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If you ask any long-term, professional writer about the science fiction genre, they will always refer to it at some point as the “what-if” genre. And it is only recently that I discovered how amazingly true this is and that is one of the many exciting things about science fiction.

The genre allows us to take a basic idea that is alive and well in early 2024 and guess and make fun predictions about what that same item will be like in a hundred, a thousand or ten thousand years out.

That is why science fiction is fun.

However, I hadn’t really learnt that trick or that idea at a deep level until I decided to do a near future science fiction volume as the final one for this series. Since I wanted to use science fiction as a way to explore various “what-ifs” about the United Kingdom at the moment. For example, what if the government continues to crackdown on strike and other labour laws? What if the National Health Service collapses? What if... 18 other things?

Therefore, in this great final volume in the series, we get to explore the near future in a fun, gripping and imaginative way that I had a lot of fun writing about. You get to see what happens when health insurance companies take over the UK in “Future Health” and a few other politically based ones.

However, there are a lot more fun ideas and non-political stories too. Including one of my absolute favourite short stories of all time called “Time-Traveling Deliveries” and the fun delivery notification in that story happened to me in real life.

You can also explore a lot of fun stories about aliens in the short stories “Coming Of The Angel Alien” (a really fun Christmas one), “Alien In The Hot Tub” and “Creatures Are Coming”.

So from aliens to humans to what-ifs about the future, this volume covers a whole host of science fiction near future stories and the different ways you can tackle the topic. 

I cannot think of a better way to end this series, so please grab your favourite drink, turn over the page and start enjoying these brilliant near-future short stories.
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A MAGICAL RUN TO THE MOON
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23rd December 2080

Just Outside Earth Orbit, Milky Way Galaxy

Captain Ian Homes sat in his tiny box room of a cockpit, with its dull grey walls, domed metal ceiling and three computer screens that were the touchscreen controls, like he did so often nowadays as he constantly transported metal, food and drink to the moon base that the European Space Agency had developed a couple of decades ago, and Ian was looking forward to getting the Christmas bonus that he always did.

Ian really loved the amazingness of the Christmas run at this magical time of year. 

As he sat in his little chair like the airline pilots of Earth did, Ian allowed the thin blue fabric of the back and arm support take his little weight and he just wanted a few precious moments of peace, quiet and silence to enjoy the sheer magic of what was going on outside.

Christmas time was the only time of the year when the traffic around Earth was smaller, tamer and less chaotic than the other months of the year. Normally the orbital traffic around Earth was so heavily policed by NASA and the European Space Agency that Ian always felt scared of making a single mistake and being arrested.

The traffic was always a hive of activity of little bulky space shuttles and box-like craft that weren’t allowed to land on Earth because it would be a nightmare to get it out back of Earth’s gravity well. There were normally tens of thousands of different shuttles zooming about.

Some were heading to the Moon like Ian, others were heading to Mars and some very ambitious (and rather suicidal) drivers were traveling to the asteroids that NASA and other private companies were mining. But that was a lot more danger than Ian ever wanted to deal with.

Yet tonight and on the other three Christmas runs that Ian would be doing because of the amazing bonuses, his lack of a boyfriend and family and his parents sadly in a nursing home, the traffic in orbit was almost none existence.

Ian’s shuttle was a thin, spinney little shuttle from the earliest days of Space Runs that his father had gifted him as a present, and Ian really loved it. It was even better on nights like this when he was the only shuttle in the entire orbit and route towards the moon.

His shuttle might not have smelt of lemons, cloves and ginger like the more modern shuttles, but Ian loved the smell of his shuttle anyway. He loved how it smelt of oil, burnt ozone and the metallic cargo he was carrying, because as he always used to say to his dad, his shuttle smelt like a real shuttle from the good old days of space exploration. 

Ian didn’t know where the other pilots or drivers were but he didn’t care. He just loved watching the magical, bright stars float in the void of space like sparkling diamonds representing so many millions of choices, opportunities and chances for humanity to grow and develop, if only someone had the balls to take it.

Ian certainly wasn’t that person but he still loved the sheer magic of the holiday season, despite it becoming less and less popular to celebrate it.

The sound of the cockpit’s sliding metal door opening made Ian smile as the amazing smell of rich bitter coffee, rich creamy chocolate and little marshmallows filled the cockpit. 

Ian’s smile grew even more when his best friend Charles King walked in, and Ian was so glad he had wanted to join him on this Christmas run. Charles was still as cute as the day they had met in the academy with Charles’s fit, skinny body, his long brown curls and his full wonderful lips that Ian wanted to kiss so badly.

They might have been both 27-year-olds and in the academy since they were 16-year-olds, but Ian had never had the courage to ask his best friend to spend time alone with him before.

Ian knew that Charles was into him as much as Ian liked Charles, but he had just never felt confident enough to ask out the man he really loved. But Christmas was a magical time of year indeed, and that was exactly what Ian wanted to capitalise on.

Charles handed Ian a large red plastic mug full of the richest, creamiest mocha that Ian had ever smelt, and if Charles was this good at making drinks then Ian really wanted to find out what else he was good at.

“I didn’t know we had coffee and chocolate onboard. I thought I had forgotten all those luxuries,” Ian said.

Charles laughed. “We both know we can buy a lot more coffee, chocolate and diamonds than almost anyone else in the academy, let alone people in the colonies or Earth,”

Ian just smiled because of how true that was. They were both workaholics and that paid extremely well, but Ian still couldn’t help but feel like something was missing in his life. Something like love, companionship and a man.

“I bought them onboard anyway as a thank you for inviting me at last,” Charles said grinning.

Ian took a heavenly sip of the amazing mocha and he seriously wished the explosion of flavour in his mouth would never ever end.

“Why didn’t you ask to come? I always would have let you come with me,” Ian said, grinning even more.

Charles shrugged as he focused on the diamond-like stars in the distance. “Because I didn’t want to impose on you and your traditions. You know what my life was like and I know how much Christmas means to you,”

Ian weakly smiled at his best friend and focused his attention back on his amazing mocha. He did know exactly what Charles’ life had been like, his parents were both military specialists working for NASA leading the charge and expansion of humanity.

They hardly had time for a social life, let alone a kid so Charles never had Christmas, a birthday or anything like Ian did. Charles had been enrolled in military boarding schools since he was six years old and he got thrown out of each one because Charles only wanted his mummy and daddy to come home to him.

But they never wanted to and Charles hated his life until he enrolled in the academy. Then Ian realised what had actually changed when Charles was 16.

“Why did you start taking life seriously when you were 16?” Ian asked, focusing on the beautiful man sitting next to him.

Charles grinned and shrugged just like he did when he was an adorable schoolboy that Ian had loved since the moment he first saw him.

“I met you. I met your family. I saw what life could be like,” Charles said. “Do you remember that Christmas?”

Ian just laughed because it really had been magical. His parents had just visited the Martian colonies and bought back a great bunch of sweet treats so Ian and Charles had stolen them all from his parents and ate them so fast they were both sick. Then with Charles in his arms Ian and his parents all sang, cheered and told amazing stories around their roaring, crackling fire. 

And it really did feel so right to have his parents and Charles around him.

“Why didn’t we ever get together?” Ian asked.

Charles grinned a little and finished his mocha in one beautiful motion. “Because you were always too good for me and I never felt like I deserved you,”

Ian laughed. “Seriously?”

Charles nodded like he hadn’t just said the silliest thing Ian had ever heard. “Of course. I don’t deserve a hot beautiful man that can give me Christmas magic, cheer and a loving family,”

Ian just laughed, he double tapped on each of the three computer screens in front of him and set the little shuttle to autopilot. They were still a good hour away from the moon base and the cleaning procedures of the base to make sure the shuttle didn’t contain any disease from Earth would take another hour, so Ian had time.

Ian stood up and went over to the beautiful, pretty man that he had loved since he was sixteen, young but never foolish. 

Ian took Charles by the hand and just shook his head at him and their lips got closer. “Let us both decide what’s good for us, you silly beautiful boy,” 

As their lips locked, Ian loved the feeling of Charles’s smooth full lips against his and whatever magic, cheer and joy he had gotten from doing Christmas runs with the sparkling stars in front of him. All of that didn’t even remotely come close to the magic he was experiencing right now and wanted to experience for the rest of his life.

When their lips parted and both Ian and Charles were grinning like the schoolboys they had been, Charles quickly made them another plastic mug full of his amazing, sensational mochas.

Then they cheered to the future, to them and to the magical run to the moon that had finally bought them together after so long.
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FUTURE LIFESAVERS
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My heart pounded in my chest.

Everyone I had ever met in the lifeguarding community already hated the first few moments whenever the pager went off and we all instantly knew that a life was in grave danger and without our people someone was going to die.

I always hated those moments because it was always such a deadly race against time. If we were too slow then a corpse would wash up on a beach shortly. Too fast and we risked making a mistake that would make us accidentally kill someone through our own stupid mistakes.

I stood proudly in the large box-room of the driving cabin of our immense bright orange hovercraft stretching tens of metres in all directions. We were a beast of the seas around the UK and we only ever got called in when some serious shit was going down and tons of lives depended on us.

Immense gusts of wind smashed into our hovercraft and whilst the holo-shields tried to keep the worst of it from impacting us. The shields were failing today.

Waves tens of metres tall rose up and down out of the dark blue sea like claws stretching out to pull us down to its foul depths and I had no idea how the hell we were meant to help anyone out here.

The reason why we had been called out was because the conditions were way too bad for the small lifeboats even with their holo-suspension that made it next to impossible for them to capsize.

I wasn’t sure we were going to be any better.

The howling, roaring and screaming of the wind wrapped around us and I knew it was far too dangerous to go outside in these conditions. And I knew it was dangerous enough on deck with the worst of the weather being filtered through the holo-shields.

I had a sick feeling that if the holo-shields weren’t there then we would simply fly off the deck as soon as we stepped outside.

It was that dangerous.

The rich wonderful smell of coffee, Danish pastries and salty sea air filled my senses and I was glad that I hadn’t had breakfast yet because judging by the face of Victoria our helm she was about to lose hers.

I suppose not having breakfast was the only advantage of early morning calls.

“Hovercraft, this is Eastbourne Coastguard do you copy, over,” 

As soon as the coastguard came over on the radio and a small holographic woman appeared on the hard wooden console where Victoria was driving the hovercraft from everyone else fell silent.

I really wanted to know exactly what we were getting involved in.

“Confirmed Eastbourne Coastguard. This is Hovercraft, over,” Victoria said.

“Hovercraft we have reports of a Cargo Ship losing all power, engines and shipping containers have become loose in the storm. The ship is approaching rocks and the ship is carrying explosives too, over,”

As Victoria relayed her response saying that we understood everything I looked at my best friends Jeremy, Claire and William. They were all gripping on grey metal bars for dear life and I didn’t blame them.

We had to save the lives of everyone on that ship but we also had to arrange a tow line because if the explosives went off (something that still happened way too regularly for my liking in the 2100s) then everyone on that ship would die and the ocean ecosystem would be damaged for centuries.

We had to help them.

“Thank you Eastbourne Coastguard, we will be at target in ten minutes, over,” Victoria said.

My stomach tightened and my entire body tensed as I imagined what on Earth could happen in those ten minutes. The ship could explode. The crew could die. A crew member could need a med-evac.

Everything would go wrong.

Victoria hit full power and I stumbled over to my best friends and none of us spoke for the next ten minutes.

You could cut the tension in the air with a knife. We all just wanted these people to be safe and we were all nervous as hell about establishing a tow line.

There were no other ships in the area that could handle this mission. If we couldn’t help them then no one could.

And if we did need to med-evac someone then we couldn’t. There was no chance a Jet could fly in these conditions.

A seagull smashed into the window of the driving cabin.

A second later the wind blew it away. Thankfully the window didn’t crack but the conditions were clearly getting worse.

Ten minutes later we all gasped as we saw this ship wasn’t just any old cargo ship it was a brand-new ship designed to be the Titanic of the oceans.

I had seen plenty of amazing pictures online of its immense blade-like grey metal exterior with huge angel wings on the side to help give it better stability (and they disappeared when the ship went into port) and it was said to be indestructible.

Clearly that was just excellent marketing.

We all went over to Victoria waiting for her command. We were all in our dry suits, thick coats and bright orange helmets ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

Victoria frowned at us and we all knew how badly this was going to go.

She picked up her holographic handset and tried to contact the ship.

“Brownsea Ship, Brownsea Ship, this is Hovercraft please respond, over,” she said.

She waited a few seconds before she tried again. And again. And again.

There was no answer.

I shook my head. “We have to assume that everyone onboard isn’t fit enough to help us,” 

Claire swore under her breath and then she taped the hologram on top of the driving console and she scanned the surrounding area.

I shook my head as we all realised that the cargo ship was less than a mile away from sharp extremely shallow rocks that wouldn’t destroy the hull immediately but slowly it would.

It definitely would be death by a thousand cuts.

Immense booms echoed around us as we watched huge red shipping containers smash into the water below and they were floating towards us.

As we were a hovercraft I wasn’t concerned about them as we could properly just hover over them but if they were damaged and had sharps shards of metal then I was concerned.

“We have to turn back,” Victoria said.

Normally I was always the first one to do as a helm commanded but I didn’t want to leave yet.

“We have to stay. We have to try,” I said.

“We can’t,” Claire said. “The first rule of lifeguarding is to protect yourself and don’t become a casualty,” 

“I know but-” I said.

“I am helm and it is my duty to protect my crew first of all,” Vic said.

“Hovercraft, hovercraft, this is Brownsea Ship, over,”

We all looked at each other completely stunned.

“Hovercraft, I do not know how long this fix will last. Please respond, over,”

Victoria immediately responded.

“Brownsea Ship, this is Hovercraft. We need to immediately establish a tow line between our vessels. Can anyone help? Over,”

“Negative Hovercraft. My crew are injured, trapped below deck or fighting to contain loose containers. I am the only one available to help. Over,”

I could see the look of despair in Victoria’s eyes. I snatched the handset off her. Everyone gasped.

“We need to break protocol,” I said. “Captain where is the strongest point on your ship,” 

“The stern,” 

I looked over the huge waves that rose and fell rapidly and tried to ignore the howling, roaring, screaming wind smashing into us.

The stern was the closest part to the rocks. We couldn’t risk the Hovercraft heading that way towards the back.

“What about the bow?” I asked.

“That would be strong enough for a tow line but I cannot reach there,”

“Leave it to us. Just make sure the ship doesn’t steer to one side or another. Over,”

The line crackled so I presumed the captain’s fix finally failed.

Before Victoria could moan at me I looked at her. “Can you get us to the bow of the Cargo ship? Give me a line and when we’re on top of wave and the Ship is below us I’ll jump,”

The entire crew were silent and I hated it. The plan was crazy and I was basically doomed to die but it was the only way.

“Only if you wear a secondary line so if you fall in there’s a small chance we can pull you up,” Victoria said.

I nodded. Knowing full well that if I fell into the water the current would easily snap the line or my little body would get smashed in-between hundreds of tons of between Cargo Ship and Hovercraft.

I was a dead man anyway but for the sake of the people on that ship I had to die trying.

Victoria quickly went over to the Cargo ship and tried to position us as best she could.

Meanwhile me and Claire strapped me into a very comfortable bright orange harness with a bright red rope tied around me and we set to work.

Me and Claire forced open the large door outside and the sheer coldness, wetness and brutality of the wind smashed into me like bullets.

I forced my feet to move through the pain and we set to work.

We slowly inched ourselves forward more and more and when we reached the very tip of the Hovercraft’s bow my stomach flipped as I saw us nose-dive into a wave.

I gripped onto the wire railing as my feet rose up off the floor and Claire screamed. Thankfully she was okay but this was deadly work.

As the Hovercraft rose up into another wave Claire passed me a thick tow line and I made the “okay” sign at her. It was impossible to talk over the sound of the waves but I was tense as anything.

I had everything I needed to make the jump so I waited for the Hovercraft to reach the dip of the next wave.

And I saw the Cargo Ship just flopping around there. Huge waves were smashing over the decks and the bow.

If a wave hit me then I was as good as dead.

But there was no time I knew at any moment Victoria was so going to call off the whole operation.

So I jumped.

I was stupid not to give me a running start of anything but I just jumped.

I screamed as I fell towards the metal bow of the Cargo ship.

I was going to miss.

I was going to go into the water.

I stretched out my fingers.

Managing to barely catch onto to something.

I screamed in pain as agony shot through my fingers.

Yet I couldn’t fail.

My heart was pounding. I forced myself up.

I realised I had grabbed onto a broken metal wire railing that was flapping about in the extreme wind.

I pulled myself up onto the icy cold metal deck of the bow and thankfully there was a large black metal anchor thing. I went towards it.

My brain was analysing everything so I forgot names of boat parts but I set to work.

The tow line was starting to get more and more tense in my hands so I knew I had to act quickly before the tow line was ripped out of them.

I tied the thick rope around the black metal thing as quick as I could and as I tied as I could.

I thought I heard someone scream my name as I watched the world turn black as an immense dark blue wave rose up out of the ocean and smashed down on me.

All I remembered was the sheer icy coldness and sheer force of the impact as my world went black.

***
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“Gold Medal for service hey Dominic?” 

A few months later I sat in a very comfortable wooden chair with a bright purple cushion and I just smiled at my best friends Claire, Jeremy and William as they gathered around me in my living room. 

It had been ages since I had been here and admired its bright baby blue walls, wonderfully soft sofas and great looking artwork that my wife had picked up over the delightfully long years of our marriage. My best friends all had beers in their hands because none of us were on duty tonight and I loved that.

It was so nice to actually get to see my friends without the constant stress and worry of being called out at a moment’s notice. It was a good day and I seriously couldn’t fault them with how they had acted after what happened on the cargo ship a few months before.

It turned out as soon as the wave had knocked me partially overboard the captain had radioed the lifeboat to start towing at all speed so they did.

Meanwhile Claire, William and Jeremy all forced themselves outside into mortal danger to start pulling me back towards the ship and each of them had almost been knocked overboard twice.

They really did risk their lives to save me.

And thankfully because of all of us the Brownsea Ship was perfectly okay, no one died and everyone got the medical attention they needed so badly. And everyone was expected to make a full recovery.

I wished that Victoria could have made it but after she had written to the Life Guarding Association ten times to force them to give me a Gold Lifetime Service Award she had retired and she had written another twenty letters to the Association about them making me the new Helm.

Victoria was a hell of a pitbull when she wanted to be.

And whilst I never would support her decision for leaving and retiring because she felt like she wasn’t good enough as a helm anymore (complete nonsense of course), I would always, always class her as a friend.

And if she hadn’t been travelling to see her son and his boyfriend up North then I would have loved to have her here today.

As me and the others talked, laughed and even broke out into song a few times I realised that I really was the luckiest man alive. I had some amazing friends, a wonderful wife and I had saved so many lives over the course of my career that it might have just been me doing my job but I was extremely proud that I did what I did no matter the danger.

And I really, really hoped that I would be doing this great job until I died because it definitely was the best
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