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Cold


Less than three inches separates me from a cold and painful death,  Reg Driscoll thought as they wheeled him across the dismally lit docking bridge and onto The Spartan.  I’d rather be sucked out into the vacuum of space rather than face what’s coming.  But I’m not telling these vultures that.  They can go to hell. 
The activity outside the three inches of alumina-silicate glass had died down a little, but there were still a few maintenance crafts performing last minute checks on the propulsion system and the docking mechanism Reg Driscoll and his retinue were currently crossing.  Autonomous drones and maintenance personnel had been performing last minute tests and modifications to sensors and arrays.  Despite everything he was going through he was still affronted by the very thought of the technological advances he had invented or improved being inspected for the umpteenth time.  The ships he had designed and constructed were advanced pieces of machinery which were self-checking and self-correcting machines with limited artificial intelligence with the ability to diagnose issues and suggest maintenance fixes to the problems.
There hasn’t been one fatality in over thirty years using my transports, he thought to himself.  Over thirty years!  And that death had been caused by human error.  Some idiot had overridden every single safety protocol that had been placed there for a reason.  
The flashing lights of the docking bridge were beginning to give Reg a headache and he rubbed at his right mottled temple with an arthritic hand.  His arthritis had been playing up of late and the knuckles of his right hand were swollen to the size of walnuts.  His first two fingers looked like they had been broken several times as the digits were at severe angles compared to the rest of his fingers.  Despite the arthritic pain and the angle of his fingers he rubbed at his temple and grinned at the pain caused by both his fingers and his growing headache.
“Everything fine, Father?” Desmond asked, feigning a tone of compassion.  Desmond was a comical caricature of a centuries-old character Reg gad read while a young teen created by a twentieth-century author, Agatha Christie.  His eldest son was dressed in a dark blue suit, a hideous lime green cravat that reminded Reg of snot from a freshly blown nose, and a monocle covering his left eye. 
Reg tried not to blanche at his son’s weak attempt at concern and instead he turned his face away as if something had taken his interest out through a reinforced window of the docking corridor they were currently crossing.
He rubbed at his temple harder, in wide circles.
Desmond repeated his question, leaning further forward and placing a thin hand on his father’s shoulder.
Reg looked up at his eldest, barely contained a sneer of contempt, and turned away again.  
Thick and pungent smell of cigar smoke emanated from his son, thinly veiled by copious amounts of aftershave.
It should be you sitting in this infernal contraption, Reg thought.
Desmond had always considered himself a history connoisseur and for the last two or three years he had been reading about the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the aristocracy of the British elite.  He had stumbled across photos of moustachioed gentlemen in fine-looking suits with monocles affixed over one of their eyes.  Desmond had decided to adopt the look as he thought it made him look distinguished and debonair.  Reg thought he looked like an expensive idiot ready to perform an act for the circus.
“Fine and dandy,” Reg mumbled.  “Never felt better.”
“This is for the best,” Margaret, his second child opined.  Her voice was high and shrill and Reg thought he detected a hint of humour there.
A million retorts sprang to his mind, some nasty and vile, others sarcastic, while others dripped with irony.  He suppressed them all.  He had decided shortly after the decision had been made to go out with a small sense of style and not lower himself to his children's depths, even though they were technically following the law.  A law he had fought against adamantly and vociferously over forty years earlier.
For over seventy years, Reg Driscoll, founder and Chairman of Driscoll Enterprises, had been virtually the sole reason why humanity had reached beyond the confines of their home, the Planet Earth and populated the solar system.  Through the technology his company had developed, mankind had visited Mars and built bases and living quarters and moons were home to thousands of people, orbiting space stations dotted the solar system and were picturesque destinations for holiday seekers, politicians and royalty alike.  Reg had always admitted to standing on the heads of giants.  Learning from such innovators like Elon Musk from the twentieth century and Jeremiah Orbison from the twentieth-first.  Governments took too long.  The red tape and bureaucracy were a natural hindrance to technological advancement.
Without Reg Driscoll and Driscoll Enterprises, mankind would still be making long and arduous journeys to the moon and back every couple of decades and the occasional sojourn to Mars.  Trips used to cost billions of dollars and months of travel time, not to mention the years of planning and implementation.  
Over time, Driscoll Enterprises had cut all that in half and then in half again allowing space to become an everyday occurrence, cheap enough for almost every person on the planet.  Space travel was a common occurrence, something to be enjoyed and experienced by virtually everyone.
Reg was a victim of his own success and entrepreneurial spirit.
Reg and his retinue crossed the threshold of the docking bridge and boarded the ship which felt like a coffin.  An alarm sounded abruptly, shrill and loud, signalling the shutting of the reinforced doors of The Spartan.  They slid shut with a sibilant whisper on invisible tracks.  The Spartan was more of a pedestrian carrier than anything else.  Several benches were bolted to the side of the large chamber but the small party remained standing, selecting to stand around Reg Driscoll's motorised wheelchair.  On the far side of the chamber was a thick door separating them from the controls of The Spartan.  Normally, this ship was manned.  Piloted by his own specially selected crew. but today, on the day of his death, it was being remotely controlled by an anonymous, faceless ant somewhere on the lunar surface.  Chosen by the government.
Reg’s chest tightened involuntarily and his mouth suddenly went dry.  He had been expecting this for months, and now that the moment was here he still couldn’t believe it.
“Ungrateful ingrates,” he muttered audibly, through clenched teeth.
“What was that, father?” Margaret asked, leaning forward so her garishly dangling golden earring swung back and forth like a pendulum and hit his cheek.
“Nothing,” he said, louder than he expected.  It almost came out as a harsh bark and Margaret flinched and retreated back to her position behind him and Desmond.  Reg’s mouth was still set firmly and his jaw started to ache.
It’ll be a good companion for my headache and arthritic hands.  What does one more ache matter?  It’ll all be over soon.
He had honestly never considered the compulsory age euthanasia laws would ever affect him.
With mankind’s expansion into the solar system came the explosion of the population to an unimaginable level.  Earth’s population was teetering on twelve billion people and a further eighteen million living permanently in space, living on orbiting space stations around moons and Jovian planets and the surface of their sister planet Mars.  Their own moon was inhabited by hundreds of thousands in connected multistory modules he had designed himself while still a young man in his twenties.  Each module was its own self-sustainable little city, providing oxygen, power and water and limited amounts of food to its residents. 
No one had predicted the population explosion.
And even less had expected the combined governmental bodies of the Earth to decide on a compulsory age-limit euthanasia to be enforced across all people both on Earth and in space.  In the early days, the age limit had been set to seventy-five.  Recently, it had been lowered to seventy-one.
But because of Reg’s contributions to society and science as a whole, it had been decided to exempt him from the compulsory age limit, to allow him to continue to make improvements to the technology and science that underpinned the contributions made by his company, Driscoll Enterprises.
As a result of his stellar success, he had become the richest human being in all of history.  
A ringing suddenly broke the awkward silence among the small group of family members.  Reg slowly turned his head and saw his second child, Margaret, fish out a small device from her pocket.  It was shaped like a small golf ball that radiated different colours on the various sections of the sphere.  Margaret’s thumb rubbed a red section of the ball and that colour stopped flashing but intensified in brightness.  Some words appeared in that area of the sphere but all Reg could make out was the word ‘connected to.’  The last word was hidden by her thumb.
Reg knew what it was instantly.  An IMCD.  An Interstellar Mobile Chat Device, designed specifically for earth-to-space communication.  Normally, communication via radio signals was delayed and cumbersome depending on the distance between the communicators, but the engineers of Driscoll Enterprises had found a way to make communication virtually instantaneous.
This communication invention was one of his proudest accomplishments, even though he himself didn’t create it, Reg had laid the foundation and fostered the workplace environment where his people would think outside of the box and create things that would better mankind.
Margaret moved to the back of the small room, cupped a hand over her mouth and whispered.
“I told you not to call me yet,” she said.  The implant embedded in her cheek muscles picked up the sound and vibrations and sent it through her IMCD and then nearly instantly, to the small device in the possession of the person who had called her.  “We are still on our way to where it’s going to take place….”
There was a pause and she started to nod vehemently.
“Yes, yes, yes.  At least twenty per cent.  About four billion dollars.”  She giggled, and to Reg, she sounded like a deranged lunatic.  “Maybe more.  His stock has been climbing this week.  It’s been climbing all week.  Astronomically.”
Reg thought the opposite would be true if people had been made aware of his own impending death.
Despite her attempts at whispering, Margaret’s voice was crystal clear in the small hangar.  He didn’t have to strain to hear what she was saying.
“Yes, you can start looking.  I know of several modules on the lunar surface that has just hit the market….yes, a perfect Winter getaway.  We’ll buy several that are connected and then start looking at the Jupiter Apartments.  They have amazing views of the planet.  Maybe we can visit Jupiter's surface and have picnics in one of those portable domes they use on Mars.”
Reg shook his head, dumbfounded at his own daughter's arrogance, greed and stupidity.
Margaret paused for several seconds.
“Oh.  It’s a gas giant?  No surface?  Oh well, we’ll sort something out.”  She giggled, louder this time and she had to cover her mouth with her hand to stifle it.
They spoke for another minute or so and then they disconnected the transmission.
Margaret resumed her position behind her father and Reg looked up at his greedy cow of a daughter.  He turned to look at Desmond who had a vile smirk on his face.  No doubt he is mentally spending all my money too.  I’m not cold and buried yet and they are already spending their inheritance.  Bloody vultures.
Behind Margaret, were his three other children from his second wife; Mark, Cindy and Antony.  They were huddled together and were whispering conspiratorially.  They were bowed forward in a small circle and their heads were almost touching, their faces lit up with glee.  Cindy, the oldest of the three in the small circle, was counting off something with her fingers and every time she lowered a finger the other two nodded eagerly, their eyes the size of saucers.  
They were younger than Desmond and Margaret by a number of years but it seemed they were just as eager to get their hands on his vast fortune.  Most of which were tied up in stock on the open markets.  Reg knew, and surely they did as well, if they wanted one red penny they would have to sell shares to be able to spend any of it.  And if they did that, depending on how much was sold, and given that all five of them seemed pretty eager to increase their own bank balances by a significant amount, Reg thought that would be a lot.  That could potentially cause the stock to plummet, which in turn could destroy everything he had built.  
Over decades.
Gone in days, or even hours.
The Spartan jolted slightly as the docking bridge disconnected and several seconds later the thrusters kicked in, moving them forward, away from the transport that had carried them to the ship that would be his final resting place.  The transport would follow them as they got into position and then, after saying their final goodbyes, his children






