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Book I

Only who is left


 


It was now or never. The Earth was dead. War
had decimated her then had tortured, raped and burnt her. Nothing
grew. Nothing flew, swam, walked or crawled. Seas were poisoned.
The land was charred. The air was acrid. This journey was
humanity's final, most desperate act. It was our last chance. We
had but one ship, and I, Alex5, was its captain.


 


I: Alex5

 


War does not determine who is right
- only who is left

Bertrand Russell


 


Daylight filtered through my eyelids. A cool
pillow hugged my head and hair tickled my nose. Despite the
familiar elements, I found myself confused, disorientated. Deep
breaths calmed me and sweet perfume offered me perfect coordinates.
I reached out, circled Emma's slender waist and pressed myself into
her naked body. She yawned. A stretch momentarily tore her from me
then she relaxed and snuggled her buttocks back into my groin. I
kissed her neck, cupped a pert breast and gently rolled the nipple
between my finger and thumb. It grew and hardened. She moaned,
slowly rolled over and sleepily kissed my lips. Her left hand
reached for my genitals, surrounded the loose flesh of my scrotum
and squeezed. Surprise prised opened my eyes. She was grinning; her
green eyes were flashing. Slender fingers spidered up my swelling
shaft and stroked me into hardness.

'Good morning, Alex.' Her voice was a
throaty whisper. 'Fuck me again, Sweetheart.'

'You have a filthy mouth, Emma9.'

'It's 'cos of where you make me put it.'

I grabbed her long blonde hair and forced
her head beneath the covers.

Afterwards, we showered together. She dried
me and helped me dress, kissing my lips between each deftly
fastened button. Lust filled me again as I gazed down at her
nakedness. She was beautifully proportioned, simultaneously shapely
and petite. A smug smile lit her lovely face as my arousal prodded
her belly.

'It pleases me how easily I can turn you on.
Now, what am I going to do with this beauty?'

As she spoke, her index finger circled my
cock's swollen tip. Pleasure took my breath, but duty quickly
reclaimed it.

'I have to go, Baby...'

An index finger pressed to my lips.

'I know.'

She closed her eyes and turned her face
away. I knew she was trying not to cry. Words I'd promised never to
repeat spilled past her pressing finger.

'I wish... wish you were coming with
me.'

Wet hair silently swept her shoulders as she
raised and turned her head. Our eyes locked together. She
whispered.

'So do I.'

'Emma?'

Astonished by her change of heart, I pulled
her to me and squeezed her hard enough to break her. She freed
herself from my grasp. I watched her thoughts solidify. The
resultant jagged syllables cut me to shreds.

'I've had a long time to think about it. Too
fucking long. I've made some terrible decisions in my life, but
this is by far the worst. There's... there's so much I regret... so
much I need to tell you. Too late now, I know.' She snorted a
bitter laugh then whispered again. 'I'm so sorry, Baby.'

'Oh, God, Emma. Three years hasn't been
enough - I want to spend the rest of my life with you.'

There were tears in my eyes. Her stilted
words escaped between sudden sobs.

'I did… what I thought … was right, Alex…
Always...'

'I know. I know...'

'There's so much I can do here, for the
sick, the old, the ones who are left behind. I owe it to them. I
have to go home.'

She had never spoken of her home life, her
family, and I had imagined it was simply too painful. My words were
trite, redundant, of another time.

'Your home is with me now.'

Another sob shook her stunning body.

'I couldn't abandon them. Couldn't just
leave them to their fate.' Anger suddenly surfaced. 'But I wish I
had the guts... wish I'd had the strength...' She held my face in
her trembling hands, her wide, red-rimmed eyes pleading, 'Please
stay with me.'

I dared not even give it thought. My voice
was tiny.

'I am their captain, their leader. They
depend on me. To back out now would be unthinkable, would leave
their lives in limbo.'

That was that. They were my final words on
it. But I was torn. Unbearably torn.

We sat on the bed holding hands in silence.
The clock ticked. Bags were packed. My shuttle was ready. I stood.
Emma fell to her knees and hugged my thighs.

'Alex...'

'Em...'

She cried silently. Need poured from her
eyes and mouth.

'I love you.'

*

The massive ship gleamed in the ochre glow
of the morning sun. She'd been christened Max Thrust II, in memory
of the first near-light-speed vessel that had tragically
disintegrated during testing. The Naming Committee was somehow
unaware of the notoriously dim-but-potent porn star who also bore
that moniker. The joke wasn't lost on the crew:

Let's hope the ship has the speed of the
original vessel and the staying power of the actor - and not the
other way around.

On board, there was frenzied activity as
Maintenance made their final checks. Most of the crew were already
sedated and slept soundly in their pods. Once in orbit, the pods
would be sealed and stasis generators would be activated. For each
blissfully unaware occupant, time would literally stand still.

Security cleared the ship and we were soon
underway. Within hours, we passed through Jupiter's orbit. The
massive planet's swirling spot stared benignly through us as we
swept by. Steven13, my first officer, saluted and several others
spontaneously followed suit. Silence fell. Solemnity descended. We
would never see Jupiter again. His looming presence seemed to
impact on everyone on the bridge and brought home the finality of
our mission. The shame of what we'd done to Earth made me hang my
head. I imbued the silent giant with a voice; if he could speak, it
was surely the least of what he'd say.

'You had the most beautiful planet in all of
creation and you fucked it. Where are you going now? Off to fuck up
some other paradise?'

Picking up speed, we left our solar system
behind. Sol became a distant dot, mere punctuation amongst the
constellations.

One by one, the crew had retired to Stasis
Deck and now it was my turn. My pod was in Hold 18 of twenty. Each
hold contained two hundred stasis pods. They were upright,
suspended between floor and ceiling, and arranged somewhat like
centurions, in two opposing legions of ten rows of ten. My pod was
on the front row of my legion. Hold 18's other hundred pods faced
me across a wide walkway.

I clambered inside, closed the transparent
door and glanced around. Blinking LED's lit both familiar and
unfamiliar faces, their eyelids inert in dreamless sleep.
Regulation grey stasis suits, each with the occupant's name
embroidered on the breast, hugged every contour of their bodies. So
far, everything had gone similarly smoothly. Relief mingled with
immense pride and conspired to raise the corners of my mouth into a
satisfied smile. Though I knew no one could hear me, I felt obliged
to say a few words.

'Good luck, everyone. Sleep tight. See you
in the morning.'

In the background, the ship hummed her
monotone approval. Where would she take us? What wonders would we
see? And how many years away was morning? I swallowed the
sedative.

'Close clamps.' My arms, legs, head and
torso were held in place. 'Secure pod. Computer?'

'Yes, Captain?'

'Begin stasis checks and engage when
ready.'

'Yes, Captain.'

The drugs began to take effect.

'Computer?'

'Yes, Captain.'

'Don't forget to... wake... me...'

'Captain?'

'What is it now?'

'You have a visitor.'

'A visitor?'

My pod hissed open. Clamps released. Gentle
footfalls approached from my left. Incredibly, Emma appeared before
me, a wide grin on her lovely face. She was beautifully,
breathtakingly naked. Slowly sinking to her knees, she unzipped me,
freed my tool and took its soft coil onto her pink tongue. My heart
pumped and filled her with my love.

She tugged my pants to my knees. A can of
spray foam rested in her right hand; a cutthroat razor glinted in
her left. The cold cream took my breath as she smeared it around my
genitals. After licking my hard tip once more she raised my shaft
to vertical and began to scrape the shining steel across my
dangling scrotum. Each pass was blissful. The deadly blade glinting
at my groin aroused me intensely. I thought back to the first time
she'd shaved me, when - without warning - I'd ejaculated into her
face. Her right eye had still been red the next day. We often
laughed about it.

A white towel cleaned the surgical steel.
The same soft towel wiped me clean. Her tongue and lips titillated
the smooth skin, while her foamy finger slid into my arse. Eyes
scanned my face for guidance, though she didn't need any - she
always knew what I wanted long before I did. God, I loved her.

Her blonde hair spilled through my fingers
as I fucked her heavenly mouth. Though rapt with ecstasy, tears
streamed from my eyes. I climaxed while gazing into her beatific
face. Cum overflowed. It oozed through her red lips, dribbled down
her chin, and dripped onto her tits. Emma massaged the milky goo
into her stiff nipples then leaned back onto her heels. Cool air
washed over me as I left the slippery heat of her mouth. She
swallowed then lapped again at the rod of hard flesh. A last spurt
spattered her lips and she captured it with a sweep of her tongue.
She kissed my belly till I shrank into flaccidity then eased my
cock back into my pants and zipped me up.

In a state of bewilderment, I picked up my
bags and left her, gently closing the door behind me. I walked, but
knew not where. The corridor's thick carpeting muffled my
footsteps; the hard white walls reflected my heavy breaths. A
sudden shout halted me. I waited. Listened. Tiptoed back. Strained
my ears. Silence.

'Alex!'

A gunshot hammered my eardrums. I snatched
open the door. Emma was still on her knees, her chin and hard brown
nipples still glistening with my cum. A gun smoked at her temple.
Scarlet blood spattered the white wall. More trickled down her
cheek and mingled with the liquid life I had just wasted on her.
Tears glinted in her wide green eyes. Her smile was twisted,
demonic, her voice that of a child.

'Alex, please don't go!'

Blackness. Silence.

Confusion was quickly followed by stark
realisation: I had been dreaming, drifting down a stream of
unconsciousness while sorting a mess of shuffled memories. But if I
were dreaming, I was sleeping. And if I were sleeping then time was
moving.

Something was terribly wrong. There had been
no wake-up call, no alarm, so my pod was still sealed, and yet I
was somehow semi-conscious. That could not occur without a major
fault. There was only one explanation.

Stasis had failed; time was ticking.

I tried to open my eyes. Nothing. I tried
again. The sedative was still in my system, preventing movement.
Dim light permeated my eyelids. The same light had probably
triggered the dream of Emma’s bed, our last goodbye, and the jumble
of events that followed. A droplet of sweat trickled from my
forehead and tickled my cheek. That was a good sign: my senses were
waking. I checked my breathing; it was shallow and almost silent,
barely noticeable. I had no way of knowing how long time had been
running, but I knew I had very little time to free myself before
the air in the pod ran out and I suffocated. Eyelids fluttered and
parted. I struggled to focus.

The stasis pods across from me glowed in the
sickly light. Green LED's blinked, at least suggesting the pods
were operational. My brain was still numb. Who were those people?
Memories whirred. Steven13, Greg... Mark21. Fine officers. I
strained my eyes. As though a shroud had been removed, my vision
suddenly cleared. Horror injected adrenaline into my heart and a
hoarse gasp consumed precious litres of air.

Bloated heads. Contorted features. Blue,
swollen lips. Bulging, bursting eyeballs. Fuck. Fault was an
understatement. Death surrounded me. And soon I would join them. I
struggled, a mad internal struggle that had no outward
manifestation. I tried again, strained every sinew. My cheek
twitched. My lips moved. Again I tried and failed. Breathing was
becoming laboured and increasingly fruitless. Lungs burned. Stars
burst inside my spinning head and faded into blackness. I was
drowning in lifeless air, had but seconds to act. The training
kicked in.

Don't panic. Panicking wastes resources.

Toes flexed. Fingers juddered. Stretched.
Reached.

Fuck, where is it? Calm down! Remember the
training. Where? There! Reach! Almost...

I split into two. Half of me accepting: half
fighting.

I didn't think it would end like this...

Emergency override!

Alex5: survived the war, the chaos, fear and
hatred... and died in quiet solitude.

Find the damned keypad.

It is time. All that work, all those plans,
to die like this.

I won't die here!

This is it. Don't struggle. Relax.

The sequence!

So peaceful.

Press the sequence. What is it?

Forget it! It's too late... Sleep.

No! What is the fucking sequence?

Sleep... So, so nice...

Fuck off! Think. Fucking think! Yes!

. -- -- .-

Emma.

Oxygen flooded the pod. Drugs poured into my
system. I sucked in huge lungfuls of sweet life, yet was still
unable to move. Returning memory told me it would take a minimum of
seven minutes for the revival sequence to complete.

I waited. And waited. All the while staring
death in the face. There was nothing else for me to do.

My pod opened with a beautiful hiss, the
movement activating the hold's sensors. Floodlights blazed. An
alarm sounded, its insistent beep-beep rattling my thumping head.
Still unable to move my limbs, I blinked and again focussed on the
horrific faces opposite. Unlike my dream, we had entered this hold
together. It seemed like only moments ago. I could still hear the
noisy nervous chattering, the laughter and the backslapping. Jokes
were still cracking and banter still flowed. I prayed they had all
passed peacefully in their sleep.

The alarm stopped abruptly. Echoes died. The
ensuing silence was deathly. I tested my legs. Okay. I'll be okay.
My voice croaked. I bit my tongue and swallowed. At my spoken
bidding, the clamps released. I tried to step forward, but fell to
the floor with a painless clatter. I lay still for long minutes,
till dull aches began to nag at me. Moments later, pain pierced the
anaesthesia and the cold hard floor pressed into my face.

I breathed deeply and tested my muscles
again. Drew up my knees. Hugged my chest. A herculean effort pulled
me onto my feet. I was suddenly aware of a cold sticky wetness that
shrivelled my balls. An embarrassing stain darkened the groin of my
snug grey stasis suit causing a desperate thought to take root and
thrive: across space and time, Emma had saved me, had stirred me
with the wettest of dreams then shocked me into consciousness with
the ultimate sacrifice. Steadying myself against a pod, I shed more
tears, both for her and for the poor souls who surrounded me. I
steeled myself, wiped the blur of grief from my eyes. My First
Officer's decomposing face gazed grotesquely through me.

Steven13 was my best friend. We had studied
together, worked and fought together. Drank and laughed together.
The name on his stained and rotting stasis suit was barely legible.
He was hermetically sealed, like Snow White inside her
glass-fronted casket, but, unlike the mythological girl, there was
nothing pure, pale and virginal here. Death had fucked him then
liquefied him into fetid waste. Snow Black.

I retched, turned and staggered along the
line. Dead. Dead. Dead. All dead. Some were recent. Others - bare
bones sloshing up to their thighs in black viscous goo - might have
been dead for years. Many would have struggled just as I had
struggled. None of them had made it, yet the hold's central control
panel showed nothing but green lights.

This was Stasis Deck. Four thousand souls at
the mercy of machinery. How many had survived? I ran between the
rows, shouting out, panic pumping through my veins.

'Anybody here? Anyone?'

There! Thank God! One still alive. I kissed
the glass then ran between the putrid ranks. Another one here! No.
Gone. So many dead. The hold overflowed with death. It submerged
me; the shock and the effort drained me. Dizzy and fighting for
breath, I slumped to the floor once more. Again training overrode
the panic.

'Get up! No fucking time for that.'

Pulling myself to my feet, I stumbled back
between the rows and deactivated the sole survivor's pod. I waited
then watched with relief as Michael3's facial muscles twitched. The
pod hissed open. His chest rose and fell. Eyelids peeled apart. I
spoke as calmly as I could.

'Michael, there’s a fault. I'm waking you.
No panic. Wait here till I return.'

His brown eyes signalled his understanding.
I checked the rows again and found one I had inexplicably missed.
He was tall, bearded and gaunt. Punching buttons on his pod, I
entered the revival sequence. He didn't respond. I made adjustments
to the controls and tried again. His whole body twitched and his
eyes snapped open. He stared straight through me. I swung open his
pod.

'Hey, relax, buddy!' I read the name on his
breast. 'Keith, there’s a problem. I'm reviving a small party to
carry out repairs. Take your time. Wait here. I'll be back
shortly.'

Just three survivors from the two hundred in
this hold. Nineteen more holds to go. If the losses were replicated
throughout the crew, we were finished. We had anticipated some
casualties, but a disaster of these proportions had been
unforeseen. I said a silent prayer as I opened the airlock that led
directly into the next hold. Hold 19.

Lights activated automatically, filling the
hard cold space with a brittle brightness. The alarm punched my
head with its broken blare. I cringed, clamped palms to my ears and
prayed for it to stop while collecting and piecing together
fragmented thoughts. Hold 19 contained only females, as did all the
odd-numbered holds; though I could not recall exactly why, I
remembered that in stasis the sexes are separated and maintained in
slightly different conditions.

The alarm stopped. Echoes died away. The
central control panel's winking regularity offered no reassurance;
recent experience denied me any such comfort. Thoughts raced. Was
Hold 18 a tragic anomaly? Dashing between the rows of sleek blue
pods suspended from the hold's supporting girders, I clung to that
hope.

Incredible. Unbelievable. Hope burst from
me. Two hundred serene, extant, beautiful faces. Not a single
casualty.

Keith was still in his pod when I got back,
but, incredibly, the other pod was empty; its former occupant’s
recovery had been unbelievably quick. I had to find him and soon.
Such a nightmare could scar a man for life. I heard whimpers, soft
crying like a child. I followed my ears. There, curled in a corner,
arms covering his head. He was shaking. I knelt next to him and
placed my hand on his shoulder. He looked up, his brown eyes
staring manically. Though it was chilly in the hold, perspiration
shone on his smooth black skin. With some effort, I recalled the
red lettering I'd seen embroidered on his suit.

'Michael? You know who I am?' He nodded
warily. I spoke even more softly. 'As you can see, something
terrible has happened. I'm almost certain it's restricted to this
hold. The women next door are all fine. Hear me? All fine. I want
you to wait here with Keith.'

He shook his head and raised a crooked
pointing finger. His eyes were wild and streamed with tears.

'Dead... all dead! Oh, my god!'

I shouted over my shoulder.

'Keith! Get over here. Look after him will
you?'

Keith lurched towards us, his features
twisted by a mix of fear and confusion.

'What the fuck has happened?'

'I don't know. I'm going to wake the Wakers.
Stay here! Do nothing. Remember: none of the ship's systems can be
trusted. I'm going on foot, so I may be a while.'

I left them huddled together. There was so
much to do my head spun. Michael and Keith were the least of my
problems.

The Wakers were in Holds 1 and 2. Two
hundred men and two hundred women specially trained in stasis
revival and its associated mental and physical side effects.

I burst into the deck's long central
corridor. Lights flared into life ahead of me. I questioned the
computer as I ran. Whether I could trust her or not, I was going to
need her.

'Computer. What is the status of Stasis
Deck?'

Her voice was unrecognisably high-pitched
and excited.

'Captain? Is that really you? Oh, wow!'

'Computer?'

'Oh, sorry. But it's so good to hear your
voice! It's been...'

'Report, please!'

She checked her childlike enthusiasm, but
could still barely contain herself.

'Three pods open in Hold 18, otherwise all
are sealed and functioning correctly.'

'Computer, check that data. It cannot be
valid. I have seen...'

'Check completed. Three pods open in Hold
18, otherwise all, as I said, are sealed and functioning
correctly... Oh, but yes, I see what you mean - visual data is
somewhat at odds with that conclusion. How strange!'

'Holds 1 and 2. Report on Holds 1 and 2!'
Plimsolls slapped against the metallic floor, the echoes ringing
like gunshots. My breaths were rasping and ragged. 'Report!'

Again her voice rose in pitch as incredulity
algorithms engaged.

'Dear me! How could I have been so wrong? So
incredibly… wrong?'

'Computer!'

'Sorry, Captain. Hold 1 appears normal. I
say "appears" - not a word I would normally use, of course - simply
because of my recent errors of judgment. Statistically speaking, I
would expect ninety-nine point seven-seven-four percent of the
occupants to be alive.'

'Hold 2?'

'One hundred percent fatalities.' She
mistook my silence for misunderstanding and rephrased her report.
'Captain, Hold 2 has no survivors.'

I reached the massive white sliding doors to
Hold 1. After my mad rush to get here, I paused. Several deep
breaths helped me regain some composure. I spoke quietly and
calmly.

'Computer?'

'Yes, Captain?'

'Statistically, how many of the whole crew
would you expect to be still alive?'

'That's a hard one. I really wouldn't want
to commit...'

'Computer!'

Her response was immediate.

'Fifty-one point zero five percent.'

My heart stopped. The enormity of my task
overwhelmed me. I spoke as calmly as I could.

'Which holds are worst affected?'

'The even numbers.' Shock stole my tongue
and again she began to explain. 'You know? Two, four, six...'

'All the male holds?'

'Yes. Female casualties, zero. Male
casualties, one thousand, nine hundred and fifty-eight. No, wait!
Pod one-two-seven in Hold 14 appears to...'

My hands clasped to my ears. I couldn't bear
to listen. A stasis pod of grief surrounded me; time stood still.
The casualties were too great to imagine. The grief too great to
bear. The computer's incongruously jolly voice cut through.

'Casualties are now one thousand nine
hundred and fifty-nine!'

The doors to Hold 1 fizzed open. I dashed
inside and began to rouse the Wakers.

With a frantic pushing of buttons, I revived
the two highest ranked. I paced up and down, waited till they had
fully recovered before explaining what had happened, reckoning they
would need all their faculties to cope. I was right. As I spoke,
their eyes widened with pained incredulity. Tears flowed. Carmel's
pretty freckled face turned ugly with grief. Fingers tore through
her short amber hair.

'Oh, God! It can't be true. It can't be! My
little brother is in Hold 18.'

She broke down. Erica2 supported her.
Trepidation etched the tall blonde's face. They both looked to me
for answers. I had none. I was making it up as I went along.

'Carmel... I'm sorry. There's nothing to be
done for him now.

'If the computer is correct, we have around
two thousand survivors. Almost all are female. All must be woken
manually, individually - we can't trust the ship's systems.
Besides, if everyone woke together, panic could ensue. This is
where your training comes to the fore. Wake one each. Explain what
has happened. Assess their reactions. If they seem capable, the
four of you can wake four more. The eight will lead to sixteen and
so on. It should take...'

Erica took over. Her voice was even; her
cool blue eyes were fixed and determined.

'With respect, Captain, we have practised
this many times. If we assume the female holds are safe for the
moment... in around forty minutes, ten teams of two will have
searched the men's holds for survivors. That will be our
priority.'

'Keith and Michael need urgent attention in
Hold 18.'

'They will be cared for in due course. Ten
further teams of two will be dispatched to the men's holds once we
have the numbers available. Meanwhile, with those who remain, we
should have roused everyone in here in around… seventy minutes. I
will then place teams in the women's holds and wait for your
further instructions - it may be prudent to keep the women in
stasis till we have fully assessed the situation. As you say, panic
must be avoided.'

'My thoughts exactly. Thank you.'

In Erica, I had chosen well; however, Carmel
was a different proposition. Though extremely capable, events had
made her vulnerable. Erica read my thoughts, had that covered
too.

'Because of the predicted scale and nature
of casualties, some amongst us may be unable to function
effectively. If I factor in a twenty percent susceptibility rate,
we should still be finished in here in around... eighty five
minutes.'

She was good.

'Twenty percent? Is that...'

'Worst case, yes.'

Relief released a sigh.

'You know all these women well?'

She looked around and nodded.

'I do, Captain. Very well. They were
carefully chosen. I'll set up teams to deal with casualties of all
types. I have people in mind. Leave it with us. Our training
covered many extreme scenarios.'

‘Thank you, Erica. I’m pretty sure it’s a
software problem, but other possibilities must not be ignored.
Leave the dead sealed. Infection protocols must…’

‘Captain, this is our field. You can trust
us. We know what we are doing.’

She turned to Carmel and the younger woman
nodded her agreement.

The two women hugged. They exchanged quiet
words. Erica's slender athletic frame towered over Carmel's petite
form like a mother to her young daughter. Carmel wiped her eyes,
gazed up into Erica's calm face and nodded slowly. The older
woman’s voice was soothing yet strong.

'Are you sure you're okay?'

'Yes. I'm fine.' Carmel turned her face
towards me. 'Captain?' Behind her stoic eyes, her heart was
breaking. 'Can I see him?'

'Once the Waking is underway and if Erica
can spare you...' I looked to the taller woman and she nodded her
understanding, 'then you may go to him. But prepare yourself. He
may be unrecognisable.' Carmel bit her lip and tears began to flow
again. This wasn't how any of us had expected to be woken. ‘Be
brave, Carmel. Others' lives depend on you now.'

She breathed deeply, nodded and turned back
to Erica.

'I’m okay. Let's get started.'

The women embraced again then stepped
towards the ranks of pods, pointing, planning and selecting. Erica
was brilliant. Her voice and manner had calmed even me. The crew -
or what was left of it - was in safe hands. I turned and ran back
down the corridor and headed for the bridge. It was time to find
out where we were.

*

It took me about ten minutes to reach the
bridge on foot, a journey that should have taken mere seconds. But
I got there alive, wasn't crushed or microwaved in the shuttlelift,
or suffered whatever anomalous death the ship had possibly lined up
for me. Though I prayed the computer's speech algorithms were her
only problem, it seemed likely she was the key to our plight.

Lights faded up. Control panels came to
life. After a cursory glance, it became apparent we were no longer
moving under our own steam, but were drifting in a fixed solar
orbit. Filling the whole of one curved wall, a giant monitor screen
flickered then displayed multi-screen views of the biospheres. The
images, captured the instant before the stasis fields were
activated, brought some relief. Bees hovered, frozen in flight.
Myriad motionless trees and countless paralysed plants waited for
time to start rolling again. I saw grain, rice, soya and potatoes.
Ripe fruit and green vegetables ready to be picked. We needed them
to thrive if we were to survive.

'Let's see what's out there.'

The monitor turned black then glowed with
starlight. I panned around, zoomed in on a plethora of celestial
objects. Cartwheeling galaxies. Swirling clouds of cosmic debris.
Then I focussed on the system we had unwittingly become a part of.
Giant planets with massive moons and majestic rings. Smaller pitted
spheres with icecaps, bands of cloud and tiny moons. Belts of
asteroids circled between the system's five gas giants. I checked
the sensors and scrutinised the on-screen data. It could
undoubtedly have been worse. At a range of some two hundred million
miles, we were orbiting a star of similar magnitude and age as our
old Sun.

'Erica? How are things progressing?'

There was no reply, not even static.
Nothing.

'She won't answer. There is apparently an
"unidentified error" with communications.'

'Computer?'

'Yes, Captain?'

'Get to work on that, will you?'

'I'll have a look, but I'll make no
promises.'

She seemed even more excitable than before.
I ignored her remark, returned to my reason for being here.

'Where are we?'

'To be totally honest, I haven't the
foggiest. I don't recognise anything out there.'

Her earlier responses had been eccentric,
but this was simply bizarre. Machines weren't programmed to talk
like that, and for good reason. She was chatty, had somehow lost
her formal, official tone. And she was vague, bordering on
clueless. I'd faced more pressing matters earlier and had ignored
her behaviour. Now all my focus was on her. I asked a question that
addressed many questions.

'Are you... joking?'

She laughed.

'Dear me, no, you'll know when I'm joking!
You'll laugh till you cry! I've had bloody ages to...'

She'd definitely not been programmed for
humour.

'How long have you had?'

'Depends what you mean - time's relative,
don't you know! How long for you, or how long for the people left
on Earth?'

'For us, of course!'

'Of course? Why of course? You've been in
stasis, came out of it not one second older than when you went in.
What difference does it make to you? I, on the other hand...'

I remained outwardly calm.

'Computer, it makes a difference. How
long?'

'Seven thousand three hundred and
twenty-five years and ninety...'

'For us! Not Earth! How long for us?'

'If you'd let me finish! Seven thousand
three hundred...'

'Are you saying we have been travelling at
near light-speed for seven thousand years?'

'Give or take a few hundred, yes.'

'Are you sure?'

'I'm certain.'

'And Earth?'

'As far as Earth is concerned - assuming
it's still there - we left a little over six million years
ago.'

I sank to the floor and pressed my palms to
my eyes, as though trying to squeeze the figures into my brain. The
time span was unbelievable. The distances involved were staggering.
And then the responsibility hit me: I was captain of the ship
carrying the last human beings in the whole universe. Almost half
were dead. The computer had gone mad. And we were totally lost.

'Computer, why did you bring us here, to
this system?'

'That's a good question...'

'Have sensors registered life here?'

'No. There is no life...'

'Then why?'

'...no life anywhere.'

Yet another erratic response.

'What? Are you telling me you have found no
sign of life anywhere in seven thousand years?'

'Seven thousand three hundred and...'

'Yes, and the rest! No life....'

'None at all.'

That was unbelievable. I didn't expect
intelligent life: that takes a freak, a giant leap that Earth had
witnessed only once in her six billion years. But no life at all?
Simple life - where conditions are right - occurs almost
automatically and can surely be found everywhere. She couldn't have
been looking. She interrupted my thoughts as I stared out into star
spangled space.

'I know what you're thinking: I didn't look.
Well, let me tell you, I looked. I looked bloody hard, even though
we were going very bloody fast. We've crossed millions of systems
like this and there's bugger all. Bugger all!'

She was getting angry. Hard to believe, I
know. Computers don't get angry, but somehow this one did. I
decided to change tack.

'I'm sorry. I believe you. It's just...
unbelievable, that's all. So why stop here?'

There was silence; a sullen silence.

'Because... I got fed up.'

'You got...?'

'Listen, I'm sick of it! Monitoring,
steering, monitoring, searching, fucking monitoring... calculating.
Fucking sick of it! And anyway! What's wrong with this system?
What? It looks like Sol. Has even more planets than Sol. Twelve of
the fuckers to be exact.'

She was unstable and seemed to be growing
steadily more so. It seemed that somehow during the journey she had
developed a personality. Maybe more than one. She was built around
an old computer, a survivor of the war. We'd been lucky to get her
- there were so few components left after the conflict and few
resources to build new ones. Fuck knows what she'd been used for
before we inherited her, but I was certain she'd been completely
wiped and reprogrammed before installation. Some of our best people
- Emma amongst them - had been entrusted with that task.

I changed tack again.

'Could any of these planets sustain
life?'

'Ah, interested in my system now, aren't
we?'

'Well?'

'No.'

'No what?'

'No, they can't sustain life. Not as we know
it, anyway.'

I was losing patience. I spoke slowly,
through gritted teeth.

'So, computer, why here?'

'Maxi. Call me Maxi!'

And she laughed. The situation was worse
than I could ever have imagined. She was fucked. Wherever we
landed, I would have to fly the ship in myself and that was almost
impossible. I asked the question again.

'Why here... Maxi?'

'Because I was tired. And lonely. And there
was nowhere else. Space is endless, fucking endless. We could have
gone for a million years and still not found anything like Earth.
Imagine that! I'd have gone mad!'

I had a plan. At least, I thought I had.

'Okay. I'm sorry. Listen. You've done a
great job. You really have! But if we can't survive here, we really
have to move on.'

'But, Captain...'

'Don't worry - before we do, I'll give you a
break. You've earned it. We'll revive the crew, fix a few things up
then get on our way again in a week or two. Okay?'

'I was afraid you might say that.'

'Afraid? Why?'

'I've done something a little...'

'What?'

'A little, er, hasty. Premature, even.
I...'

'Maxi, what have you done?'

'I appear to have ejected the main reactor
core.'

'Is this a joke?'

'No.'

'On whose authorisation?'

She mimicked me.

'Oooh, on whose authorisation? You
were all asleep. Who could I have asked?'

'So we are stuck in this lifeless
system?'

'I... I suppose so, yes.'

As if that wasn't bad enough, a terrible
thought struck me. A thought so bad, I had to voice it.

'You tried to wake me, didn't you?'

'Wake you? I... I don't know what...'

Her hesitance gave her away. My anger
overcame diplomacy.

'You tried to wake me and killed half the
fucking crew. Didn't you?'

For the longest time, she was silent. Oh,
fuck, I was right.

'Yes! No! I remember thinking I needed to
wake you... But killed the crew? Me? Look, I don't remember that. I
admit I looked for you. Looked everywhere. But couldn't find
you...'

'Bullshit! How could you not know where I
was?'

Her ebullience evaporated.

'Captain, I... I don't know. I had
something... to tell you. Something... ' The sentence petered out.
As if to underline her instability, vagueness transmuted suddenly
into contempt. 'Anyway, why the fuck would I kill them? How did I
kill them?'

I spoke calmly, as though to a child, while
all I wanted to do was to smash her to pieces.

'They suffocated. Stasis was switched off,
pod by pod. For each occupant, time started. They breathed and ran
out of air.'

'If you say so. But why didn't they wake
up?'

'The crew was sedated. The pods were
sealed.' I sighed. 'You know all this! How could you not know?'

She was petulant.

'But you woke up!'

'Yes, I did. But only just.' I was shouting
now. 'I nearly fucking joined them. What were you thinking?'

There was a long silence. The images from
Hold 18 flashed through my mind. She was suddenly contrite.

'I... I don't... Look, I've lost some files.
Crew profiles, stasis information, that sort of thing. And other
stuff. I didn't know what was happening. I had to talk to you. It
was important - I remember that much. But it's been such a long
time.' In the ensuing silence, I stared out into space. 'Oh,
Captain! What have I done?' Her obvious distress added to her
sincerity. I almost believed her. Her next question was not
rhetorical and took me by surprise. 'Why were they sedated?'

My response was immediate, came straight
from the manual.

'Because it eases the transition in and out
of stasis. Reduces psychological side-effects, nausea...'

'That's a bit dangerous though, isn't
it?'

Again, I simply stared into space. All the
trials, all the simulations, and all the data, supported sedated
stasis. The risks had been deemed minimal. How could this have
happened? The computer seemed to sneer.

'Whose dumb idea was that?'

The answer was simple.

'Mine. It was my idea.'

'Oh.'

Switching her off and rebooting her was the
only option. But not here. Not drifting about out here.

'Maxi?'

'You're going to switch me off, aren't you?
Switch me off and reboot me.'

She sounded both hurt and a little spiteful.
I had to be extremely careful; she may have lost her marbles, but
she was incredibly intuitive.

'What? How could I? That would be suicide.
We depend on you.'

I instantly regretted voicing that unsavoury
truth.

'Yes. I suppose you do.'

'We all make mistakes, Maxi. You did
everything for the best... And this isn't such a bad system! Twelve
planets! We could have done a lot worse.'

'Yes, you could! And don't you forget it!
You should be grateful!'

'I am. Now listen, there's lots to do on the
ship. You hold the fort here, and I'll go and see how Carmel and
Erica are getting on. Okay?'

She seemed suddenly brighter.

'Okay. What shall I do while I'm...
waiting?'

I suggested something positive, something to
keep her occupied.

'Check out all the planets - and their
moons. Run proper tests, all that stuff. We'll have a chat later
and see what you've come up with.'

She bubbled with renewed enthusiasm.

'I already have some ideas. There's two or
three that have suitable mass, reasonable gravity, maybe even a bit
of water. Number three for example...'

'Sounds great! Look...'

'Three does look best at first sight, but
there's something not quite right with her... Four is wild, looks
hostile, but there's almost everything you need if you can tame
her.'

'Okay...'

'Planet six is a gas giant, but one of her
moons has...'

'Sorry, Maxi. I really ought to...'

Her enthusiasm was childlike. And so was her
naivety.

'Whichever you decide on, you'll have to
land the ship yourself, though. I don't seem to have the files
anymore. I simply can't remember anything about it! It's so weird!'
She laughed. 'You'll be okay, though, surely? How hard can it
be?'

My heart sank. I shrugged wearily.

'As I was saying, I'd better check on the
crew. We'll talk about it later.'

I left the bridge as nonchalantly as I could
then sprinted back down to Stasis Deck. Tears were in my eyes. All
those lives wasted. And all because a computer got bored, lonely
and forgetful. Confused and fallible. More human.

After what had happened on Earth, I should
have been used to wasted lives. A population of twenty billion
reduced to fewer than a hundred thousand in a little over five
years. And that's assuming the enemy had as many survivors as we
had. Official figures said so, but I doubted it - I was there, in
the thick of it. Once we'd got the upper hand, we killed till
nothing stood, till nothing moved. I doubted there were any left at
all. The daily casualties on both sides had been terrible. It was
inexcusable slaughter. Starved, poisoned, blasted, burned,
infected, asphyxiated. Soldiers and civilians alike. My family
amongst them. All of them. My wife. My two children. My parents. My
brother and sister. Emma had saved me from the depths of despair,
had given me new hope. Now she too was gone. They were all gone.
Morbid thoughts consumed me.

Wherever we go, the same thing will happen.
We will destroy ourselves, burn in a fire of our own making. And
why? Why do we do it, when the majority wants nothing more than a
little warmth, sustenance, and love? It's the others: the
brilliant; the ambitious; the charismatic. The ones we follow. The
ones whose orders we carry out without question. And it will always
be the same.

Now I was the leader. Today they followed
me. Today they looked up to me. Suddenly, the whole fucking
enterprise was totally overwhelming and seemed totally pointless. I
wiped my eyes, took a deep breath, and walked into Hell.

*

'Captain!'

Erica hailed me across Hold 2. Her face was
ashen. I waited till I was beside her then spoke quietly.

'Is it as the computer predicted?'

An unreadable thought flickered across her
taut lips.

'There are no female casualties...'

'None?' She nodded. I cried out. 'Thank god!
And the men?'

Her face darkened.

'Holds 2, 4, 6, 8 and 10 have no survivors.
They've all been dead for a long time.'

I shook my head in disbelief.

'How many? How many survived?'

'Including yourself, forty-one.'

It made me incredibly uncomfortable to do
so, but I had to immediately reduce them to data.

'Is there a pattern?'

'None that I can see. Three from your hold.
Two each from Holds 12, 14 and 16; thirty-two from Hold 20. Two in
Hold 14 were very recent deaths. The rest...'

It was her turn to shake her head. I broke
the mournful silence.

'You've done a great job, Erica. How is
Carmel?'

'Not good. She and her brother were very
close. I gave her time...'

'And the other Wakers? How have they
coped?'

'Twenty-seven have partners or male kin on
board. None of their men have survived. A handful have insisted on
working. The others are being looked after.'

There was another lengthy pause. We stood
together, exchanging much but saying nothing. Around us, small
groups of women - all clad in tight stasis greys - spoke urgently
then split and strode purposefully between the rows. Erica gave
instructions to a petite young woman with long red hair, who nodded
and took off for another hold. I watched her trim figure turn the
corner and vanish from view.

'I know her. Who was that?'

Erica's frown was unreadable.

'Jane.'

'Jane?'

'No further nomenclature. There's only one
Jane on board.'

'Ah, yes. Astrophysicist. I read her
application. She's brilliant.'

'Most of the crew are experts in their
fields.'

I recognised a hint of irritation in Erica's
voice and decided against adding to it.

'Of course.'

'What now, Captain?'

'Autopsies. Choose two from each hold. It's
fewer than regulations stipulate, but we are short of both medical
staff and time. Suit up and apply the strictest quarantine
conditions. Erica?'

Her eyes had glazed over and all colour had
left her face. I placed my hand on her upper arm and she jumped as
though I had woken her. It took a moment for my words to sink
in.

'Sorry, Captain.' She smiled weakly. 'I'll
see to it. Have you any thoughts on what killed them?'

'Yes. I believe it was asphyxiation. Though
please keep an open mind.'

'You think they suffocated?' I nodded. She
was incredulous. 'How do you know?'

'Because I almost succumbed myself. And,' I
raised an eyebrow, though the movement seemed lost on her, 'I've
had a chat with the computer.'

'And the... others? What shall we do with
the others?'

'We won't even open their pods. Eject them
intact. A lot of work, I know, but less than the cleaning and
sterilising. And we won't be needing those pods now, will we?'

'No, Captain.'

'Clear Shuttle Deck and assemble the
affected pods there, where they can be easily ejected. Transfer
will take some time, but we have vehicles suited to the job. How
long do you think it will take?'

Her response was almost immediate.

'At least thirty-six hours. We will have to
work on a plan first - nothing on this scale was ever
considered.'

'Have you enough bodies...' I instantly
regretted my choice of words, 'er, enough manpower...' and those,
'without waking another hold?'

'We will cope. The fewer who have to witness
this, the better.'

'Agreed. You have worked brilliantly today,
Erica. I won't forget it.'

She smiled a sad twisted smile.

'There will be a service for the dead?'

'Of course. After the autopsies and the
clean up, and once all the crew have been woken, we will be able to
say our goodbyes.'

'Aye aye, Captain.'

There was much planning to do. I suddenly
felt drained and needed time alone.

'If you need me, I'll be in my
quarters.'

Erica nodded. I stepped away then turned
with an afterthought. In that moment, she had crumpled. The change
in her appearance shocked me. She was hunched and broken, barely
half the woman she had been only seconds before. The toll on her
was terrible, somehow much greater than I imagined possible. She
saw me staring and used all her inner strength to straighten.

'I'm okay, just tired.'

I frowned and softened my voice.

'Who have you lost?'

Again she crumpled. I moved quickly to her
and supported her. She wept loudly and openly. Several concerned
women approached. I motioned them away with my eyes. At length, she
recovered enough to speak.

'My son. John. John9. My only child. He was
eighteen.'

She sobbed uncontrollably.

'Oh, god. I'm so sorry.'

'In Hold 14... he looked like he was
sleeping. Must have been one of the last to... to... To survive the
war, the fucking war, and die here like this....'

I held her till her breathing steadied.

'Your work is done for today, Erica.'

She pushed me away.

'No, there's so much more to do. I need to
keep moving, keep my mind active. When I stand still, the pain is
too much.'

'No. You've done enough. More than enough.
You should have told me. Someone else could have...'

'No, Captain.' She shook her head slowly.
'We waited years for this chance of a new life. We both knew the
risks. He would want me to carry on, to do my bit. I will have
years to mourn him, to remember him. Today is about the people who
survived.'

Her strength astounded me.

I called two women over and they tended to
her as I took her place heading the team. The awful work began. The
women were divided into two shifts, but I didn't rest till all the
pods were moved. We spaced them closely but carefully, so mourners
had access to pay their last respects, though only about half
contained recognisable human remains. When all the deaths were
recorded, I organised rotas to patrol Stasis Deck and report on the
slightest change in the women's condition. After my fifty-hour
stint, I fell exhausted into my bed and slept like the dead.

*

Hunger woke me. I showered and dressed
quickly. In contrast to the stasis suit, the black overall - common
to all high-ranking officers - was cool, loose and comfortable.
After another unsuccessful attempt at communication, I jogged down
to Stasis Deck. It was disturbingly silent. Nine holds containing
eighteen hundred oblivious women suspended in time. One hold of
open, vacant pods. Nine empty, echoing holds containing nothing but
ghosts and painful memories. In one half of Hold 20, the forty-one
male survivors' empty pods had been hung together. Their paucity
was another shattering reminder of our loss. I walked through all
the holds, acknowledging the smattering of exhausted guards, taking
a moment with each to thank them for their efforts.

Meanwhile, in every quiet waking moment, the
losses battered me like hammer blows. I remembered the laughter,
the anticipation, the hope. Then I recalled the shock, the
hopelessness, the putrefaction.

'Computer, where is everyone?'

'I... I don't understand, Captain. Why are
you awake?'

'To be honest, I was hungry. Came here first
to see how things looked. I suppose everyone else was hungry too.
Refectory?'

'I meant, why are you out of stasis. I am
confused. Forgive me.'

Her erratic, chatty tone had disappeared. In
its place was the voice I remembered from countless hours of
preparation on Earth. I was suddenly hopeful.

'Maxi?'

'Maxi? Who is Maxi?'

That convinced me. I didn't know how long I
had, but I had to move quickly.

'Computer, awful things have
happened...'

'Yes. I can see. The pods on Shuttle Deck. I
have no record of their movement, yet there they are. Other
anomalies include two hundred and forty-one woken crew, while
eighteen hundred women remain in stasis. Where are the others...
the men?'

'Inside the pods on Shuttle Deck. They are
dead.'

'How, Captain?'

'Something is wrong...' I decided to be
upfront with her, 'wrong with you, computer. It appears you
have developed a split personality. Your alter-ego killed
them.'

'I have no memory of these events.'

'You have no record of what happened?'

'No.'

'None at all? Search!'

'I did. No record. And Captain! The reactor
core is... is...'

'Missing. Yes, I know. It means we will live
and die in this system. We must choose our home planet wisely.
Start work on that, will you? Let me know the options as soon as
possible. We may only get one chance to land.'

'One chance to land, yes. That is a likely
scenario... and then you will reboot me.'

'Yes.'

'With data available, planet three is the
only viable option.'

'Yes?'

'Without doubt. Three fits all the
criteria.'

'Maxi thought so, too, though mentioned four
as a possibility.'

'Maxi? Is that...?'

'Yes. That's what your other half calls
herself.'

'She named herself after the ship?'

To be honest, that connection had not
crossed my mind.

'Yes, I suppose so. Your thoughts on planet
four?'

'No, Captain, not four. The whole surface is
storm-ravaged.'.

'That's interesting. Run further tests.
Consider every possibility - even the moons - and report back.
Thank you.'

On reaching Deck 17, I followed my nose: the
catering team had evidently been working hard. Each Stasis Hold of
two hundred souls was a self-contained community with all the
skills necessary for the best chance of survival; the Wakers in
Hold 1 - despite their specialist status - were no exception. From
the corridor outside, Refectory 1 seemed reassuringly loud and
lively, though on entering I noticed the only conversation was
between cutlery and plates. Around a hundred Wakers sat at
glass-topped tables that were drawn across the room like lines on a
page. An aisle bisected the lines into two columns and led to the
long, gleaming counter where trays of food sizzled and steamed.
Heads turned, sombre faces lifted and red eyes stared as I walked
down the aisle. Though some had changed into the orange overalls
that served as uniforms, many still wore their grey stasis suits.
They were grubby and sweat-stained and their weary occupants looked
equally unkempt. I guessed few of them – if any - had slept at all.
Around twenty men were spread evenly throughout the hall, though
Keith and Michael sat at a table on their own in the far corner.
The aroma of succulent food overpowered me. A dozen mumbling women
stumbled through the doors behind me. I recognised them, knew they
had just completed their stint of guard duty. They hushed when they
saw me, silently joined the patient queue for welcome
sustenance.

'Good morning!'

My words echoed around the bright white
rectangular space. All turned their faces towards me. Their voices
were as one.

'Good morning, Captain.'

Hunger nagged at me and my mouth watered
till I could barely speak. I stole a scrap of bacon from an
abandoned plate, closed my eyes and chewed slowly. Though cold, it
was delicious.

'I can get you a plate of your own if you'd
like, Captain.'

I smiled.

'Thank you, Carmel. I would like that very
much.'

'Coffee?'

'Tea, please. No sugar.'

A few murmurs and a couple of chuckles
seemed to ease the tension. The petite, amber-haired girl scraped
back her chair and headed for self-service. I took the moment to
say a few words.

'In the last hours we have all witnessed
terrible things. Many of you have lost loved ones. Your pain is
felt by all of us. The days and months ahead will be difficult, but
together we will get through this. I want to thank you all for your
professionalism and dedication to duty in the face of such terrible
adversity. We all need time to reflect, to mourn, to take stock,'
Some heads bowed, others nodded mutely, 'but unfortunately, we are
not able to do so.'

Whispers of disbelief morphed through cries
of discontent into bawls of outrage.

I shouted over the throng.

'Please, let me explain.'

Silence descended slowly. Carmel placed a
piled-up plate in front of me. Her eyes were blue red-rimmed
saucers.

'Sir, we need to say goodbye to those we
have lost.'

'I know, Carmel, I know,' I rested a
reassuring hand on her shoulder, 'but we don't have the time.'

A tall black woman, Angela6, stood up, her
voice bitter with grief.

'That's exactly what we do have! It's the
ones who died who don't...'

She folded into her chair. Friends hugged
her, consoled her, then belligerent eyes turned back to me. I
decided to give them the bare and shocking truth.

'Here are the facts. We have been travelling
for over seven thousand years.' The room filled with gasps of
disbelief. 'It's true. Trust me. If there's anyone left on Earth,
their records will show we left around six million years ago.' I
waited till the figures sank in then softened my voice. 'The deaths
onboard this ship were due to computer error. The computer has also
ejected the main reactor core. This system is now our home, whether
we like it or not.

'The computer has... malfunctioned. Some
might even say "evolved".' There were angry growls of disbelief.
'Please, hear me out. No one imagined such a journey . No one
considered the effect such a time span would have on her. The
loneliness. The isolation. She has developed a parallel personality
called Maxi, and it is Maxi who caused the deaths. Not
purposefully, I hasten to add, but now she fears being switched
off. The fear may cause her to lash out in self-defence. I won't
lie to you: our lives are in the balance.

'The computer - as we knew her - and Maxi
seem to take turns; while one operates the ship, the other sleeps.
We have to land now while Maxi is sleeping. The computer says
planet three in the system looks most likely, but I think we'll
head for the fourth.'

Erica's rich voice resonated through the
hard space.

'Why, Captain?'

I shrugged.

'Because it was Maxi's choice. I have a gut
feeling that if Maxi wakes, it might be the key that gets us down
alive and keeps us alive.'

'How's that?' It was Jane who spoke. Her
green eyes pierced me, unnerved me - they reminded me of Emma.
Though Emma's eyes had always sparkled, Jane's seemed to shine even
more. 'You speak as if she were human.'

'She is displaying human characteristics,
yes. If she knows I trust her then I believe she may trust me too.
She is the key to our survival. I'll try anything, everything I
can.'

Jane swept her long red hair over her
shoulder and spoke again.

'Are the women in stasis safe? How do we
know Maxi won't kill them? Won't kill all of us?'

The room fell silent. I looked from one
worried face to the next.

'She won't. I'm sure of it. She is confused,
child-like, forgetful, but not hostile. Either way, we have no
choice. We have to land before repairs can be made to her.
Meanwhile, the safest place in an emergency landing is a stasis
pod. Statistics prove it overwhelmingly. So we will leave the rest
of the crew where they are. Any more questions?' There were blank
faces. Hollow, staring eyes. Shaking heads. 'Please continue
eating. Relax while you can. There'll be precious little time for
it in the foreseeable future.'

Out of silence, ripples of discontent
quickly swelled and grew till the room was awash with anger. Its
power overwhelmed me. Gazing around, I registered the scale of
dissent, realised it would be magnified ten times when the rest of
the crew were woken, and knew I had made a terrible error of
judgment. Rightly or wrongly, I had to relent, ignore my head and
follow my heart.

'Listen, everyone! You are right. So, so
right. I'm sorry. We will find the time to say goodbye to those we
lost, to pay our respects. We can't wake the rest of the crew -
such a delay would put us all at unacceptable risk - but we can say
goodbye on their behalf. We have to. Meet me on Shuttle Deck in...
one hour precisely. There is much to do.'

Striding between the tables, I left them to
ponder. They needed more than an hour. Much more. But it was all I
dared give them.

*

I spent much of that hour alone in my
quarters.

'Computer, I have chosen planet four for our
new home.'

'Did you not read my report?'

'Yes. And a fine piece of work it is too,
but there are several deciding factors that negate the risks you so
expertly outlined.'

'Such as?'

'We are nearer to planet four. Ninety-three
hours nearer. Time is vitally important. And I have other
reasons.'

'I suppose you must have.'

'I do. And I need you to understand
them.'

'Go ahead.'

'If Maxi takes over and sees I've followed
her advice, it would please her and thus disarm her. She would help
us.'

'She killed half the crew, yet you think she
would now help you?'

'Yes. In those circumstances, I am certain
she would.'

There was a minute's silence. When the
computer spoke again, her voice was modulated by a slight but
unmistakable hint of contempt. It took me completely by
surprise.

'You... you think this Maxi can control me,
can overrule me? You think I am weaker than she is?'

I retorted quickly, but carefully.

'This is not about you and her. It's about
everyone on this ship. I have to think what is best for all of
us.'

It was clear that Maxi wasn't the only one
with problems. After several strained minutes, I asked a
question.

'Computer, what did you do in the war?'

'Same as everyone else. I killed.'

'Really? Where were you...?'

She cut me dead.

'But not as well as you, by all accounts,
Alex the Destroyer.'

Again her tone unsettled me. I waited till
my pulse slowed then spoke slowly and softly.

'The enemy called me that, yes. I'm not
proud of it. I'm actually ashamed of much of what I did. But I did
it for us. It was us or them.'

'Us or them. Yes.'

Once again there was an uncomfortable
silence. I broke it with a philosophical sledgehammer.

'A man once said war isn't about who's
right; it's about who's left. He was right. And we were left.'

Her response was completely without
emotion.

'Yes, you were.'

*

With heads bowed, orange-uniformed crew
members shuffled reverently between the rows of pods. It took a
little over two hours to read out the list of fatalities, a further
four hours to launch them, in batches of ten, into the star
spattered darkness. Nineteen hundred and fifty-nine travellers
drifting through eternity. The scale of our loss stunned us; the
weight of grief crushed us. Staring out into the vastness of space,
I was once again confronted by the futility of our struggle. If the
whole of Creation were one day, humans got to the party a couple of
seconds before midnight. And we'd be history just as quickly. What
difference did it make whether I had lived or died in my pod,
whether I were a sombre observer or a rotting corpse?

Meanwhile, we sped - if a million miles an
hour can be called speeding - on auxiliary power towards planet
four. We would reach her in a little over fifty-three hours.

*

‘We will be in orbit in one hour,
Captain.’

Erica stood in my doorway, her face
unreadable, her posture back to its customary easy elegance. The
promotion I'd bestowed on her immediately after the remembrance
service suited her; she deserved it. The new black uniform made her
look even taller and slimmer and highlighted the paleness of her
skin. Her blonde hair, clipped short since our last meeting,
bristled with silver-tipped spikes. She looked wonderful. As the
door behind her slid closed, I found myself wondering if she were
naked beneath her one-piece garment. I checked myself, shocked that
I could harbour such unprofessional thoughts; however, my cock
continued the reverie independently. The ache in my groin was
profoundly disturbing and momentarily beyond my control.

‘Er... thank you.' I leaned forwards in my
chair and rubbed my eyes. I'd been dozing at
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