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 A woman’s
wrath

First Conduit address – Location
unknown.

7.44pm - Sunday, August 16th, 2048

 


A surge of disorientation and
pain flashed through Karen’s mind as she snapped awake. She felt
groggy, dazed and completely lost as to where she was and what she
had been doing. On opening her eyes, she found her vision was a
mottled blur of light and dark, colour and shade. Unfamiliar shapes
danced in front of her eyes as she struggled to get her neck
muscles to point her head in the direction she wanted. It felt like
a leaden weight atop a thin and useless string of tissue over which
she had little control.

From the peripheral of her vision,
Karen saw a firework display of blue sparks as they winked in and
out of existence around and within her. As each spark lit and
faded, her vision grew slightly clearer. With each flash, a small
muffled pop echoed through her head. With each new spark, a new
part of the world came back into existence, and a portion of her
mind and memory returned to her.

Below the popping, a more human
sound caught her attention. Somewhere nearby, someone was moaning.
It could have been the sound of anything from mild pain to great
pleasure, but Karen thought that it was the loneliest sound she had
ever heard. It sounded sick, stricken and she knew that whoever was
making it was having as bad a time of it as she was. Karen wanted
to reach out to comfort them, but her body refused to cooperate.
All she could do was sit, wait and take reassurance from the fact
that she wasn’t alone. With effort, Karen managed to turn her head
from one side of her chest to the other in a weak attempt to see
who was beside her. For her effort, she received a view of her feet
from a slightly different angle.

The shifting shadows of blurred
light and muffled sound continued to assault her senses with a riot
of garbled information that her still forming brain struggled to
understand. A second attempt to move induced a wave of nausea that
washed over her body from head to toe in a rush of heat and
moisture. She flinched in shock as nerve endings switched on with a
scream of sensory input. Through this pain, Karen became aware of
herself all the way down to the cellular level. She saw herself as
the machine that she was, the complicated jumble of organic parts
and liquids that made up every human being.

With a mournful groan, she allowed
her eyes to drift closed in the hope of blocking out everything
that was happening around her. She struggled to remember what had
happened to make her feel so ill. Her body was alive with
sensation. Her mind was a mess. She felt sick, almost fevered. A
painful spasm rocked Karen’s body as her stomach muscles tightened.
She lurched forward, her mouth gaped open, her throat clenched, and
she vomited explosively all over a dark shape in front of her.

The sounds and smells that erupted
from nearby told Karen that she wasn’t alone in this. The stench of
stomach acid and partly digested food filled her nostrils. As she
struggled to clear her mouth and throat, she realised that full
control of her body had returned.

Her vision had cleared.

The flashing lights had gone.

She felt healthy and completely
fine.

When Karen raised her head
from the puddle she had made on the floor, she was surprised to see
that she was inside the Feynman. She looked out of the
domed cockpit canopy at an endless vista of stars which spread as
far as the eye could see in all directions. While staring at this
unexpected scene, she remembered where she was and what she had
been doing. She remembered the Blackout that had killed millions,
she remembered the American’s blaming the ANZAR scientists whom she
worked for, and she remembered having to flee Newton Station with
Craig and the boys in the experimental vehicle in which she now
sat.

So, where the
hell am I now? Karen thought.

“Awww, yuck. Timothy bomited!”
Jamie screamed with joy from the cargo area directly below her. His
voice broke into a shrill childlike giggle as he spoke. “And so
have I. And it’s got carrots in it.”

Karen wanted to get up and go to
the boys to check on them, but something stopped her from moving.
Something didn’t make sense for her. Hearing the boys’ voices made
her remember being in the VAPER with Craig and the kids as they
fled from the Imperial soldiers on Newton Station. She turned in
her seat and saw Glen sitting beside her.

He must have been
the source of the moaning as we had... had what? She wondered.

“Well this has got to be the most
uncomfortable and disgusting, side-effect of wormhole travel,”
Craig said from in front of her as he used his sleeve to wipe the
contents of Karen’s stomach off the back of his neck.

Karen watched and realised
that he must have been the person she had thrown up on just ...
when? Was it just a few
moments ago? It seemed like another lifetime. Her mind was in a spin, and she fell into a deep rage when
she figured out what had happened.

“So, which one of you two was
responsible for the spray-job I just got?” Craig said in mock scorn
as he turned his chair to face them. The half smile he wore quickly
disappeared when he saw Karen’s face.

Karen rose to her feet
accompanied by wet dripping sounds as her last meal fell from her
lap. Her face twisted into a scowl that made it plainly evident
that she didn’t care, or even notice, what her physical appearance
looked like since their transit in the Feynman. She had her mind on
only one thing, getting her hands on Craig.

“What the fuck are you trying to do
to us, you maniac?” Karen screamed at the top of her lungs. Her
body lunged forward as she reached out and shoved him in the chest
with both hands. The strength and violence of the motion caused
Craig’s head to whip back and strike the control panel. He felt a
thin trickle of blood spread across his scalp from the force of the
impact.

“Why did you lie and say you were
bringing us back to the Earth, you bastard?” Karen roared. Once
again, her vision blurred, this time with tears.

“Why did you have to bring us here?
Why couldn’t you have dropped us off in Sydney first before you
decided to go off on some stupid rescue mission?” She screamed.

Holding the back of his head, Craig
looked up at Karen in surprise. She was practically spitting as she
screamed in his face.

“You said you were taking us back
to Sydney where we could hide out from all this mess your father
had caused! Didn’t you, you bastard!”

Her right index finger repeatedly
poked Craig in the shoulder to ensure his attention. Under the
circumstances, it was an unnecessary move.

“I had no choice,” Craig responded
more meekly than he intended. The fear and the look of guilt she
could see on his face only angered her more.

“Don’t give me that no choice shit,
Craig. I thought you were helping the kids and me by getting us off
that station. I trusted you when you said you’d take us back to
Sydney.”

Glen spoke up from behind Karen.
His voice sounded soft and weak in comparison with the screaming
that had just occurred. “How about we all calm down a bit, hey?” he
stammered. It was evident that he was uncomfortable around ugly
scenes such as this.

“He lied to us Glen,” Karen snarled
at the anxious-looking astronomer. She beat her chest with the palm
of her hand as she spoke, almost as if she were beating out the
rhythm of her enraged heart. “He used us as an excuse to go off and
save his precious father, didn’t he? Why aren’t you mad Glen? Why
aren’t you mad?” she hissed. “You should be. I’m as mad as
hell.”

She spun back on Craig with a speed
and ferocity that made both men flinch. “Why did you lie to me? Why
did you need to do that?” she screamed.

She didn’t give him much time to
answer before she unleashed a barrage of open-handed slaps to his
upper body. Her arms flailed around the cockpit of the VAPER as she
unleashed all her fears and anger on the person she most trusted in
the world and who had betrayed her.

In what was a brave move under the
circumstances, Glen rose to his feet and grabbed Karen from behind.
He gently, but forcefully wrapped his arms around her to stop her
from lashing out at Craig.

“Fucking let go of me you prick!”
She wriggled and screamed. With her arms pinned, she did the next
best thing she could think of and immediately began to kick at
Craig.

“You bastard! You bastard!”
she repeatedly screamed as Craig jumped to his feet and stepped out
of range. Her shoe connected a substantial blow to the side of his
head as he rose, causing even more stars to fill his vision than
were visible outside the cockpit. Dizzy once again, Craig tucked
himself up between the cockpit’s dome and the Feynman’s controls as
he struggled to make sense of what was going on.

At that moment, Timothy’s head came
into view up the access ladder between the cargo area and the
cockpit. “I spewed on my Silky,” he moaned as he held up his purple
rag of a security blanket that dripped a thick, orange liquid onto
the cockpit floor. Like many generations of children before him,
his face fell when he saw what was going on.

Without having noticed that both of
the boys had their heads up the service ladder and were watching
her intently, Karen continued to struggle and kick at Craig.
Realising that this was getting out of hand and had to be dealt
with quickly, Glen used his bodyweight to pull her away. In the
process, they both slipped on the puddle of sick that coated the
floor and fell into one of the empty passenger seats.

“Not in front of the kids,” Glen
whispered in a calming tone as she struggled in his lap. “Not in
front of the kids, Karen. You can’t let your boys see you do this.
It’s not fair to them.”

Breathing deeply from her
exertions, she stopped fighting and turned to look at the
stairwell. Both Jamie and Timothy’s heads and shoulders were in
plain view just a few feet away from where they had a ringside seat
of her physically assaulting the person whom they thought of as
their father. Both boys stared at her with a look of horror on
their faces that nearly broke her heart. They had grown up around
too much hate and violence, and after all those boys had been
through, Karen hoped that she hadn’t tainted their trust in her.
She hoped that she hadn’t just made herself look like all the
people who had mistreated them in the past, especially that evil
bitch Sister Clarence who had almost emotionally crippled these two
oversized but adorable kids.

“No fighting!” Timothy yelled
forcefully at Karen. His voice was thick with emotion and sounded
deafeningly loud in the small space of the Feynman’s cockpit.

“Mummies and daddies aren’t
supposed to fight,” Jamie echoed in a manner that looked and
sounded eerily like Karen herself. “Say sorry now,” he
insisted.

Feeling both embarrassed and
ashamed that a pair of four-year-olds was correcting her loss of
control, Karen sheepishly said a mumbled sorry to Craig who had
begun to smirk at the situation. The kids had stepped in at just
the right time to diffuse an ugly and volatile scene.

“How dare you, mummy. How dare
you,” Jamie continued. With only their heads and shoulders visible,
Karen couldn’t see that his hands were planted on his hips the same
way she did when she lectured the kids, but she could imagine it.
She had to hide the unintentional smile the situation was causing
behind the palm of her hand.

“You don’t hit daddy like that.
He’s taking us on an adventure. I know it’s a bit scary, mummy, but
it’s also fun too,” Timothy continued. “Right, Daddy?”

Craig stared at the boys and, not
for the first time, was impressed at how intelligent and mature
they seemed.

“Yeah, boys.” He gave them a smile
that he hoped looked more genuine than it felt. “We’re going on an
adventure to ...”

“To find poppy. Aren’t we?” Jamie
asked before he could continue.

Craig was shocked at the
perceptiveness of the boys in being able to figure out his motives
for this trip on their own. They had had less contact with his
father than they had had with Craig, but they were still fond of
Professor Turp - or Poppy - as they called him.

“How did you kids know?” he
stammered.

“That’s what we would do if you got
lost. We know you’re not our real daddy, daddy. But we would come
and find you if you got lost like poppy did.”

“Is that all you plan to do?” Karen
asked not unkindly as she moved from Glen’s lap and into the seat
beside him. The anger on her face had been replaced with fear and
confusion as she looked to him for answers. “You’re not trying to
go after the Empire because of the way they shut you down and
chased us off?”

“No. That’s the last thing on my
mind,” Craig sighed. “My priority is getting my father back.” He
stared at Karen as if pleading her to understand. “That’s all I
want to do.”

Karen stepped forward and took one
of Craig’s. “Do you really think you can fly off and find your
father in this... this... thing?”

“Yes. I do. I know we can,” Craig
answered confidently. “Remember that this thing was designed and
built by my father for him to go back in time and save my mother
from being killed. As you can see, it works.” Craig raised his arms
to demonstrate that they were all still alive. “It’s the same
concept, different scenario. With the information we have from the
Professors’ first trip in the VAPER...”

“You mean the one where Professor
Turp went missing and Professor Weekes came back in a coma?” Glen
replied soberly.

Craig looked at both of his friends
for a moment as the starlight from the void outside winked and
danced across the transparent dome of the cockpit. He knew they had
reservations, but nobody had told him to turn around yet.

“Look, I know it sounds weird that
we’re relying on the same device that got them into trouble, but
this is the only way we can get my father back and find out what
happened to Professor Weekes. Not to mention we may get some clues
as to why the Blackout occurred and maybe even find a way to do
something about it.”

Craig jumped back into the pilot’s
seat and touched the colour wheel that displayed where they were.
“You see? We know where they went. For some reason, they made a
half-dozen stops in the Multiverse. They visited six different
layers of reality. I have no idea why, but all we need to do is go
where they went, and I’m sure we’ll find my dad in one of those six
locations. It’s simple... in theory. Can you see why I had to try
and why I can’t turn around and give up on this thing? I can’t
just...”

“Okay,” Karen interrupted. “Okay.
Do you think I’d stop you from trying to find your father? As soon
as I came to after that Conduit jump thingy, I knew you were up to
something. I just don’t like being lied to... or used.”

Karen pointed a finger at Craig’s
chest and gave him an angry look to make her point.

“So, you guys will help me?” Craig
smiled.

“Of course,” Karen sighed. “But I’m
still not happy about how you went about this,” she added.

“Understood.” Craig nodded. “And if
it makes any difference, I’m sorry.”

“Fine.” Karen turned to Glen. “What
about you, Glen?”

“Ah, man. I feel like shit,”
Glen sighed from beside her. Mentally and physically, he was in
just as much of a mess as everyone else on the Feynman appeared to
be.

“Considering what we have waiting
for us back at the station, I’m not in a hurry to go back. Besides,
this is the most interesting thing I’ve done in a while,” Glen
added.

“What? Before or after you survived
the Blackout and became the person who discovered the end of the
world?” Karen said sarcastically.

“Good point,” Glen sighed.
“Look, I’m happy to come along, but I’m not sure what help I can
be.” He pointed to the Feynman’s controls. “A lot of the
stuff you and your father were talking about in our fortnightly
meetings kind of went over my head. So, unless you want something
from within my field of research, then I guess I’m just a
passenger.”

Craig smiled at Glen as he dragged
the Astronomer’s briefcase out of a storage tray beside his
leg.

“Mate, you are much more than a
passenger. You’re our navigator.”

Glen looked confused. “What do you
need me to do?”

“Find the Earth,” Craig
replied.

Glen looked around at the scene of
stars that surrounded the diamond cockpit over the VAPER as if he
had already begun the task assigned to him. “You’re kidding
right?”

“No. We’ve just been
injected, one piece at a time, through a tiny wormhole that led
from one version of our Universe into another. We’ve just taken a
step from one layer of the Multiverse, from our version of reality,
into another different version of reality altogether. Judging by
the fact that we’ve jumped to the other side of the colour wheel
means that things here are sure to look a whole lot different to
what we’re used to at home. And judging by the fact that the Earth
is nowhere to be seen then it looks like it’s in a different place
in this reality.” Craig looked at the stars surrounding the
Feynman’s cockpit. “Hopefully it’s because we’ve arrived in a
different time of year and this Earth’s in a different part of its
solar orbit than our one. Otherwise...”

“Otherwise what?” Karen asked.

“Well, we’ve got five other
alternative versions of Earth to visit, and this is just the first
stop on the professors’ list. It’s highly possible that there is no
Earth in this reality. In that case, we move on to stop number
two.”

“Are you even speaking English?”
Karen laughed. A mixture of humour and sarcasm laced her tone.
“What you said doesn’t even make sense.”

“Don’t worry,” Glen said as he
opened his briefcase and began to remove his gear. “I’m sorry to
say that it makes perfect sense. I know what he’s talking about.
Although I’m beginning to wish I didn’t.”

Karen continued to laugh a little
too animatedly.

Glen stood up and patted Craig on
the shoulder as a friendly act of reassurance before he turned to
the vista of stars with a bemused look on his face.

Craig stared at Karen as she
continued to giggle to herself. He had seen this erratic emotional
behaviour in lab animals that had made transit jumps in the early
days of testing. There were predictions that just under two percent
of all travellers who used the VAPER would suffer from adverse
psychological effects. Craig tried to console himself with the fact
that the adverse reactions of the transit were only supposed to be
short-term and that it was just a theory.

As he thought back to how quickly
Karen had gone from the rage she was in when they had arrived, to
the almost intoxicated giggling she was doing now, he couldn’t help
but be worried.
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A pain in the
neck

ANZAR Medical Bay – Newton
Station

7.50pm - Sunday, August 16th, 2048

 


Once he had given it a
few minutes thought, Ferine realised that his plan to leave the
station in pursuit of Craig Turp and the ANZAR prototypes was his
only viable option. Although he had managed to secure the capture
of a few key ANZAR personnel, his mission was a dismal failure
without the ringleaders and the technology they had used to cause
the Blackout. Most of all, Ferine wanted to gather proof of ANZAR’s
guilt; both to convince the world - and himself - that the takeover
of Newton station was justified.

Although he had done everything by
the book and had performed as well, if not better than many other
soldiers in his position, he knew that he would be the one to take
the blame for everything that had gone wrong. A combination of
misjudgements and bad luck had led to sixteen members of his
twenty-man team being crushed or ejected into space thanks to the
actions of Luke Weekes. To follow that, his own need to save face
in front of his men had caused him to kill the young scientist
rather than take him as a prisoner as ordered. A move he deeply
regretted on finding out that the youth’s father, Professor Weekes,
the number one name on his most wanted list had turned up in a coma
with no signs of recovering anytime soon. With the disappearance of
Professor Turp, the four most significant information resources had
become unavailable for questioning. This left Ferine with a small
group of captured lab staff and nobodies. All the big fish at ANZAR
had either died, were unconscious, or had merely fled before his
arrival.

The most significant loss had been
Craig Turp fleeing in some type of experimental vehicle with every
piece of data and technology that Ferine had been sent to retrieve.
Both his primary mission of bringing the perpetrators of the
Blackout to justice and the secondary task of seizing any and all
illegal research equipment had proven unsuccessful.

So naturally, Ferine had decided
that his only option was to go after the missing staff, and the
gear, to save his arse.

Doctor Anderson walked into the
medical bay with four men and three rifles at his back. With his
arms raised, he stepped to the edge of the dimly lit room and
seated himself at one of the tiny hospital’s three computer
consoles.

“Is it safe for me to put my hands
down now so I can turn this thing on?” he asked Ferine over his
shoulder.

Ferine gave his permission with a
nod. “Do whatever you have to, just make it quick.” With that, the
doctor lowered his arms and immediately went about turning on
machinery. An electric hum filled the room as incandescent light
bulbs ignited to reveal the medical bay which the troops had been
in earlier. In the far corner, the two occupied hospital beds that
contained the bodies of Weekes Senior and Junior, one comatose, the
other deceased, lay hidden behind the room’s privacy curtains.

“This won’t take long at all. It
will take a minute or two to start the programs I need,” Doctor
Anderson said as he slowly turned his chair to face Ferine and his
men.

“While the computer's doing its
thing, I’ll need to prepare your syringes. If you don’t mind that
is?” He pointed to another workstation on the far side of the room
near the hospital beds.

Ferine gave another nod of his
head. He felt tense and more than a little nervous about what he
knew had to be done to salvage the mess he and his team were in. He
wasn’t much in the mood for conversation at the moment.

“Thank you,” the Doctor said with
only the mildest touch of sarcasm. “If you men are to be able to
follow after my compatriots in the second VAPER you are going to
have to undergo a procedure that, although mildly unpleasant, will
leave you the better for it.” The doctor walked across the room and
opened a tall glass cabinet to access his equipment.

“As much as I hate to hand this
technology over to you, I can’t say that I won’t feel some
satisfaction in jabbing you all in the backs of the head with
this.”

The doctor turned to face the men
holding what at first resembled a small pistol. A shining chrome
barrel pointed to the ceiling as the doctor loaded a gas canister
into the pistol's grip.

Jackson, Scarface and Dockrill
raised their weapons as one and aimed them at the doctor. To their
eyes, the thing in his hand could only be some kind of weapon.

“Drop it! Drop it!” Scarface roared
as he took two quick steps toward the doctor.

“It’s not a gun you fool!” Anderson
barked at him. “It’s what we use to implant the ModChips you need.
It may look threatening, but it’s just a big fancy syringe.”

“Hold your fire,” Ferine’s voice
echoed through the medical bay as he took a few steps forward to
stand beside his men. With his left hand, Ferine gently pushed the
barrel of Scarface’s rifle toward the floor. His right hand still
had hold of his gun which he subtly kept aimed at the doctor in
case the man should use this moment to do something stupid.

“He’s right,” Ferine spoke softly.
“It’s just a syringe. It’s a newer model, but it’s essentially the
same kind the government uses to install the federal identity
chips.”

Ferine turned to Doctor Anderson.
“Let us know the next time you're about to pull something like that
out on us, hmm? Otherwise, you just might get yourself killed.”

Doctor Anderson looked mildly
disappointed. “That’s kind of what I was hoping for.”

Ferine understood precisely
what he meant by that remark. In the Doctor’s mind, if Ferine’s men
were forced to shoot him before he could install the ModChips, they
would be unable to travel in the Hawking to chase down the
escaping ANZAR staff and prototypes. Doctor Anderson was quite
prepared to sacrifice his own life either for the sake of his
escaping work colleagues or to protect the research onboard that
weird vehicle of theirs.

Bloody
fundamentalists, Ferine
thought.

Jackson was the first to break the
momentary silence. “So how long is this going to take anyway?”

“Just a moment for each of you,”
the doctor answered. “It’s a simple process not unlike chipping a
mongrel dog.” Anderson stared at the group to make it evident that
what he had said was in fact meant as an insult.

This guy wants us
to kill him, Ferine thought.
He’s trying damned hard to bait
us.

“Well, then.” Ferine stepped
forward. “Let’s get started. Do me first.”

“Fine,” Doctor Anderson replied
through gritted teeth. With a false smile, he gestured Ferine to
the last remaining bed in the ward where he instructed the Captain
to remove his shirt and lie flat on his stomach.

As Ferine stripped off, Doctor
Anderson removed a small rectangular plastic case from a shelf
behind him which he then opened with a loud click. From it, he
removed a small silver object.

“This is our series 6 Modchip,” he
said to anyone in the room who happened to be listening. “We’ve
been working on this for a few years now. It’s pretty much the most
important invention on this station. This tiny thing in my hand
will cause life-altering changes for everyone on the planet when it
finally gets released.” He looked up at the men in the room. “And
now it looks like that will happen sooner rather than later,
hmm?”

“So, what does it do?” Private
Dockrill asked from a few feet away.

Doctor Anderson looked at the young
soldier a moment before answering.

“Many things,” he paused. “It’s a
quantum computer, superstring tuner and a scanner for the human
body. It tracks every cell and atom both within and on the host’s
body with speed and accuracy never before seen in a medical device.
That also includes anything that the host might happen to have on
their person, you know, clothing and equipment and shit.”

Anderson held the small device up
to the light so the men could get a look at it. It was less than an
inch long and looked like more like a chrome coated vitamin pill
than a powerful computer.

“Yeah, but what does it do?”
Dockrill asked again with a slight edge of impatience.

“What does it do?” Anderson replied
incredulously. “What it does is track every part of your body down
to the Planck level using a Quantum computer that’s more powerful
than a thousand average home computers on Earth. This small
device...” Anderson all but waved it in the Private’s face.” ...
this tiny computer knows not only where every cell in your body is,
but also exactly what each one is made of and can recreate every
part of the human body exactly. From blood to tissue, to enzymes
and all the way down to your DNA. Hell, it even records and
reproduces every neural pathway in the brain enabling you to keep
all your memories and personality traits... as loathsome as they
might be.”

“I don’t get it,” the Private
replied defiantly. He thought the doctor was intentionally vague
about the chip’s function for some reason that he didn’t
understand.

“Of course you don’t,”
Anderson sighed. “Look, all you need to know is that you are about
to travel on the Hawking through tiny,
infinitesimally small holes in our universe that lead to other
times and places. These wormholes randomly link our world to other
universes in the Multiverse. Through them, you can either travel in
time or visit alternate realities, or both
simultaneously.”

“You’re shiting me?” Scarface
almost laughed. “What a load of crap. You’re saying that those guys
who flew off in that glass pumpkin seed of theirs were actually in
a time machine?” Scarface looked offended. “Fuck off,” he laughed
in the doctor’s face.

“I wish I could,” Anderson sighed.
“That’s a very basic label you’re putting on the VAPER. It’s a much
more versatile and complicated piece of machinery than the
stereotypical time machine you imagine. But...” Anderson turned to
face each man as he spoke. He looked more as if he was giving a
casual lecture to a group of junior lab staff than trying to
enlighten his captors. “For people of your intellectual level... it
will do for now.”

“Going back to the chip,” Dockrill
prompted.

“Yes, the chip.” Anderson turned
toward the young soldier once again.

“This chip catalogues every cell in
the host’s body before dismantling said body piece by piece and
sending it through the selected wormhole. Essentially, the ModChips
allows us to fit a Camel through the eye of a needle...
figuratively speaking.”

“Are you saying...” Ferine cut in.
“Are you saying that this thing will send our bodies through a
microscopic hole in space one tiny piece at a time?”

“Yes. And it will recreate you on
the other side none the worse for wear.” Doctor Anderson was
relieved that at least one of them understood what he had been
talking about. Translating scientific jargon into laymen’s terms
had never been one of his strong points.

“Well fuck that!” Scarface
bellowed. “No little piece of terrorist technology is going to
dismantle my fucking body!” he almost screamed.

Ferine had to admit that he wasn’t
too comfortable with the idea of having his body torn apart either.
If it weren’t for the desperation of their situation, and his need
to complete this mission, he would never even consider doing such a
thing.

“If anyone wants to back out of
this and make a run for our transport before it leaves then say so
now. I’m not saying it will look bad for anyone who doesn’t
volunteer. God knows I don’t want to do it myself, but we’re in a
bad spot here. I don’t see that we have much choice.”

Ferine looked at his men to see
which, if any, would refuse the procedure. He’d all but thrown down
the challenge with the thinly veiled threat that to do so would be
detrimental to their careers. His men shuffled their feet and
looked at the floor. He could tell that they would all opt out if
given a choice... and if their egos could stand it.

“Count me in,” Sergeant Jackson
replied confidently from Ferine’s right.

“Me too,” Private Dockrill
sighed.

Scarface looked at each of the men
in turn before he replied. “Screw it. I can’t let you guys get
diced up like bacon and sucked through a straw without me, can I?”
He tried to smile, but as usual, it didn’t sit well on the scarred
face of his. “Besides, I’ll miss out on all the fun if I stay here
by myself.”

“Count me in as well,” another
voice spoke up from behind them.

Ferine’s troops spun toward the
curtained hospital beds where the silhouette of a man could be seen
moving behind the white curtain.

“Hold your fire. I’m coming out,”
the newcomer said.

I know that
voice, Ferine thought as the curtain slid
back.

With their weapons raised, the
troops stared in amazement as Alan Oldman stepped out from behind
the screen with a cigarette stuck between his grinning lips.

“Holy shit!” Scarface bellowed in
surprise. “Commander Oldman. What the fuck are you doing here?”

“Yeah,” Jackson said as he lowered
his weapon. “Last we saw you were a big shot reporter for the
government news services.”

“I still am.” Alan Oldman stepped
forward. “I’m working right now.” With one hand he tapped the front
of the hyper-definition camera still attached to his chest. “I
managed to pull a few strings and a last-minute flight up to the
station to cover your arrest of the ANZAR terrorists.” He smiled at
Ferine. “It’s been a great story so far. Lots of drama. Huh,
Ferine?”

“You could say that.” Ferine stared
at the old ex-soldier. “Is that thing still on?” He nodded toward
the camera.

“Nope.” Oldman smiled as he exhaled
a plume of smoke in their general direction. “We’re at a commercial
break.”

Alan Oldman was a legend amongst
the Imperial military. In his days as a soldier, Oldman was a
highly decorated commander who had at least a dozen legendary
stories associated with his name. His continued support of the
troops via his news reports and willingness to still step into
harm’s way when the need arose elevated the respect the men felt
for the retired Commander. Although they had only met a few times
before, Ferine genuinely liked Oldman, and in part, was glad to see
him here now. But he couldn’t help but be a little concerned at
what his presence meant for the mission.

“By the looks of the mess in the
corridor back there, you guys could probably do with an extra pair
of hands on this job, right?” Oldman asked.

“Are you kitted out?” Ferine
asked.

“I’ve got the essentials right
here.” Oldman pointed at a bag by his feet.

“Does anyone know you’re here?”

“Apart from the few million people
who watched me come in here live on TV.” Oldman shrugged.
“Nobody.”

Ferine shook his head. “That’s not
what I meant.”

“Oh, you mean, am I officially
working for the military?” Oldman grinned. “Hell no. But I can’t
imagine anybody complaining about an embedded journalist tagging
along. Can you?”

Ferine gave a slight nod of his
head to show that he agreed before turning back to Doctor
Anderson.

“We’re going to have to catch up
once we’re on the way Alan, right now we have some prep work to do.
Come on doc, let’s get this thing done.”

After removing his shirt, Ferine
lay on the hospital bed with his forehead resting on his forearms.
With his face covered, nobody in the room could see that he had
closed his eyes. He’d always hated needles, and this was promising
to be the mother of all injections.

Doctor Anderson removed an aerosol
can from a shelf near the bed and sprayed the back of Ferine’s
neck. The Captain winced as the cold liquid made contact with his
skin.

“This is a local anaesthetic we’ve
developed,” Doctor Anderson explained. “It’s based on the numbing
gel used by dentists, but it goes a lot deeper. It effectively
numbs all the nerve endings in the area sprayed.”

Anderson gave Ferine’s neck a pinch
and raised the skin. “How’s that?” he asked Ferine. “Can you feel
anything when I do this?”

Ferine never spoke. He just shook
his head to answer no.

“Fine. We’re all set then.”

Doctor Anderson raised the syringe
that he had been holding since Alan Oldman’s appearance and
casually slipped a Series 6 ModChip into the barrel. As he held the
device up to inspect its readiness, all eyes in the room fell on
the lethally sharp looking head of the needle. It wasn’t like any
syringe the men had ever seen before. The opening that would be
embedded into the skin seemed to be at least five millimetres wide.
Without the anaesthetic, it would feel more like getting stabbed
with a skewer than having an injection.

“All set,” Doctor Anderson
announced. “Hold still now, Captain. This won’t take but a few
seconds.”

In one swift movement, Doctor
Anderson leant down and pinched the back of Ferine’s neck at the
base of the skull. He pulled upwards and raised a fold of skin
until it was over an inch above the patient’s spine, with this
other hand he swiftly thrust the tip of the syringe into the
fold.

The anaesthetic worked well, and
Ferine didn’t feel the actual injection. The gasps of his men and a
slight pressure at the back of his head told Ferine that the doctor
had started the procedure.

“Is that it?’ Ferine’s voice was
muffled from having his face pressed into the bed.

“Almost. I’ve broken the skin and
am now injecting the chip. So don’t move,” Anderson answered as he
squeezed the trigger on the saline-filled syringe.

“You might feel something here as
the chip burrows toward the base of your skull. It has a coating of
nano-motors that will help it push its way through your neck
muscles.”

A slight groan issued from Ferine
as he felt the chip moving through his flesh. Thanks to the
anaesthetic spray, what he felt wasn’t pain, just a severe feeling
of discomfort as something Alien moved beneath his skin. Although
it didn’t hurt, the compulsion to reach around and rip the thing
out of the back of his neck was strong. It felt strange and
unnatural. It felt as if he were being invaded by some parasitic
creature that was slowly burrowing its way towards his brain. His
mind went back to the sensation of the icy finger probing his brain
during the Blackout.

This feels
similar, he thought.

“The movement will stop when the
chip reaches the base of your skull and attaches itself to the
first vertebrae. It needs to be as close to the brain and spinal
column as possible so it can send out connecting filaments to
each.” The Doctor was trying to be soothing, but his words had the
opposite effect.

“What the Hell, doc,” Sergeant
Jackson gasped from nearby. His eyes had opened wide at the thought
of what was going on in the back of Ferine’s head. “You said it was
just an implant. You didn’t say anything about it burrowing through
flesh and sending little tentacles into his brain and spine.”

Jackson and Scarface stepped
forward as one. Private Dockrill stood back and looked extremely
uncomfortable. On top of the murders of the ANZAR scientists that
he had been forced to stand-by and watch, this new development was
the icing on the cake of a very stressful day.

“Get that thing out of him now,”
Scarface snarled as he raised his weapon and aimed it at the
Doctor. “This is the only warning you’re going to get.”

“Sorry gents,” Doctor Anderson
sighed. “It’s too late for that. It’s already in. It would do your
Captain more harm than good if I attempted to take it out now. That
thing has got filaments snaking all through his skull by now. We
rip it out, and we’re liable to take half his brain with it.”

Jackson looked from the Doctor to
Ferine and back again. “Cap, what do you want us to do?” he asked
with more than an edge of nervousness.

“S’okay,” Ferine mumbled. “Leave
it. S’okay.”

Scarface and Jackson glanced at
each other before they lowered their weapons.

On the bed, Ferine felt the
movement of the chip stop and held his breath for the next wave of
discomfort. After a momentary pause, he surprised to feel a wave of
pleasure wash over him. His mind opened up, his thoughts grew
clear, and he became aware of every part of his body as it
responded to the ModChips probing. For a moment he could both feel
and hear his heart beating, he could feel the blood flow through
every vein and artery from the tips of his toes to the top of his
scalp. He had never felt as simultaneously alert and calm as this
before. He felt wholly healthy and free of the aches, pains and
fatigue that had dogged him up until a few moments before.

My God, this
feels fucking awesome, he
thought.

“You guys have got to try this,” he
gasped as he rose to a sitting position on the bed. “I feel... I
feel...”

Doctor Anderson nodded his head.
“The chip is releasing endorphins into your system as a way of
introducing itself to your body. Kind of like a chemical
housewarming present from it to you. The effects should wear off
shortly. Enjoy it while it lasts.”

Turning to the other men in the
room who stared at their Captain with both shock and fear, Ferine
gave a beaming smile.

“So, who wants to go next?” Ferine
grinned.

The three remaining troops
exchanged nervous glances. Apparently, none of them was eager to
volunteer.

Seeing his chance to guarantee
himself a spot on the mission, the recently retired Commander
Oldman took a step forward and sat on the couch beside Ferine.

“You’re all a bunch of pussies,” he
snarled at the other men. “Do me next, Doc,” he said as he slipped
off his shirt.
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Not going to
plan

The Oval Office – The White House,
Washington DC.

10.00am (Washington Time) - Sunday, August 16th, 2048

 


The President passed only a
handful of security staff as he walked the halls. Even on a Sunday
morning, the White House was unusually quiet. If not for the
current military operation taking place on Newton Station, he would
still have been curled up in bed beside his wife. With a nod to the
security man on the door, he stepped into the Oval Office and
stared furtively around the room.

Good, nobodies here.

He collapsed into the same chair
that the last twelve presidents had used, leant forward and rested
his elbows on the desk as he struggled to think of what he was
going to say. He knew he had most-likely compromised the mission to
arrest the terrorists by announcing it to the press too soon. The
phone call he had received from a member of the Corporatocracy had
made that apparent. He was still shaking over the threats and
verbal abuse he had received from the faceless voice at the other
end of the line. He never imagined that such a high office, hell,
the highest office, could be so manipulated and controlled as the
presidency appeared to be. His dreams of making a difference and
leading the Empire into better times for the good of all its
citizens was a fast-fading ideology that was borne of his
ignorance. As a state senator, he had grown accustomed to the
respect and dignity that had imbued his previous position.
Naturally, it came as a shock to find that the role of President of
the American Empire, although technically the highest rank of
office on the planet, was no more than a puppet role. He had worked
and fought all his life to attain this position that was, in truth,
little more than a ceremonial position. He found out the hard way
that the real men who ran the show would always stay hidden. They
liked to run things from the shadows where they could make and
break laws as each of their selected puppet presidents came and
went.

Without knocking, a burly suited
businessman in his mid-fifties barged into the room. The President
didn’t have to look at the man to know he was not happy.

“I hope you have a damn good
explanation for what you just did you fucking cretin,” the
President’s visitor bellowed as he strode across the room without
bothering to close the door.

“Good morning, Gerald,” the
President sighed.

“You think it’s a good morning?”
Gerald blared. “Fuck good mornings. If this thing goes south, I’ll
make sure you never have another good morning again.”

The President looked into the
bloated face of Gerald Seymour, one of the wealthiest men in the
world. He was just as the President had expected he would be,
enraged at the prospect of losing the ANZAR technology.

“What the hell was that press stunt
you pulled?” Gerald asked. “You do realise that you’ve probably
screwed this whole thing up? If you’ve cost us the chance to get
our hands on whatever machinery those ANZAR bastards use to make
their fuel then that will be the end of you as President,” he
growled from the other side of the President’s desk.

Gerald had not bothered to sit. He
glared down at the distraught President. His chest rose and fell in
deep gasping sighs as he struggled to catch his breath.

The President felt a slight pang of
relief as he realised that Seymour was going to remain standing.
His past experiences with the man had demonstrated that this would
be a quick meeting. Seymour wasn’t the type to stand for longer
than necessary. His bulk and inherent laziness ensured that
whenever there was a vacant seat nearby, he took it. Only in times
of severe stress or anger did the man forgo the chance to get off
his feet and allow his emotions to override his instinct to make
himself comfortable.

The President slowly raised his
head to look at the man that had dominated his last six years in
office.

“I agree that things are not going
to plan. But the situation is recoverable. We have...”

“Not going to plan? Well, that’s
got to be the understatement of the year. You’d better hope that
this Ferine guy of yours manages to get the job done on his second
attempt. We can’t have these Aussies making us look like amateurs
on this thing. Luckily, the death of our troops has only drawn
support from the public. They want us to go in even harder and wipe
the Australians out.”

“What about the research?” the
President asked. “I thought you wanted the ANZAR staff to continue
working for us in the homeland?”

“You don’t need to worry about
that,” Seymour answered a little more calmly. As usual with the big
man, once he’d had his rant, he began to settle down.

“It’s already been worked out.
We’ll still fake their deaths then ship them off to one of our
research installations as planned. We’ve already got the lookalikes
standing by for the public executions.”

The President wondered who those
poor saps would turn out to be.

“Who knows?” Seymour continued. “We
may even be able to get them to undo the damage they have done so
we can all come out of this looking like heroes. Well, at least, we
could get them to build us something so that we don’t have to die
along with the rest of the planet when everything goes tits-up in a
few months from now.”

The President stared at Seymour and
marvelled at how a human piece of garbage such as this could have
been permitted to climb the social ladder as high as he had.

Only in
America, the President thought
sadly.

“Just don’t make any more
announcements without talking to me first.” Seymour pointed at his
chest as he spoke. “In fact, I’ll have my secretary forward you
whatever information you’re allowed to release. Until this thing is
sorted, you’re only to read prepared statements, nothing more. Got
it?”

The President stared at Gerald
Seymour as the implications sank in. The Corporatocracy had
apparently lost faith in him. He felt more than a little
embarrassed when he realised that they had started treating him the
same way they had George W. Bush for most of his second term; being
spoon fed speeches and having all his major decisions made for him.
That was not how he wanted his Presidency to end.

The President could only bring
himself to nod in reply.

“Good,” Seymour smiled as he turned
to leave the room. “I’ll have a speech delivered in the next thirty
minutes. We’ve scheduled a press conference for you at eleven. If
you’re lucky, you may still be able to cover up this hole you dug
for us.”

As he neared the door on the way
out, Gerald Seymour stopped and turned to face the President once
more. “I can’t help but wonder though,” he said almost wistfully.
“Whatever made you decide to send an Australian military Captain
after his own people?”

“That wasn’t my idea,” the
President replied.

Gerald Seymour gave a little snort
that could have been a laugh.

“Of course,” he replied as he
began to pull the door shut. “Nothing around here is your idea. You
would do well to remember that.”

With a thud, the Oval Office door
slammed shut, making the President feel more alone than he ever had
before.
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Dead Earth

First Conduit address – Location
unknown.

8.21pm - Sunday, August 16th, 2048

 


Craig watched as the
Earth grew steadily larger in the cockpit window. Finding the
missing planet hadn’t taken as much effort as he had initially
feared. By the time Karen, Craig and the boys had cleaned the
inside of the vomit covered ship; Glen had found what he was
looking for. In the end, after taking many measurements and making
dozens of calculations, Alan had deduced that this version of the
earth was located directly below them. Although it was still a fair
way off, the blue disc that represented the far-away Earth was
plainly visible once the Feynman had been turned in the
right direction.

“Why does it seem so far away?”
Karen had asked when they had first started to head toward the tiny
blue disc of light that appeared only slightly larger than the
stars around it. “Did we travel away from it somehow?”

“Not exactly,” Glen answered from
beside her. “As best I can tell, the Earth is in the exact spot it
should be. We’ve come through the Conduit wormhole in the same
place as we left. Well... physically anyway. It’s just that in this
version of reality, the Blackout hasn’t occurred, and this version
of the Earth is still in the right place.”

“So, you mean that the Earth, our
Earth... the one we live on back home is the one that has
moved?”

“Of course!” Craig gasped.
“Whatever those spheres did in the Blackout with the change of
Earth’s orbit and everything, what we see here is the amount that
our Earth has already shifted. The gap between this Earth and us at
the moment is the distance that our Earth has already wandered off
course.”

“My God, it’s moved so far,” Karen
sighed.

It took the
Feynman only a few minutes to cover the distance from their
original location to the upper atmosphere of the new world. With no
nearby reference point to compare their speed against, Craig had to
rely on a small graphical display near the centre of his control
panel to figure out the ship’s engine output as a percentage of its
maximum potential. At the moment, the screen showed that the
Feynman was travelling at three-quarters of its maximum possible
speed. On its own, that told Craig little, as the device had not
been calibrated to match any known measurements of acceleration or
velocity. Using their distance travelled and the time it took to
arrive there, Craig managed to calculate a rough estimate of their
speed.

“Well, you guys might be interested
to know that we’ve unofficially managed to break the record for the
fastest spaceflight of all time,” he called over his shoulder.

“How fast are we going?” Karen
asked.

“It’s only approximate, but it
looks we’re moving along at about three hundred thousand miles an
hour. Not too shabby for a privately funded and built vehicle,
huh?” Craig replied.

“Yeah, remind me to call Guinness
when we get back,” Glen said dryly.

The view of the Earth now all
but filled the Feynman’s cockpit. The west coast
of Australia, as well as Asia and the Indian Peninsula, stood out
in bright relief against the deep green of the surrounding oceans.
Craig stared at the view as a wave of excitement washed over him.
Despite the years of work and tests, he could hardly believe that
the VAPER had transported them to a different reality complete with
an alternate version of the Earth, sun and the familiar looking
crater filled moon. As the features of the world below came into
sharper focus, Craig wondered what kind of place it would turn out
to be. Would there be plants, animals, people? Or, would it prove
to be just a barren, lifeless rock like every other planet humans
had visited before? In theory, he knew that this world could
contain any possible variation of life or lack thereof. There could
be people just like them on the surface or any other kind of living
beings that would appear utterly alien to him. Or, as it seemed
more and more likely as he watched the globe grow larger out the
window with no signs of cities or artificial structures coming into
view, it could be empty.

From the cargo bay below, the
sound of the boys laughing and giggling travelled up through the
floor as the children grew more and more excited at seeing this new
Earth. Their voices rose in pitch as they pointed out new features
to each other while the Feynman travelled nearer,
bringing further details into view.

“Look, there’s where China is,”
cried Timothy.

“And I can see an island,” replied
Jamie.

Each of the boys took it in turns
to poke at the VAPER’s diamond hull, drawing attention to something
new and exciting that had caught their attention. Apart from the
view, they looked and acted exactly like a couple of kids on a
school bus taking their first excursion.

Which, in a strange way, they
were.

“Hey, does something look odd about
this view to you guys?” Craig asked Karen and Glen who was seated
behind him.

“Like what?” Glen asked as he
leaned forward for a better look. “I can’t see anything that stands
out as being out of place.”

“I don’t know,” Craig mused.
“There’s something about this place that doesn’t look right.”

He shook his head as if to clear
his thoughts before continuing. “Well. Whatever it is that’s
bugging me; we’ll find out in a few minutes when we get down
there.”

“I can tell you one thing that
stands out for not being there,” Karen said as she rose to stand
behind Craig. She rested one hand on his shoulder and used the
other to point at the view.

Craig enjoyed this brief moment of
contact with her. Especially after the rage, she had fallen into
immediately following their first transit. He saw it as a positive
sign that she had gotten over the shock of being physically
dismantled and her perceived betrayal.

“There’s no debris field,” she
continued. “It’s strange that it took me so long to notice it
considering it’s all you can see when you look out of most windows
on Newton. You’d think that the absence of something so ugly and
artificial would stand out straight away.”

“Right,” Glen nodded. “Well, if
there’s anybody down there, they’ve done a better job of looking
after their Earth.”

The Feynman was rapidly closing
on the planet’s atmosphere. With the touch of a few buttons and the
swipe of a finger, Craig reduced the VAPER’s speed in preparation
for entry into the atmosphere.

“You guys better sit down again,”
Craig said to the others as he continued to work the controls.
“We’re about to hit the atmosphere. It’s liable to get a little
bumpy.”

With one last squeeze of his
shoulder, Karen stepped away from Craig and knelt beside the short
access ladder that led to the cargo area below. With her butt in
the air and her elbows on the floor, she poked her head through the
opening to check on the boys. Both kids still had their faces
pressed against the transparent hull of the VAPER as they watched
the approaching Earth grow larger. They had found it more
comfortable to lay flat on their stomachs in the cramped space,
their oversized bodies stretched along the VAPERs length, covering
almost half of the cargo bay.

“You guys alright down there?” she
called to them.

Two child-like faces turned at the
sound of her voice. The massive grins pasted on their faces made it
immediately apparent how happy the boys were to be away from the
station. Despite the discomfort (and outright terror) of the
transit process, Jamie and Timothy seemed to be enjoying
themselves. As far as they were concerned, they were on an
adventure, an adventure they had waited their wholes lives for.
Karen felt glad that things had worked out the way they had. The
Imperial takeover of Newton Station had turned out to be a blessing
in disguise for these two kids. So far, at least.

“Hi, Mummy!” Jamie called. “Are we
going to land on the planet down there?”

“I’m not sure, baby,” Karen smiled.
“But we’re going down to have a look, so you need to hold on for a
bit while we fly down there, okay? It might get a little
bumpy.”

“Cool. I hope it gets so bumpy that
we throw up again,” giggled Timothy.

“Yeah, well if we do, I’m gonna
throw up on you,” Jamie replied.

With that, Karen left the boys to
enjoy the ride and returned to her seat. Only when she sat down did
she realise that she, like the boys, was also smiling.

My God, I think
I’m enjoying this, she
thought.

The VAPER hit the atmosphere with a
slight judder as the air of this alternate Earth rubbed against the
outside of the ship. Condensation beaded on the hull, filling the
inside of the VAPER with blotchy patterns of light. The view
outside grew cloudy as the air around the ship grew thicker. Small
tufts of clouds flew past Karen’s face just before the hull grew
dark and blocked the view.

“Okay, I’ve just opaqued the hull
again, so it doesn’t get too hot in here like last time,” Craig
announced to whoever was listening.

“Fingers crossed there’ll be nobody
waiting for us...” Glen replied light-heartedly. “Like last
time.”

Craig gave a quick nod to
show that he got the joke then set about the business of guiding
the Feynman
through the thickening atmosphere.

After around a minute, in
which everyone on board was shaken, bounced and jostled in their
seats, the Feynman’s
hull cleared to reveal a view unlike anything
anyone had ever seen before. A barren, rocky landscape of boulders
and misshapen rocks stretched from horizon to horizon. Reds, greys
and metallic hues were speckled with and merged into the rich
coppery shades that dominated the landscape. In the distance, a
jagged mountain peak rose into view like a giant serrated knife
blade made of metal and weathered rock.

As he looked at this shattered
landscape of broken rocks and raw metals, Craig knew they would not
be landing here.

“Well, now I get what was bugging
you form up in orbit,” Glen said from behind him. “There’s no
greenery anywhere. There’s no life. This place looks dead.”

“Yeah, but it’s a mining company’s
dream,” Craig gasped. “The VAPER’s sensors are picking up pretty
much every kind of ore and mineral known to man. It looks like this
place is made up mainly of Iron, copper and tin as well. Wow.
There’s a shitload of silver and gold here too.”

“If we could find some way to mine
this place and transport the ore home it would solve our budget
issues for the next say, billion years,” Glen laughed.

“Not to mention that it would mean
there was no need for us to mine our world anymore. Think of what
good that would do the Earth,” Karen smiled.

“Well, it’s worth considering,”
Craig agreed as he turned the VAPER in a new direction. “It
wouldn’t be easy, but at least it looks like there are no locals to
complain about it if we did. My sensors are showing nothing as far
as life signs go. This place is empty. If anything ever lived here,
they’re long gone now.”

The landscape below
the Feynman
continued unchanged for endless kilometres as
the small ship investigated the new world. A bright green line of
reflected light appeared on the horizon and rapidly grew larger as
the ship approached.

“The beach! The beach!” Jamie and
Timothy called
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