endless space to reach its unknown final destination. He was done with it; but felt powerless. What could he do?
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“McIntyre?”

Kenny stood with his back against the wall of a cul-de-sac. He made a wrong choice. Wrong turn. “How do you know my name?” he asked the Unreg. The F9 with the dagger was the only one that came after him. Apparently, he did take out the other two. Now it was one-on-one. That could be to his advantage. F9 Unregs were descendants of the least fit people who had boarded the Inoreg. While the top layer of the crew, who literally and figuratively lived in the levels above the Unregs, was only ready for the fifth generation of offspring after hundreds of years, these people - outcasts, the worst thing humanity had produced - had reproduced at lightning speed. Among themselves. Inbreeding was now taking its toll.

The F9 grinned, showing his ugly grey teeth. “Because you’re my cousin. My great-great… some more cousin.”

“Fuck off!” said Kenny incredulously. “What do you want from me?”

“The truth.”

Kenny slid unsettled along the wall, back and forth. He did not bring anything; he had left his spanner in the maintenance room in a hurry and here he could not find anything that could serve as a weapon. “The truth? About what? Who your ancestors are? I don’t know you creep.”

The F9 laughed exuberantly. His breath, an unpleasant piercing air of rot, penetrated Kenny’s nose. “More or less,” the F9 laughed. “You know why you’re wrong, McIntyre? You Toplevs? You think you’re better; think
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