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Bernard Figg had always suspected that sleep was up to something.

Not in the poetic sense. He did not lie awake wondering whether dreams were windows into the soul, messages from the unconscious, or some sort of abstract theatre production put on by the brain after too much cheese. Bernard’s concerns were practical. Sleep, in his experience, had a sly, legalistic quality to it. It waited until a person had stopped supervising their limbs, then used the opportunity to make that person look ridiculous. It had already caused him to eat half a bar of decorative soap at a hotel in Bath, send an empty envelope to his dentist, and once attempt to fold a floor lamp because, according to witnesses, he had mistaken it for “an unusually stubborn pair of trousers.”

So when Bernard went to bed on a damp Thursday night feeling perfectly ordinary, he had no reason to suspect that by morning he would be 17,000 light-years from Swindon, officially registered as a consenting exploratory delegate, and somehow responsible for the beverage morale of an alien starship.

The evening itself had been unimpressive in the way only a truly catastrophic evening can be before it knows what it’s doing. Bernard had eaten two potato waffles, watched half a documentary about Roman drainage, and fallen asleep in the armchair while considering whether his radiator was making a noise of mechanical distress or merely expressing itself. At some point after midnight, he rose, eyes closed, and padded out into the garden wearing striped pyjamas, one slipper, and the expression of a man attending a committee meeting in his subconscious.

It was at this exact moment, historians later agreed, that the galaxy made a clerical error.

Hovering six feet above Bernard’s begonias was an intergalactic recruitment vessel from the United Sovereign Coalition of Mostly Cooperative Planets, a bureaucratic alliance so enormous and so administratively dense that it required seventeen separate departments to define the word “volunteer.” The ship had arrived over southern England due to a navigational misunderstanding involving magnetic ley lines, a mistranslated farm sign, and an intern on celestial cartography duty who had confused “Wiltshire” with “Sector Wil’t-7.”

A hatch opened. A pale blue beam descended. Bernard, still technically asleep and in no condition to negotiate the terms of anything more sophisticated than a duvet, wandered upward into the vessel as if called by destiny.

Or by the kettle.

Accounts differ.

Inside the ship, a semicircle of alien officers watched Bernard with the reverent excitement usually reserved for prophesied saviours or surprise pastries. They had been trying for months to recruit a human for the Coalition’s Long Arc Cultural Exchange Voyage, preferably a trained diplomatic specialist, though by this stage almost anyone conscious would have improved their statistics. The mission was intended to build understanding between species and, more importantly, generate funding reports with words like collaboration in them. Previous candidates had fled, screamed, fainted, or asked whether there would be Wi-Fi. Bernard, by contrast, had simply stood there with his eyes shut and murmured, “No, I don’t want the stilton, Auntie June, it knows what it did.”

The translation orb, which had not been calibrated for sleep-mumbling from middle-management-adjacent mammals, interpreted this as full ceremonial assent.

Within minutes, Bernard Figg was signed, stamped, nutritionally scanned, inoculated against thirteen atmospheric inconveniences, and assigned quarters on Deck Seven next to an enthusiastic fungus diplomat with three elbows and a laugh like a cupboard falling downstairs.

Then he woke up.

There are several accepted ways a man may react upon finding himself in a softly humming chamber made of living alloy, under a blanket that appears to be purring, while an octagonal robot politely offers him fermented moon broth and a clipboard. Bernard chose a fourth option: he stared at everything in offended silence, as though the universe had rearranged itself without asking him.

“I’m terribly sorry,” he said at last, in the tone of someone returning soup. “There’s been a mix-up.”

The robot, designated Hospitality Support Unit 9, emitted a pleasant chime. “We celebrate your modesty, Volunteer Bernard. It is common among legendary figures.”

“No, you don’t understand,” said Bernard, sitting upright with the sudden panic of a man remembering he left an iron on in another galaxy. “I was asleep. Properly asleep. Medically irrelevant. I didn’t agree to anything.”

This was translated across the vessel in twelve languages, four scent pulses, and one ceremonial burst of colour. Unfortunately, on most Coalition worlds, “I did not choose this burden” was the traditional phrase uttered by heroes immediately before doing something tiresomely noble.

By breakfast, Bernard had acquired a reputation.

By lunch, he had acquired responsibilities.

By teatime, to his horror, he had also acquired a small but devoted following among the engineering staff, after accidentally fixing the ship’s gravitic stabiliser by leaning on the wrong wall while trying to find a lavatory.

That was the problem, you see. Bernard was not brave. He was not visionary. He did not possess unusual strength, hidden powers, or a jawline that suggested destiny. What he did possess was the deeply transferable skill set of a man who had spent seventeen years in office work, twelve of them in procurement support, resolving problems nobody else had noticed. He understood systems. He distrusted instructions written by committees. He could identify nonsense at a glance and had the rare courage to say, “Has anyone tried switching that off before worshipping it?”

This made him, in the eyes of the crew, either a miracle or management.

On a starship crossing impossible distances toward diplomatic uncertainty, ancient anomalies, and the sort of cosmic misunderstandings that usually end in paperwork, Bernard intended to spend five years doing one thing: making it absolutely clear that he had not volunteered.

He would repeat it to captains, admirals, wormhole customs officers, telepathic fungi, militant poets, and any celestial authority willing to sign a corrective form.

The trouble was that the longer he insisted he didn’t belong, the more indispensable he became.

And the universe, as Bernard was shortly to discover, has a terrible habit of keeping the wrong people.
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Chapter 1: The First Official Attempt to Resign from Space
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Bernard Figg’s first morning aboard the starship Unanimous Intent began with an alarm that sounded like a church choir being politely sick into a trombone.

He sat bolt upright in bed, stared at the curved silver ceiling, and spent a full ten seconds hoping this was the sort of dream that collapsed if you frowned at it hard enough. Unfortunately, the room remained exactly where it was, including the softly glowing wardrobe, the purring blanket, and a window showing several stars behaving with what Bernard considered unnecessary confidence. It was the view, more than anything, that annoyed him. Nothing says your life has gone wrong quite like seeing Saturn from the side.

Then the wardrobe opened and produced a neat folded uniform with a tag that read: WELCOME, ESTEEMED HUMAN VOLUNTEER. PLEASE TRY NOT TO DIE IMPRESSIVELY.

Bernard read it twice.

“I’d like it on record,” he said to nobody visible, “that I object to both the phrasing and the assumptions.”

A hidden speaker chimed. “Objection joyfully logged.”

That was the moment Bernard understood the true horror of intergalactic civilization. It wasn’t the size of the universe, or the complexity of faster-than-light travel, or even the fact that his slippers had apparently been sterilized and aligned by category. It was that space, despite all its majesty, was still run by systems. And systems, once they had filed you incorrectly, would defend the error with the full moral confidence of a drunk stapler.

He got dressed because one should always look respectable when disputing unlawful abduction.

The uniform fitted perfectly, which Bernard found sinister. It was dark blue, lightly luminous, and had a collar that seemed to believe it belonged to someone with command presence. Bernard had never possessed command presence. He had once tried to return a cracked toaster and apologized to it halfway through. Now, dressed like the assistant regional treasurer of a moon empire, he stepped into the corridor and was immediately saluted by a creature resembling a tall shrimp in formal mourning.

“Volunteer Bernard,” it said in a reverent whisper. “Your acceptance has inspired Deck Four.”

“I didn’t accept,” said Bernard. “I drifted.”

The shrimp bowed, clearly moved by this. “Such humility before service.”

Bernard resisted the urge to bang his head against the nearest interstellar surface. He was beginning to see the problem. On Earth, saying “I never asked for this” was a complaint. In space, apparently, it was branding.

In Which Bernard Attempts a Sensible Administrative Correction and Accidentally Improves the Ship

The central administrative atrium was circular, gleaming, and full of alien life forms moving with the purposeful distress of people who had meetings scheduled in six dimensions.

Bernard had imagined, perhaps naively, that a vessel capable of crossing galaxies would have a clearly marked desk labelled MISTAKES HAVE BEEN MADE. Instead, there were seventeen floating kiosks arranged according to a logic that may once have been architectural but had since become religious. A jelly-like clerk directed him toward Civil Intake, which redirected him to Volunteer Harmonization, which redirected him to Mission Spirit Alignment, which redirected him to something called Corrective Gratitude. By the time he reached Registry Appeals, Bernard felt as though he had not been kidnapped so much as processed by optimism.

Behind the appeals counter sat a soft green being with seven eyelids and the exhausted expression common to bureaucrats in all known sectors. Its name badge read ZORLAK (TEMPORARY), which Bernard found ominous.

“I’m here to correct an error,” said Bernard.

Zorlak blinked in sequence. “Wonderful. What kind?”

“The sort where I was asleep when I was recruited for a five-year mission.”

Zorlak tapped a crystal slab. “Ah. Ceremonial involuntary assent with implied subconscious alignment. Very prestigious.”

“No, not prestigious,” said Bernard. “Incorrect.”

Zorlak considered this with admirable seriousness. “I see. Then you will need Form 88-B.”

Bernard experienced a flash of hope. “Excellent. Can I have one?”

“No.”

The flash went out.

“Why not?”

“Because Form 88-B is the form used to request the right to apply for a preliminary inquiry into whether a correction form is warranted. It must be authorised by your departmental superior.”

“I don’t have a departmental superior.”

Zorlak checked the slab again. “You do now. You have been assigned as Auxiliary Human Liaison, Beverage Logic Consultant, and Honorary Morale Contingency.”

Bernard stared. “What on earth is Beverage Logic Consultant?”

At that exact moment, the lights flickered. Somewhere deep in the ship, a gong boomed with the solemn panic of an institution trying not to admit it had forgotten something important.

Zorlak’s seven eyelids snapped open. “Ah.”

“Ah what?”

“That,” said Zorlak, “will be the Tea Interval Failure.”

Now, there are emergencies and there are catastrophes. A hull breach is an emergency. A reactor leak is an emergency. The failure of a scheduled tea interval aboard a ship containing thirty-two species, six of whom required ritual hot liquids to remain diplomatically stable, was a catastrophe of a far higher administrative order.

The atrium changed instantly. Calm dissolved into movement. Officers hurried past with clipboards, crates, ceremonial spoons, and one small alarmed herbivore carrying a kettle like a sacred relic. Somewhere above Bernard, a voice announced: “Attention crew. Due to an infusion systems irregularity, scheduled restorative beverages will be delayed by nine minutes. Please do not declare cultural war.”

Bernard closed his eyes.

On Earth, Bernard had worked for twelve years in procurement support at a regional insurance supplier, which sounded dull but in fact involved managing the emotional weather surrounding office beverages. He knew what happened when tea disappeared. First came denial, then blame, then a dangerous period in which people began using phrases like “just boil some water in the microwave,” which was how civilizations ended.

“What’s failed?” he asked.

Zorlak looked startled. “The thermal infusion manifold on Deck Two. Engineering says the diagnostic screen is displaying only a poem.”

“Take me to it,” said Bernard, before remembering he was trying to resign, not lead a
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