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“THE FUTURE KING NO MORE”
by M. WEIGEL

Wham! There goes Merlin. He visits me
on Avalon once each year, and he lasts about a
day before he starts prattling on about the need
for my return. He tries to helpfully coax, “You
could be a politician now! It would not have to
be in Britain. With your looks, the Americans
would swoon over you.”

[ tune out as much as I can, and I try to
contain my bitterness. I mentally recite the titles
of canceled Netflix shows to drown him out,
but he often takes my silence for serious consid-
eration. I'm not his student anymore, and when
[ try to remind him of that, he grows terse. We
start exchanging barbs, and then my former
authority pours out until the sounds echo off
the walls. He huffs out, promising to return
when [ am civilized, and I vow to remain me,

a supplanted king, medieval, and mostly dead.
Eventually, Morgana comes in with food or a di-
version, but her doleful eyes will bore into me. |
ignore her until she backs down, and we repeat
the cycle.

[ know they both want me to try again.
They claim the world needs me, but I refuse to
serve. They have conveniently forgotten how
[ acquired my throne. I did not watch my fa-
ther at court and see councilors pour over past
precedent to create fine laws. [ pulled a sword
out of a rock because I was too lazy to do my job
as a squire, and then people handed me money,
power, and fame. What child would not feel
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blessed and empowered by all that fawning?

But, it was a ruse. I was not blessed with
bold words. I stayed up for hours reciting lines
to myself until I fell into an exhausted haze. No
one, not even Merlin, knew how often I threw
up before making those inspiring speeches. Not
even Guinevere knew how often I cried in those
first thousand or so nights, paralyzed at how
my decisions always sent men to their doom.
Spending a few hours as an ant had not shown
me how to console the widows. I knew the theo-
ry about borders from being a hawk, but all the
idealism in the world did not prevent raids and
invasions from dominating my first decade on
the throne.

At the time, Morgana had wanted my job
so badly, but now she won’t take it. She keeps
citing misogyny in politics, and I doubt she is
likable enough. I'm never playing those political
games again. | regularly tell Morgana that I'm
not going back. She sniffs that all her spells are
wasted then, but I don’t care about her long-suf-
fering looks or Merlin’s temper. Each one used
me for their will. If they have to put up with my
rants and insolence for eternity, that is too gen-
tle of a price for both of them. They can rot just
like all the corpses in the fields after Mordred
and [ killed each other.

Merlin claims the world needs me; that
some people are ready to hear more than
“might makes right,” but he lies. I do more than
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watch television all day, and a guy can only do
so many leg workouts before “not dying” from
boredom. I follow the news, and the world is a
mess. The quiet leaders fall into my trap. They
mean well, they dream big, and they try to cre-
ate change, and when they cannot end poverty
with the ease of the Lady of the Lake tossing
me Excalibur, their people revolt and elect a
well-spoken snake-oil salesmen who promises

a return to a time that never was. Morgana did
not save Mordred’s life, and he had no heir that
[ know of; nevertheless, his weaselly words ap-
pear around the world, promising greatness and
prosperity to people whose corpses he would
walk over without a second glance.

Do they not get it! The world should ever
be wary of anyone who wants to be king. Mer-
lin never offers me a chance to be a small-town
sheriff or a principal of a high school. Ways to
do good in this messed up world exist, but even
those tiny fiefdoms can be corrupted. Every ac-
ademic knows to be wary of the colleague who
wants to be chair. Those who race for leadership
with wide eyes and open hands also have sali-
vating lips and complicated fantasies of who to
punish.

The best leaders are the ones who do not
want the job. They accept the service because
no one else will or to stop the obvious power
grab. This world sacrifices the good to hold
back the waves of bad. I have lived through
enough election cycles to feel the same resigna-
tion as when I used to dread seeing the snows
melt since it meant the Saxons would appear
again.

No one tells the truth about leadership.
Fiction shows gilded chambers rather than cold
food waiting for hundreds of people to be seat-
ed before one can make a speech that must be

inspiring and not too long. I always knew that
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half of the audience was bored the moment I
opened my mouth and was happily wanting ran-
dom questing beasts, the holy grail, or a strange
man dressed in green to walk in and cut off his
head, anything to make listening to me drone
on more entertaining.

Merlin and Morgana act like I had no
idea what Lancelot was doing, but of course I
noticed Guinevere’s eyes following him every-
where. | knew about the affair and how bad it
made me look. I did not kill them because at
least my wife deserved to be happy, and I was
too exhausted to be furious. The common peo-
ple hold their leaders to impossible standards.
One infidelity, one mispronounced word, they
turn for the wolf again. I will not fret about the
large scandals, nor will I agonize over the col-
ors of my suits or if [ inadvertently sound like
I’'m asking a question based on the pitch of my
voice.

[ don’t want late night war councils and
the verbal jousts at meetings. I don’t want to
remember laws surrounding nepotism, legacy
admissions, and which near-Ivy constitutes the
new Joyous Guard. Does Merlin not notice that
it is easy to see which leaders try to rule well
by how much gray hair they develop while in
office! Even the younger ones try to hide it with
dye, but their eyes hold an exhaustion at keep-
ing the Kays of the world from messing up every
feast.

Every country has at least one Pellinore who
is too scared to go home, so he keeps finding
random ways to dispense advice about a histo-
ry he has rewritten that no one wants to hear
about anyway. No, thank you! I won’t be one of
those doddering ancients who staff place bets
on whether their life or the term will end first,
and both might be the same blessing.

[ would not even know how to lead now. |
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don’t want to be one of those talking heads in
videos that speak about work-life balance while
demanding their employees complete 12-hour
shifts. I don’t want to be the CEO who tries to
befriend his people so that every bad day can be
noted and used to dock their paychecks. I don’t
want to care about how long people spend in
the bathroom or on the phone, and I'm good
with people having enough money to live quiet-
ly and well. That means I cannot even run for
office in most of North and South America.

Merlin and Morgana don’t get it. No sane
person wants to lead. Once they know how
heartbreaking the job really is, most run scream-
ing as soon as they can. Some get trapped: they
need the money, or they are one of only three
people with crucial knowledge. I remember how
often I hosted jousts where I hoped the ground
would swallow Gawain, Perceval, or me just to
not feel more of my soul slowly dying.

Merlin says I would unite the people, land-
slide elections and all that, but I could not
handle a dictatorship with the game rigged in

my favor. [ would not be able to handle democ-

racy as soon as my strongest advisors start dating
and feuding again. He forgets the fallen, but
centuries later, I'm still tormented by Gareth’s
unseeing eyes.

I did not want to be a king then, and I will
not serve again now. Had Merlin told me about
his real plans for me, I would have walked all
the way back for Kay’s sword and made him
forfeit a joust. It would have served him right
for not keeping track of his stuff. I was never
Arthur, an innocent child. I was a royal illegiti-
mate puppet, then a child king, then a cuckold,
and finally a betrayed father.

I’'m no longer interested in inspiring speech-
es and telling others how to live. I set my days
now, and my books bring me peace. Let some-
one else pull out a gilded stylus or whatever
works as a sword these days. I'm sure the Lady
of the Lake visits koi ponds if folks look hard
enough. It is someone else’s turn. I'll sit back
and watch as another poor soul is ground up
by systems built before they were born. I was a

king, but now, the future will be mine. **
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“COTTONWOODS ON TOUR”
by MARY JO RABE

Commander Aglaia Stolz, soon to be em-
ployed by the Inter-Galactic Corporation that
had recruited her enthusiastically, gingerly
stretched her wiry frame out on the sparse,
brown grass under her favorite cottonwood
tree. She chose to ignore the possibility that her
short, dishwater-blonde hair would fill up with
grass or even insects.

She always relaxed on her father’s success-
ful, “retro” dude ranch. Toward the end of the
twenty-first century, paying guests still wanted
the fake Old West experience here in Nevada.
Aglaia just liked being home.

She loved the earthy aroma of freshly mown
hay coming from the fields and the sweaty
smell of the horses grazing in these fields. She
remembered the sweet scent of the cottonwood
tree when it bloomed in the spring. Too bad the
fragrance wasn’t there in October. Still, this was
home where the wind blew softly through the
cottonwood trees and sounded like it was whis-
pering to her.

Her arm and leg muscles had atrophied a
little while she stayed with her mother in Las
Vegas. Mom, who was long since living out her
dream as a table game dealer in a luxurious casi-
no, got enough exercise walking and standing.

Aglaia, who felt lazy and tried to breathe
as seldom as possible in Mom’s sparsely fur-
nished, efficiency apartment, not so much. Due

to Mom’s nicotine addiction, not only fabrics,
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but also walls and appliances were permanently
coated with stubborn cigarette-smoke residue.

At Dad’s dude ranch, she could breathe
freely and get back into shape. She had pitched
right in, cleaning out the manure and straw
from the stinking horse stalls as well as cleaning
the encrusted feed and water troughs. Then she
took one of the newest acquisitions - a quite
skittish young mare - out for a ride to determine
if the animal was safe for guests to ride.

Not being in shape for this kind of exertion
- Aglaia had been at her mother’s place for sev-
eral weeks - she then collapsed under her favor-
ite cottonwood tree. As a child, she had believed
that the tree reached all the way up to the sky.
As an adult, she still found its thirty-five meters
of height quite impressive. The dark, cracked
bark with its whitish edges reminded her that
nothing and no one stayed young forever.

This tree - there was a whole grove of them
not too far down the lane - was the closest to
the plain, unpainted ranch house that had been
a pleasant enough childhood home until her
parents’ increasingly hostile bickering drove her
away.

Mom and Dad were truly wonderful peo-
ple as individuals; they just never should have
married each other. It was a miracle that they
stayed together so long, long enough to have a
child when they were in their mid-thirties. On
the other hand, if they hadn’t, Aglaia wouldn’t
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exist. So, there was that.

Having seen what marriage can do to peo-
ple, Aglaia vowed to remain blissfully single,
and now, middle aged herself, still had no inten-
tion of changing her mind.

That, actually, had given her an advantage
when they chose a commander for the upcom-
ing hyperspace journey. The chances of return-
ing before all your friends and relatives had died
were minimal. Therefore, unattached candidates
had greater selection chances.

After applying for the position somewhat
lightheartedly, Aglaia had made the cut. She
had enjoyed twenty years as a freelance IT
troubleshooter, fixing equipment and adjusting
programming for universities, tech corpora-
tions, and anyone willing to pay her high fees.
For fun, she had become quite a skilled hacker.
Still, it was now time for something different,
and she always dreamed of serious traveling.

Funny how the shade of the cottonwood
tree encouraged happy thoughts. This was
where she had picked out a college to go to, far,
far away from home, although such a distance
was no longer as necessary once her parents
finally got divorced.

This was where she had decided to apply for
the job at Inter-Galactic Corp, hoping her de-
grees in engineering and astrophysics would bal-
ance out the fact that she had no flying experi-
ence. It turned out that the Inter-Galactic Corp
- despite its penchant for military trappings and
titles, a commercial and not a military organi-
zation - was more than willing to teach her how
to fly planes and rockets, considering her other
skills.

No one could predict how long she would
be away from planet Earth on this hyperspace
trip. Experience had already shown that stuff

happened and schedules were more theory than
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practice. Navigation via hyperspace was similar
to throwing a pair of dice.

[t suddenly occurred to her that she would
miss her cottonwood tree. Naturally, she would
miss Mom and Dad more, but they had often
been challenging to deal with. This tree, on the
other hand, had always been pure comfort.

“Come on inside and have something to
eat,” Dad called from behind the front porch
screen door. “You've earned it. You did more
work in one day than most of my farmhands do
in a week.”

Aglaia stood up and ambled over to the
family’s house. Dad was getting visibly older. He
had always been tall and lanky. Aglaia got her
height from him; Mom was short and buxom.
But lately he was looking gaunt rather than
slim.

“How are you, Dad?” Aglaia asked as she
walked into the sparkling clean kitchen. She
remembered to shout. Dad’s hearing got worse
every year, and he was still adamant about not
using any goddamn electrical equipment in his
ears.

Mrs. Bales, who cleaned the guest bunk-
house, also did a good job with Dad’s residence.
Aglaia didn’t have to worry about Dad’s living
conditions. Dad himself, once Mom left, had
turned into quite a good cook.

“Fine, sweetie,” he shouted back. “What
would you like to eat for supper! Steak or
steak?”

Aglaia walked over to the window and saw
that the steaks were on the grill in the backyard.
Funny that she hadn’t smelled them when she
was under the cottonwood tree.

“Your best steak, Dad,” she said.

“They’ll be ready in a little while,” he said.
“Sit down and tell me about this rocket business

again. How long will you be gone?”
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Aglaia sighed. She honestly didn’t know
if Dad was just getting more forgetful or if he
didn’t want to remember what she had already
explained numerous times.

“We’re taking a spaceship to the Androm-
eda galaxy via hyperspace,” she began. “I can’t
explain all the details, but, basically, the way it
works is that the spaceship skims over curves of
the space-time continuum instead of traveling
the whole distance in a straight line. This way
we end up someplace faster than the speed of
light would allow us to without actually going
faster than the speed of light.”

“So,” Dad said, scratching his nearly bald
head. “You don’t really know how fast you are
going and that’s why you don’t know when
you'll get back.”

“Among other things,” Aglaia said. “Dad, it
kills me to think that I might not ever see you
and Mom again, but you know how much I've
dreamed of traveling to completely new places. |
really, really would like to go to another galaxy.
This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

“You always did want to go places,” her
father said. He stood up. “I'll miss you, sweetie.
And don’t worry. Your mother and [ come from
good, healthy stock. We'll still be here, no mat-
ter how long it takes you to get back.”

Aglaia smiled. Mom had said something
similar. No matter how much her parents dis-
liked each other, their love for their daughter
was boundless.

Dad went into the backyard and came back
with two plates, each loaded down with a huge,
sizzling steak. Typical for Westerners, they both
always wanted the cow to be completely dead
before they bit into it, and so they only ate their
steaks well done.

Dad looked up. “What will you have to eat
on the trip, sweetie! Will you only have that
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mush in tubes?”

Obviously most of Dad’s knowledge about
rocketry came from watching old movies. Aglaia
smiled.

“Actually,” she said. “That was a matter of
considerable discussion. The corporation went
for the cautious solution. My spaceship is the
size of one of those old generation ships, com-
plete with gardens and fields. We’ll have plenty
of fresh food to eat no matter how long we are
on our way.”

“But nothing this good,” Dad said, pointing
to her steak.

“No,” Aglaia agreed. “Nothing as good as
the food I've always had here.”

#

Aglaia always slept better at home than she
ever did at other places. After a huge breakfast,
she went to lie under the cottonwood tree again.
Dad was taking his old truck to town to consult
with his tax expert. Dad had never put any faith
in self-driving vehicles and managed to renew
his own driving license every year, even though
they deliberately made the tests increasingly
difficult in order to discourage people from
driving.

Aglaia closed her eyes. The huge platter of
scrambled eggs had made her sleepy again, even
though she had slept well and long in her old
bedroom.

“Take us with you,” a voice whispered.

Aglaia sat up, startled. She looked around,
but no one was there except for the horses, and
they didn’t talk.

“It looks like you can finally hear us,” the
voice whispered again. “We’ve been trying to
reach you ever since you were a little girl.”

This time Aglaia stood up and looked
around. The only anomaly she noticed was

that the broad, almost triangular leaves on the
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cottonwood tree seemed to be waving at her.
She felt a little dizzy. The leaves weren’t moving
randomly or steered by gusts of wind. They were
doing a wave, first one branch, then the next.

“What the,” she began.

“There is no need to use foul language,”
the voice said softly. “You are conversing with
us, the community of what you call cottonwood
trees.”

“Community!” Aglaia asked, grasping at the
first improbable concept in this context.

“Why yes,” the tree answered. “No tree is
ever alone. Actually, you would be amazed to
hear how many trees there are on your planet.
We connect through the fungi that travel from
one tree’s roots to another. In fact, all the cot-
tonwood trees together are one living creature,
one tree with many branches.”

“Okay,” Aglaia said. “That doesn’t seem
likely, but, then again, here I am talking to a
tree.”

“We have tried to talk to others,” the tree
complained. “But they either couldn’t under-
stand us or chose not to. It’s been quite discour-
aging. It never took us this long on the other
planets.”

“Whoa,” Aglaia said. “Other planets?”

“Again yes,” the tree answered. “We have
been planted on many habitable planets and
manage to stay in touch, although distances
sometimes make things tricky. Unfortunately we
don’t thrive everywhere.”

“Some alien brought you here?” Aglaia
asked. This was getting so weird that she began
to assume that she was hallucinating. Maybe she
had developed an allergy to scrambled eggs.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the tree said impa-
tiently. “Of course we are capable of absorbing
information, of listening in on creatures. We

can often influence the emotional states of in-
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telligent creatures. Whenever you were unhappy
as a child, we comforted you. When you took
that horse out for a ride yesterday, we calmed its
nerves so that it didn’t buck and throw you off
within the first ten seconds.”

“Sorry,” Aglaia said. “This is just a fair
amount to suspend disbelief about.”

“We wish you could acknowledge the obvi-
ous more quickly,” the tree said. “Others have,

and right now there are things that need to be

said.”

“You have talked to others!” Aglaia asked.
“Well, yes,” the tree said somewhat less
confidently. “Of course, none of them had your
science background, and others were children of
their times and could only believe in a magical
explanation. The gentleman we owe our name

to, good old John C. Frémont, heard us but
thought it was due to the alcohol he was con-
suming. However, he did take our advice about
his maps.”

“Populus fremontii,” Aglaia said. “That is
your scientific designation.”

“We would have preferred to be named
after a less controversial person,” the tree admit-
ted. “He isn’t someone we’re particularly proud
of, although he was a decent explorer and map-
maker.”

“But there are more important things to
discuss. We need your help”

“Sure,” Aglaia said. “Anything for my favor-
ite tree. What can I do for you? See that you get
watered more frequently?”

All the leaves rustled, impatiently, Aglaia
thought.

“No,” the tree said. “We’ve been waiting
for the transport ship to stop by again and
take a few of our seeds to some more planets.
Our seeds contain everything we know, all our

memories. Our ultimate goal has always been to
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grow wherever conditions allow and eventually
re-connect with each other from planet to plan-
et, from galaxy to galaxy.”

“Wait a minute,” Aglaia said. “This is begin-
ning to sound completely ludicrous.”

“We don’t have time to explain everything
to someone as uneducated as you,” the tree
snapped. “All we can do is ask for your help.
We've determined that you people have finally
discovered hyperspace transportation and will
be on your way to the Andromeda galaxy.”

“That doesn’t help us,” the tree continued.
“We already have trees are there. We need you
to go to the Draco galaxy instead.”

Aglaia shook her head. She must be hallu-
cinating. Funny, how precise these psychoses
were.

“You are far too intelligent to believe in
such nonsense,” the tree said. “Will you help us
or not?!”

“I don’t even think I can. I'm not much of a
navigator,” Aglaia objected. “The whole trip has
been calculated, computed, and stored in the
ship’s artificial intelligence module. I wouldn’t
know how to change it.”

“Maybe you just don’t know how to change
it yet,” the tree insisted. “Surely you don’t give
up that easily.”

“I'd like to help you,” Aglaia said. “Look-
ing back, you probably helped me more than
[ know. I just don’t like to make promises that
[ might not be able to keep. What I could do
is see to it that your seeds are planted in our
spaceship gardens and fields. Would that be
better than nothing?”

“Of course,” the tree said. “One step at a
time is fine. Trees know how to wait. We just
get impatient every now and then, like all living
creatures. By the way, your medical personnel

might find our bark useful. The inner bark con-
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tains ascorbic acid and the outer bark and leaves
reduce inflammation. We would enjoy traveling
with you as seeds and trees, but you also need
to get our seeds to suitable planets in the Draco
galaxy.”

“I'll see what I can do,” Aglaia said helpless-
ly. As if she didn’t have enough to do in making
her preparations to leave planet Earth, perhaps
forever. Well, if she could accept a talking tree
as part of her reality, she could also investigate
the possibility of hacking into the spaceship’s
navigation systems.

She began asking about details about the
trip. As commander, she had fairly free rein
when it came to requests. The director of the
gardens and fields section had no objection to
her bringing along cottonwood seeds to plant
in the fields. He was also fine with having ful-
ly-grown trees on the spaceship if the trip ended
up taking longer.

Even though the spaceship wouldn’t leave
until late summer, there was still so much to do.
The spaceship waited out at the L5 LaGrange
Point. Rockets had already been transporting
cargo and some of the crew up to the spaceship.

The transport rockets were purely utilitari-
an, no windows, no movement allowed, passen-
gers strapped into their padded seats only able
to stare at the blank, gray walls.

Just before the trip was to begin, Aglaia
brought up one batch of seeds for the ship’s
fields and asked the farming crew members to
plant them. Although she seriously doubted
that she could keep her promise to the cotton-
wood trees, she brought additional containers
full of seeds on board as her personal luggage.
As commander, she was allowed unlimited bag-
gage, but she did notice some quizzical glances
when she had the cases delivered.

Once everyone and everything were present
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and accounted for on the spaceship, Aglaia be-
gan the long inspection process. This was some-
thing she would never leave to a subordinate.
The safety of the spaceship was her responsibili-
ty and her job.

The ship was five kilometers in length and
about five hundred meters in height and con-
sisted of numerous spinning segments, which
would create a kind of tug similar but not iden-
tical to Earth’s gravity.

There was an observation deck, complete
with fortified, plastic windows offering a pan-
orama view and screens in the center of the area
where videos ran, explaining where the ship was
and what you could see. Not much, of course.
After all, they would be traveling through the
vast darkness of space. However, previous ships
traveling through hyperspace had reported the
crew members experiencing interesting sensory
experiences during the hyperspace jumps.

Living quarters were generous - almost
Earth-like efficiency apartments - and decorated
according to the preferences of the resident.

The garden and fields areas already had
plants growing. The head gardener proudly
showed Aglaia the plot where the cottonwood
seeds were planted.

The medical treatment area looked like a
modern hospital, bright-white, antiseptically
clean. The only difference compared to a hospi-
tal on Earth was that the personnel planned to
rely almost exclusively on robots for interactions
with patients.

After she was satisfied with her observations
and the equipment agreed with her that all was
in order, she gave the order to depart. There
was a surge in communications activity as the
astronauts transmitted their farewells one more
time, but then they were off.

Once they were past the Earth’s moon,
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Aglaia set up the first hyperspace jump. The
necessary programming was easy for her. Previ-
ous trips had shown that there was no danger to
the astronauts, but Aglaia thought she felt some
kind of motion throughout her body when the
jump started. Nonetheless, the jump succeeded,
and the artificial intelligence module was able
to determine their location. They were at the
outer rim of the Milky Way, on direct course to
Andromeda.

“Can you come to the fields?” one of the
gardeners transmitted. “There’s something
interesting going on.”

Aglaia made time and hurried through oth-
er segments to get there. The strange sensation
of almost gravity made her feel clumsy, and the
distance felt more strenuous than it would have
on Earth, but it all was doable.

She entered the garden and fields mod-
ule wondering why they had called her down.
Everything looked the same. Green plants stood
proudly in the soil. Hundreds of smells bom-
barded her nose, corn, tomatoes, peppers.

“Come back here where we planted your
cottonwood seeds,” Sue, one of the young
gardening apprentices called out to her. Aglaia
followed the voice and found herself looking up
at a huge cottonwood tree, a good twenty-five
meters high.

“This growth occurred while we were in the
hyperspace jump,” Sue said. “We can’t explain
it. None of the other plants reacted like that.
When we entered the jump, the seeds were
under the soil. When we came out, there were
these huge trees. We'll have to make a new care
plan for them. We thought we had years.” She
shook her head.

Aglaia stared at the tree. The leaves waved
slowly and she heard the words, “Please help us.
Please take us to the Draco galaxy.”
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Aglaia absolutely did not feel like making
this decision on her own. She had a crew of
almost one hundred astronauts, all expecting
a trip to the Andromeda galaxy. While Aglaia
now knew more about the navigation calcu-
lations, she was by no means certain that she
could turn the ship around safely and accurate-
ly.

She called a meeting of the people in charge
of the departments on the spaceship. “How
would you feel about changing the itinerary and
going to the Draco galaxy instead of Androme-
da?” she asked.

Everyone stared at her. She had never been
particularly good at reading body language, but
at this moment she had the definite feeling that
her crew thought she had gone insane. They
had been working and training together for over
a year before this trip began. Aglaia absolutely
did not have the reputation of being sponta-
neous.

“Uh, no thanks,” Karl Schmider, her sec-
ond in command, said quietly. “We all know hy-
perspace travel isn’t completely predictable, but
we shouldn’t add the factor of changing course
to the mix. It would be safer to continue on to
Andromeda, and that is what we contracted to
do.” He looked worried, more worried than a
middle-aged man should.

“We are prepared for this trip to Androme-
da, and now that we have the first jump behind
us, we can calculate time issues better,” Birgit
Seegebrecht, the youthful, dynamic gardener,
said. “That makes it easier to take care of life
support issues. We want to keep the food grow-
ing and the air flowing. This is not the time for
experiments.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Dr. Marie
Didierjean, a stocky, older woman with a perma-

nently stern face, asked. “That would put us all
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at unnecessary risk. I would never agree to such
stupidity.”

Others said nothing, but the alarm on the
crew’s faces was visible, even to Aglaia.

“Thank you for your input,” Aglaia said.
“This had indeed been helpful.”

Looking at their worried faces, she said,
“Think of this as a thought experiment. Consid-
ering all the things that can happen with hyper-
space travel, we have to be prepared for sponta-
neous changes. | am completely determined to
get this ship on its way safely and would never
endanger the ship or anyone on it.”

That seemed to reassure them. They left
without any further questions. Aglaia didn’t
sense any mutiny among the heads of depart-
ments, just relief and the desire to get back to
their jobs.

Aglaia spent the next few hours immersing
herself in the minutiae of the navigation algo-
rithms. As commander she had unfettered ac-
cess to the ship’s computers. Then she went to
the garden area and lay down under the largest
cottonwood tree.

“Well?” it asked.

“It’s complicated, and I don’t know if I can
get it right,” Aglaia said. “Do you trees really
want to risk ending up out in nowhere, neither
at Draco nor at Andromeda?”

The leaves rustled, and Aglaia suddenly felt
more confident, even happier.

“We believe in you,” the tree said. “In your
heart you want to go for it, so go.” Aglaia got up
and left the gardening module.

#

The conversation with management crew
members had also been useful. Aglaia knew
now that she couldn’t ask any of them for help.
She would have to trust herself and go this

alone. Somehow, since lying under the cotton-
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wood tree, she felt she could do it.

The next hyperspace jump was coming up
in a week’s time (Earth calculation). Gradually
Aglaia felt that she had done enough practice
hacking to know that she could alter the navi-
gation commands enough to bring them out of
the jump closer to Draco than Andromeda. At
least, that’s what she hoped.

She wouldn’t inform the crew until after
the jump. During the jump they wouldn’t no-
tice anything. Maybe the trees could help her by
trying to communicate with the other human
beings on the spaceship or at least making them
feel mellow. If crew members felt the need for
mutiny, all she really had to do was point out
that none of them had the skills to change the
navigation parameters. Aglaia might be able get
them to Draco. They couldn’t get themselves
anywhere once she changed the computer com-
mands.

#

One week later, having persuaded the
others that her comment about Draco was just
a joke, she hacked into the artificial intelligence
module for real and sent the spaceship through
hyperspace in a different direction. When they
emerged, they were almost at Draco.

“Thank you,” the trees said when she visit-
ed them.

“No need,” Aglaia said. “Hyperspace nav-
igation isn’t nearly as tricky as I thought. You
just slide over the curves of the space-time
continuum. Having done it twice now, when
the time comes, | think I can even get us back
to the Milky Way without too much time having
passed there. There is something to be said for
trial and error, and without you, I never would
have even tried.”

“And you guys really helped by sending out

soothing emotions to the crew, once we got
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here,” Aglaia added. “I hope we can find some
good planets for you in the Draco galaxy.”

“Not to worry,” the tree whispered. “Trees
can thrive and survive on many different plan-
ets. Every now and then we just need a little
help getting there.”

Aglaia decided she was looking forward to
a reunion with her parents and with the cot-
tonwood tree back on her father’s ranch. She’d

D

have a lot to talk about.
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“NO MORE PICKUPS”
by ASHLEY AKERS

It was already my 12th pickup this month.
[ stood in the corner of Solstar’s waiting room,
twirling my driver’s cap around my finger. My
boss would have said it was unprofessional, but
[ didn’t think so. My clients didn’t know what
was professional anymore; they’d been gone so
long. For all they knew, twirling your cap may
have become a respectable cultural custom.

[ recalled an old flatscreen movie from over
a hundred years ago that I'd seen at my grand-
parent’s place once: The Shoreside... Shaw-some-
thing Redemption. The old guy’d spent most of
his life in prison with the same people telling
him when to wake, when to wash, when to
scratch his balls. He was so bound by the insti-
tution that by the time he got out, he couldn’t
handle how different everything was, how much
he had to think for himself, so he offed himself.
[ wondered if that’s what it was like for the
arrivals, returning to Earth after 40 or so years,
having to navigate a new world with no one
telling them when to put their bins out or how
many cigarettes they can buy for a dollar. But
was that enough to end it! Seemed weak. Why
go to Jordan 12 if you were too weak to handle
a few cultural changes?

Maybe I should ask—I read off the pickup
order I'd been sent—Gerard. On the drive, I al-
ways asked as many questions as I could. I liked
knowing things before everyone else did, and if
[ was lucky, the pickups would reveal something

the official reports would later redact.
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The receptionist, Carol, caught me staring
at her—not in that way. She was like 60 and
single-handedly trying to bring the perm and
the pantsuit back as some sort of fashion dou-
ble whammy. Not my type. This was purely a
transactional stare—a professional relationship.
[ stared. She held up her fingers indicating how
much longer I had to wait. One finger now. I'll
let you figure out how long that meant. Carol
gestured to my untucked button-up shirt. Reluc-
tantly, I tucked it in. Happy now, Carol?

There weren’t a lot of people in the waiting
room. Those who went to Jordan 12 rarely ever
had anyone left on Earth who cared enough to
come pick them up when they returned. That’s
why [ was here. Not to care about them. I didn’t
do that. Just to do the picking up part, to take
them to a house paid for by Solstar, the organi-
sation that’d sent them. The pickups would rest
up a few days, try not to kill themselves, then
Solstar would come knocking to see if their
investment had been worth it.

Solstar, who I was contracted to, would
invest your entire salary every year for the 40
or so years you were gone. By the time you got
back, you’d have a shit-tonne of cash for only a
few years’ work due to the whole time-dilation
thing; some massive percentage the speed of
light, something about relativity—whatever. The
point is, the journey’d only take a few years for
you, but way longer would pass on Earth. For

many, it was a quick ticket to early retirement.
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For a few, it was apparently reason enough to
off themselves. Perhaps it was the leaving every-
one you knew behind, never to see them again.
Or perhaps it was just how different everything
was: tech moved so fast nowadays; 40 years

ago, was what! Paper books! Flatscreen TVs! |
couldn’t even remember. Not that [ was alive
then, being only 36 now. But a lot changes in
40 years: culture, society, expectations. Now,
you don’t just choose which ball to scratch first;
now, you choose whether you even want to have
balls or not.

But suck it up. That’s a lot of money—not
anything to kill yourself over.

A door to the side of the receptionist’s
window clunked as the internal mechanisms
unlocked and a man pushed through. He was
probably about 38 and wore outdated clothes,
large-rimmed glasses (what, no laser back in
your day?) and an oddly patterned silk shirt.

[ put my hat back on and waved him over.

He made his way to me, carrying a single
suitcase.

“Welcome,’ I said, doing my job but finding
it hard to care.

‘Thanks, mate,” he replied.

‘Let’s go.’

‘Sorry, but what’s your name? They made
it very clear that I should only get picked up by
the right driver. Something about making sure I
arrive at my destination “in one piece”.’

‘Owen,’ I said. ‘They’re worried about you
offing yourself, aren’t they?’

‘Offing?”

‘Er... never mind,’ I said, gesturing to the
door but not offering to take his bag.

He fumbled a bit trying to grab a handle
that wasn’t there before realising the door was,
of course, automatic.

‘Bit different from back in my day,” he said
Copyright 2025 Ashley Akers
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needlessly.

‘I'm sure it is.’

[t wasn’t long till we were on our way, the
maglev car floating smoothly above the mag-
netic road to the sound of a b-flat hum. Gerard
watched the buildings as we passed. Mostly
they were concrete and glass constructions,
with sharp edges and the occasional cut-out for
billboards or light shows by some famous artist.
A stripe of diffused white light ran vertically
on the edge of each building, ground to roof,
making a striking display when driving past at
high speed that kinda looked like you were go-
ing backwards—trippy. People valued modernity
so much now that not a lot of older buildings
remained in the city; they'd get quickly scooped
up by some hotshot developer and turned into
the same reflective monstrosities.

‘So, how're you feeling?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, alright.’

‘Not going to kill yourself, are ya? I joked,
thinking I should clarify my professional con-
cern on the matter in case Gerard looked up
the slang I'd used and reported me to my boss.

‘Ha. No plans to, no. Not yet at least. |
think I'll wait till I get out of the car first. Save
you the hassle, you know.’

[ laughed. ‘How very considerate of you.’
Step one complete: build rapport. Step two: the
beans must be spilled.

‘So, how’d you go out there? How’s Jordan
12 treating you guys!’ I asked, casually.

‘Jordan? Yeah, not bad, I suppose. There’s
about 5 000 or so of us now, so got a bit of a
community going. Kinda weird to be back and
not really know anyone anymore.’

‘It won’t be so bad once you settle in.” I
tried to reassure him. Depressed passengers

never gave me any juice. Step two going south
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quickly, deflect immediately. “What about the
Jordanites?”’

‘Still only three species, all still seemingly
primitive. We're talking about ape-level intelli-
gence. They can make shelter, but that’s about
it. Still being studied. Was hoping to make
some more progress recently but got delayed a
bit by severe weather.’

‘Oh shit. Like thunderstorms or what?’
‘Well, they're a little more intense than
that... like those tornado things Earth had a few

hundred years ago, before we engineered our
way out of them. Except these are considerably
larger, more numerous, and tend to be electri-
cally charged.’

‘Electrical?”

“Yeah, like lightning. Big swirling sparkly
menaces, the size of a dragball field, as tall as
the largest skyscrapers...” he paused and looked
out the window to confirm, ‘...larger in fact. We
can’t even see where they start, almost like they
extend beyond the atmosphere, which is impos-
sibly ridiculous.’

‘I bet that makes it tricky on the ground.’

‘On it, under it. They're so strong, they're
ripping up rocks, creating canyons and craters.
We're starting to think maybe the whole topo-
graphical structure of the planet was created by
them: mountains, valleys, oceans.’

‘How does anyone survive that?’

‘Not easily, I tell you, especially for the
locals. But we drill deep enough, anchor our
structures in... we're usually alright.’

‘Fuck. Didn’t realise it was so intense out
there. I bet you're glad you’re back... in a way.’

‘In a way. At least here, if you don’t have
anyone close to you, there’s nothing to feel

when they're gone.’
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* %k

My next pickup was none other than my
dear stupid sister, Gianna.

I'd dropped Gerard off only 40 minutes
ago. We’d chatted a bunch more, and despite
starting with the intention of purely getting him
to spill more beans that he was allowed to, it
ended with a genuine connection. I never did
that. Especially not with pickups, owing to their
tendency to off themselves shortly after arriving.

Somehow though, I didn’t think reminding
my sister of that tendency was the right ap-
proach to convince her not to go. Oh yeah? Did
[ not mention that! My own sister had decided
to go to Jordan 12, leaving her whole family
behind (admittedly there was only me left, but
its more dramatic if I tell it like this). Maybe
[ should tell her that I’d kill myself if she left.
What was the point of continuing if there was
no family anymore!

But you know my view on offing: pointless.

[ sat in the driver’s seat with the car idling.
[ didn’t want to go in; [ was working. She knew
[ was working. She just often chose to ignore
that.

After a minute, [ heard her chatter split
the air as she emerged from the front door, her
phone pressed between her shoulder and ear.
She stopped with her hand on the door, unable
to multitask. She knew I was waiting, right?

[ honked the horn, pretending like I hadn’t
noticed she’d already arrived at the car. She
jumped in surprise.

The door opened automatically, and she got
in. ‘Arsehole,” Gianna said, barely pausing her
phone conversation. ‘Oh no Camila, not you of
course, just my brother being a dick. Carry on.’

I left the kerb not even waiting for her to
put her seatbelt on. I drove for 12 minutes.

Not once did she stop. I even took another lap
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around the block so she could finish her convo
and give me at least a few minutes before she
left the goddamn planet for 40 years. Maybe |
should remind her of the friends she’d be leav-
ing behind. I couldn’t fathom how she could be
seemingly so “close” with her best girlfriends,
yet so willing to drop them for a few easy bucks.
Let alone her brother. But that part was at least
believable. The way she treated me didn’t really
give me any confidence that she’d ever reconsid-
er for the sake of family.

With an, ‘Alright darl. I look forward to
meeting your husband!” Gianna hung up the
phone, placed it in her bag and immediately
stared out the window without another word.

‘Camila’s got a husband?’ I asked.

‘Huh? My darling sister replied. ‘No. Not
yet.

‘Is she even dating anyone?’

‘No.’

‘Then what...” I asked.

‘She’s adamant she’ll have a rich husband
and a nice house by the time I get back.’

‘Doubt it. By that stage she’ll probably have
divorced the first one and be on to the next.’

‘I didn’t say it’d be her first husband,” Gi-
anna said, not looking away from the window.

We sat in silence for a few minutes before I
spoke again. ‘Do you even care that you're leav-
ing me behind?’ It sounded lame as soon as I'd
asked it, but I had no time left; we were already
on our third lap around the block.

“‘What are you talking about?’ she asked. ‘Of
course [ do.’

‘Then why don’t you ever show it?’

“You're not going to do this now, are you!’

‘Do what?’ I asked.

She continued. “When did you ever show
you cared about us either! It goes both ways you
know.’
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‘I cared. I was always picking you up from
drag-ball practice or taking you to meet your
stupid friends.’

‘Just picking someone up isn’t caring.’

‘Then what is? Skipping my ninth birthday
to go meet your friends when all I wanted was
my big sister to be there for me! Not going to
mum'’s funeral because you were meeting a boy?
Not talking to your only brother for the last
time before you leave?’

‘I am talking. Lots of fun, isn’t it,” she said
with finality.

We sat in silence for the remainder of the
journey. I made sure to take another three laps
of the block. I wasn’t sure if it was to make her
suffer in awkward silence for a little longer or
because I knew this might have been the last
few minutes I ever spent with her. We didn’t get
along on the account of us both being stub-
born... selfish. But we were still family. If she
stabbed me in the kneecaps and pissed on my
writhing body, I'd still come to her funeral. |

think she cared... somewhere in there.

Just like I did.

* k%

She left on the 16:45 shuttle that day with
a small crew of other researchers. She was a
researcher in biology—did I mention that? Of
course, | knew she would be a useful addition to
Jordan 12, but that still meant she was leaving
me behind... alone. But it was done. She was
gone, as good as dead. In 40 years, who knows
what would have happened. I'd be 76. Not too
old when the average life expectancy is 95, but
old enough. If I was lucky, [ wouldn’t last that
long anyway. I kinda didn’t have anyone worth
sticking around for now.

But I stuck around. That was three weeks
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ago. I'd done another 14 pickups in three
weeks. 14 more people had returned from their
life on Jordan 12 to whatever new Earth this
was for them. I'd built rapport, convinced them
to tell me things they shouldn’t, and told them
not to off themselves. Only 12 had listened...
about the offing... Nah, I kid. No one had killed
themselves just yet. But that was inevitable,
only a matter of time. A bleak outlook, no? Do
[ need therapy? Work through the trauma of
having my whole family leave me! Or is that
impossible?

I had met up with Gerard a few times. We
really seemed to kick it off despite being from
different generations and having considerably
different skills and professions. He’d struggled
with settling back in (no surprises there). He
kept talking about the people he’d left behind
and how he’d give anything to go back. And
now that my sister was gone, neither of us really
had anyone else to talk to (not that my sister
had done much of that anyway).

In fact, Gerard was who I was on my way
to see now that night had hit. Surprisingly, |
drove alone. Gerard had declined a pickup and
requested I meet him in one of the ritzier city
neighbourhoods. The high-rises in this area
had more glass and polished metals than other
parts of town, and the vertical light panels had
a sparkle to them, imitating diamond, imitating
wankery.

[ drove past a particularly flashy building
as it started to rain heavily. The door person,
in his velvet hat and vest quickly opened an
umbrella and escorted a resident through the
automatic glass doors.

I turned down a side street and stopped at
the dot my GPS showed overlaid on the wind-
screen, looking out at a dark construction site at

the end of the street. Despite the glow coming
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from the main street behind me, I couldn’t see
much beyond, except the rising steel shell that
would soon be filled with fancy people doing
fancy-people things. I metaphorically vomited in
my mouth at the thought (yes, I can do this; it’s
fun, try it one time).

After a few minutes waiting, I grabbed an
umbrella and stepped out into the night. Ge-
rard had not mentioned much more other than
when and where to meet. Being from a different
time, he hadn’t quite updated his skillset to be
able to share his location on his phone or even
send me a fricken pin on the map. I'd had to
type the address in like a millennial. But now
that it was sufficiently later than the agreed
time, I thought it best to have a look around.

There were no security guards—no reason
for rich people to break into a construction site,
[ guess. I pushed through the temporary gates.
The loose gravel had started to become mud so
I quickly made my way under the cover of the
half-completed building. The rain played messy
notes through the metal beams, and in the dark-
ness, I felt an odd peacefulness.

A sound like a muffled heavy metal song
seemed to reverberate through the building. I
began to follow the sound, stopping occasional-
ly when the rain picked up and I lost my bear-
ings on the music. I couldn’t help thinking that
this was not what Gerard had wanted me to do
and that [ should promptly return to the street
and wait, but the deeper I delved into the struc-
ture, the louder the music got.

I found a temporary passenger elevator to
carry workers to the upper floors. I stepped in
and tried my luck, holding the green button.
Thankfully, the elevator jerked and began to as-
cend. With each floor, the music grew louder as
though I was riding the very volume slider itself.

As I reached the top, I could confirm that
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it was in fact a rough heavy metal track playing,
with a low growling vocal sounding like thunder
through the rain. I could see a silhouette mov-
ing in front of a violet glow.

I pushed out of the elevator on top of the
building. The metal spires protruded out the
top like candles on an unfinished cake. As |
looked around me, I could see the glow of the
city. Sparkles glittered across rooftops. If it had
been a clear night, I was sure you wouldn’t have
known where the city ended and the starry sky
began.

[ arrived at the violet light just as the music
kicked into overdrive. Gerard stood on the edge
of the building, held up his hands and let out a
roar with the chorus. He turned as I approached
(I hope you didn’t think he was going to jump).

‘Owen!” he yelled.

‘Gerard,’ I replied.

‘Come come, have a drink, or twelve.” He
shuffled me over, lowering the volume as he did
and handing me an ice-cold can of something it
was too dark to see.

‘This is wild, man,’ I said as [ took a sip
(I say a sip, but let me tell you, I necked that
motherfucker and grabbed another).

“Why thank you, thank you.’

‘I'm not sure that was a compliment but 'm
glad you’re in high spirits.’

‘High spirits?” He held his drink up in front
of him, squinting at the label. ‘I think these are
just regular spirits,” he said, laughing. ‘Besides,
you know when you just don’t care because
nothing matters and no one matters and there’s
no point to anything?”’

‘Not going to jump, are you!’ I joked.

Gerard’s eyes went wide with excitement,
and he comically mimicked launching himself
over the edge (I told you he’s not gonna do it;

stop your assumptions and let me tell the damn
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story). Gerard laughed again. ‘Nah. If I did,
you’d have to deal with it, and I wouldn’t want
to put my only friend up to a task like that, so
soon after his sister left.’

‘Friend, hey?”

‘Friend: A person you share drinks with,
share how fucked up the world is, and hope the
other doesn’t off themselves.’

‘Haha. “Off themselves”,’ I repeated, won-
dering how long it’d taken Gerard to look that
one up. ‘Statistically speaking, you're more
likely to do that than me.’

‘Statistics are based on factual conditions.
People who return from Jordan, have no one
left, no reason to continue. You... now seem-
ingly have no one left, no reason to continue,’
Gerard explained. ‘Thus, you fit the conditions
to have just as much chance of the big “offing”
as [ do.’

‘Not sure that’s how you use that term.’

‘You say that like I give a shit. I do not.’

‘Fair. Gianna will be back though. Not for
ages, but we’re family, so I should stick around
for that.’

‘Ahh yes, family. I know not of what you
speak,” Gerard joked.

“‘Which reminds me, my weekend’s coming
to an end. [ should check my pickups for tomor-
row,” I said, regretting delaying it so late now
that [ was enjoying myself.

‘Forget it all and come scream at the rain
with me. The chorus is coming up.’

‘Haha. I will, I will. I just gotta check.’

Gerard turned back to the cityscape and
started drumming in the air as the song built
steadily against the rain.

I pulled out my phone and as per usual pro-
cedure, dialled the number of the receptionist.
Carol answered after three rings.

‘Hello, Carol,’ I started. ‘Just checking in
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about my pickups for tomorrow.’

Carol seemed to rummage around with the
papers on her desk like she didn’t have them
ready to go—come on Carol, get your shit to-
gether.

‘I can call back later if you're not quite
ready, I said.

‘No no,” Carol replied. ‘Just a bit flustered—
not sure why you haven’t been told yet.’

‘Told what?”’

‘No one has returned for three days. They
arrivals have just stopped.’

“‘What do you mean stopped? So what if
they've stopped?’

‘Listen. I don’t think you understand. They
don’t stop. They've never stopped. 34 years ['ve
worked here. Not one day without an arrival
from Jordan 12.

‘Really? I doubt it. Surely they've stopped
before that though... or on your day off”’

‘No Owen. Not for the past 214 years. Not
one arrival has been missed, until now.’

‘But it’ll start again. It’s just a short delay.
They’ll start again?” Silence. ‘Carol, they’ll start
again, though?”’

‘How the bloody hell would I know?! I'm
just the fucking receptionist.” I'd never heard
Carol talk like that, and it made me panic more
than the nonsense that she was saying.

Not one day without an arrival for 214
years! | contemplated the absurdity of that state-
ment. But then [ remembered trains. Trains
ran every day. There was not a single day they
stopped. Everyday people boarded a ship and
left for Jordan 12 like it was a train taking mind-
less salary workers two blocks to their nearest
branch office. Sending people every day was the
only way they could deal with the whole time-di-
lation thing. It was widely impractical to wait 40

years for any data or research before sending the
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next team, so they just kept sending people, ev-
ery single day. And they just kept coming back.
Until they didn’t anymore. Until now.

‘I don’t know what to tell you,” Carol said
after my sustained silence. ‘There’s no more

pickups.’

* k%

[ sat in my car outside the pickup point.

[ didn’t know why I was here. I'd called every
day to check my scheduled pickups, and every
day Carol would get annoyed and tell me there
were none. But [ was here, probably because I
didn’t know what else to do. My sister had just
left. If something had happened out there... she
wouldn’t even know what she was flying into,
not until she arrived on Jordan 12 in two years’
time. That would be about 20 years on Earth.
Would the pickups resume before then? Was it
just a temporary hiccup! The unlikely first in
214 years!?

What if no one ever came back?

The carpark was relatively empty. They had
paused all departures until they’d had useless
corporate board meetings to make decisions
based on zero facts. They didn’t want to send
more people if it wasn’t a viable (read profit-
able) operation anymore. Which was pretty
ridiculous really. They wouldn’t know if it
wasn’t viable (keep swapping this for profitable,
you know the drill), unless someone returned to
tell them, and that could take years. What were
they going to do? Just wait!

[ shifted in my seat. Three times I went to
open the door but stopped. I didn’t really have
a plan. But I couldn’t just wait. I needed to do
something. You're probably like, what could I
do! I'm a glorified taxi driver. And I'll tell you

with 100% unquestionable certainty: there’s no
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glory in pickups. I might not collect your local
drunks from early morning injecting rooms like
collecting Genbrawl trading cards (The Projectile
Vomiter, range 100, attack 20), or transfer an-
cient ladies to the rotating shopping spheres to
meet their veteran sipping companions (attack
0, HP almost nearly fucking 0). Sure, my pick-
ups are important people with earned respect
in their fields, but there’s certainly no esteem to
my profession. I didn’t earn the respect; I didn’t
go to Jordan 12. I'm just a pickup driver.

The sixth time my hand went to the door,

[ opened it, quickly stepping out before I had

a chance to change my mind. Was it really a
change if you didn’t know what you were doing
in the first place? I squinted in the sunlight as

I marched quickly to the front door. It opened
automatically at my arrival.

Inside was quiet. Carol sat at her desk with
the glass window closed and the reception
phone to her ear. [ couldn’t hear what she was
saying, but she didn’t look happy about it. I
imagined some distant relative on the other
side, complaining about arrival delays like this
was some sort of ancient transcontinental air-
line that took a massive 16 hours and charged
you for the privilege of shoving your bags un-
derneath. Then I remembered, no one ever had
anyone pick them up. That was the point. They
left because they didn’t have anyone that cared
about them. And if they did, you can bet your
12th left nipple that they certainly wouldn’t
care 40 years later. No one was bothering Carol
with their worries.

[ approached and tapped on the glass. Carol
shook her head at me. I tapped again. Carol
held her palm up and looked away like a defiant
child not wanting to eat her vegetables. I tapped
again. Carol ignored me. I tapped a little too
hard this time. Carol whipped her head back to
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me and her palm became a finger, now telling
off the child.

Fuck off Carol, I don’t have time for this. |
wasn’t sure where the sudden pressure of time
came from. But it came, and now I couldn’t
stop it. I needed someone to tell me what the
hell was going on. My sister was out there. And
by all accounts, no one was going to get her
back.

[ left Carol and went to open the door the
arrivals came through. It was locked. I shook it
roughly in frustration. I looked back at Carol,
willing her to open it with gesture alone. She
hadn’t hung up the phone, but refused with a
strong eyebrow raise and sharp headshake.

[ shook it again, this time not moving my
eyes from Carol. It must have been an import-
ant phone call to not hang up and deal with the
immediate threat of someone trying to break in.

‘Carol, open the door Carol,” I demanded,
shaking it again.

Carol shook her head again, covering the
mouthpiece of the phone, and saying something
[ couldn’t hear behind the glass.

[ stormed over to her and slid the stupid
glass window back much harder than I intend-
ed. It hit the other side of the window frame
and shattered. Little gems fell over Carol’s
paperwork like a jeweller spilling his next sale.
Carol jumped back, dropping the phone to the
floor. Apparently, the phone call wasn’t this
important. Now we knew the line. And now |
happily crossed over it. [ reached in and pressed
the little green button on Carol’s desk that
unlocked the side door, gave her a polite smile,
then left through the open door.

[ followed a series of corridors, not really
sure where I was going or what [ was looking
for. Someone important to demand that they go

get my sister back? The corridors were nearly en-
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tirely empty, about as empty as the carpark was
outside. I walked quickly, and as embarrassing
as it is, I tried to be intimidating. I didn’t want
anyone to question me or stop me until I found
someone who would give me some answers. |
puffed out my chest and metaphorically gorilla
thumped it (we know I can do metaphorical
things, just roll with it).

I noticed a large, black-trimmed doorway at
the end of one of the corridors. It looked like it
had some importance, standing in violation of
the apparent mental asylum aesthetic they were
going with. I arrived and read the words skilfully
engraved into the brass nameplate on the door:
Assistant Director Canston. That sounded promis-
ing.

I considered knocking, but realised I was
probably beyond polite societal expectations
at this point. Perhaps Canston wouldn’t know
what the customs were; perhaps a shoulder to
the door that snapped the lock would be con-
sidered polite in today’s society. Because that’s
certainly what Canston got, along with a few
splintered wood shards and flakes of black paint
launched onto his carpeted floor.

Canston stepped back suddenly from be-
hind his desk.

“Who the hell are you?” he yelled.

“Where are they? Why have they stopped?’ 1
said, my voice rising to match Canston’s.

‘The arrivals! I assure you, we're doing what
we can.’

“‘What you can! My sister just left. Call her
up and get her back.’

‘Get her back?! You can’t just—" Canston
took a deep breath, picking up his chair from
where it’d fallen. “We have sent messages—obvi-
ously—but we do not know what we are dealing
with. There is no need for them to return yet.’

‘T don’t care. Turn them around... if some-
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thing’s happened—’

“‘We don’t know if something’s happened.
And frankly, we might not know for another
18.9 years.’

‘They’ll be dead before you do anything
about it, I said roughly.

‘Dead? Let’s not jump to conclusions. We
don’t even know what the delay is.’

‘Just turn them around.’

“We cannot “just turn them around”. You're
the pickup driver, correct! The daily ships aren’t
like that taxi of yours. They're more like a...’

He sounded like he was searching for simple
words that an idiot like me would understand.
‘...train... on a virtual rail system. Much faster,
more efficient, cheaper. But it cannot turn and
cannot launch without a station. Everyone who
leaves, leaves knowing they’re on their own.
Surely you are aware of that?

‘Then send someone up there to get them
back.’

Canston sighed deeply, seemingly trying to
calm himself before explaining further.

‘By now, they are halfway to their top speed.
If a rescue ship left now, they'd accelerate at the
same speed and your sister’s ship would never
be reached.’

[ just stood there staring. [ didn’t know
what to say.

‘Will there be anything else? Because
barging in here and ruining my office will not
benefit your sister’s return or any of those who
have risked their lives for the advancement of
humanity.’

He sounded like he was patching parts of a
set script together as he went, and for some rea-
son it pissed me off more than if he’d just said
he didn’t know what was going on.

“You’re wrong. A rescue ship will reach

them.’
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‘As I've mentioned, it cannot possibly if it’s
travelling at the same speed.’

‘It will,’ I said, trying to figure out what I
actually meant. ‘Eventually the train stops at the
station.’

‘On Jordan 12! By that stage it may be too
late. Besides, since the arrivals have stopped and
with no guarantee of return, there’s little to no
one willing to take the journey.’

‘Let me help then,’ I said plainly, forcing my
frustration into my gut where it belonged.

‘And how could a driver help with an inter-
planetary transportation complication?’

[ stared at the dust from the cracked door
frame, floating through the sunlight from the
blinded window and settling to the floor like
microscopic dunes.

‘Pickups,’ I said plainly.

“Yes. You can only wait until the pickups
resume.’

[ didn’t know what I was thinking or what I
was suggesting, but I felt like nothing else mat-
tered. ‘I do pickups.’

“We have established that,” Canston said,
now seemingly acting like he was speaking to a
child (justified for sure).

‘Send me,’ I said, looking back up at Can-
ston. ‘I do pickups. That’s literally my job. If

there’s no one willing to go, send me.’

* k%

[ sat on the edge of the unfinished build-
ing in the construction site of Gerard’s metal
haven—its unfinished spires pointed towards
my sister, somewhere up there in the night sky,
floating unknowingly towards who-knows-what.
I dangled my legs off the edge, leaning forward
to the street below (the obsession you have with

offing makes me think you might need to talk
Conyright 2025 Ashley Akers

to someone).

They'd promptly kicked me out of Solstar
after my whole heroic incident. They'd also
stopped paying me. They hadn’t said if it was
the aggression or the fact that there were no
more pickups, but either way, I was apparently
done. I'd spent the last week picking up dia-
mond dangling botoxees and their miniature
dogs (rats?), then filled out my paycheque
with the occasional plastic surgeon taking a
large-chested post-op client for a “drink” (*fuck—
you should be used to this by now). If there
wasn’t glory before, there was certainly none
now.

I contemplated what it would be like when
I walked back into Solstar, onto their next
starship and started my journey to Jordan 12.
Oh? I forgot to mention. They'd promptly (not
promptly) called me back a week after my inci-
dent, asking whether I'd be interested in going
on a recovery mission—no guarantee of return,
big paycheque when (if) I did. I guess the more
desperate they got without a solution, the more
stupid their decision making became. If no one
else was insane enough to go, they’d have to
settle for me.

Just think about that for a minute—paint a
picture in your head. You know me by now. My
sister was an actual researcher in biology. I... was
a driver. I drove a car. And to be fair that was
mostly automated. Paint that picture. It’s no
Mona Lisa, more like a Picasso; you can kinda
see what the hell’s going on, but it’s all fucked
up. I did, after all, pickup those who’d gone to
Jordan. I just usually only went as far as Sol-
star’s terminal. But when Canston had called
me, he’d made it clear that four weeks without
departures meant a backlog of ships (they made
a shit-tonne to cater for daily departures), and it

was costing more to store them than to launch
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one with me in it. So, what'd they have to lose?

The construction elevator rattled as it ar-
rived at the top of the building with a dull ding,
and Gerard announced his arrival with open
arms like some TV show host. ‘I have come. As
requested. To serve your every need.’

‘Took your time.’

‘Unlike you, I do not possess a car, and
apparently picking me up was not on offer for
today.’

‘I thought you liked to make your own way
around.’

‘Only when not scolded for being late,’
Gerard said, taking a seat on the edge of the
building with me. ‘Not going to jump, are you?’
he asked with a smile.

‘I might wait till you leave to save you the
hassle,” I replied, passing him a warm beverage.

Gerard looked at it as if unpleased by its
temperature, then cracked the top and necked
it. ‘So, what’s the reason for the late-night call?”
Gerard asked.

‘I need a reason to have a drink with a
mate!’

‘Possible reason 1: I like to consume cold
sweet beverages. Possible reason 2: I like to yell
at the stars with Gerard.” He paused. ‘That’s it,
[ will accept either reason.’

‘How about both?’

‘I will accept both.’

‘One last time,’ I said plainly.

‘One last— one?” Gerard looked at me—
stared into me.

‘Possible reason 3:,” I started, ‘I did a dumb
thing and now I'm off to Jordan to get my sister
back.’

Gerard sat in silence. I didn’t want to break
it.

‘How the hell did you convince them to let
you go to Jordan? Gerard said. ‘If delinquents
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grew up, they'd become you. Solstar’s really
dropping its standards, hey!”

‘Excuse me. I'll have you know, I was never
a delinquent. In my youth, I maintained solid
below average marks at school and only went
to underage parties on the weekends. That was
every weekend mind you, but weekends none-
theless.’

Gerard sat contemplating something for a
few moments, then said, ‘Hmm. Odd feeling
this...” He took a warm sip. ‘Perhaps it would
have been easier to have never met you.’

“‘What’s that mean?’ I asked.

“You know.’

‘No.” (I reckon I did.)

‘Spend over two years returning from Jor-
dan 12 to a world you don’t know, with no one
in it who knows you or cares about you...” he
trailed off. “The hard part is leaving someone
behind. It’s not having no one. If there’s no one,
you feel flat. If you lose someone, you feel loss.’

‘Sounds gay,” I said, trying to avoid my own
feelings.

‘Super gay...” Gerard tossed his empty can
off the side of the building. ‘It’s odd you know.
When nothing really matters. Twice 've left
my family. Once on earth 40 years ago. Once
leaving my new family I'd made on Jordan 12 to
come back here.’

‘Don’t do anything stupid while I'm gone,
will you,” I said.

“What, like sit on the side of an unfinished
building and yell at the sky? Or... Or take a
one-way trip across the stars to a planet no one
returns from?’

[ paused for a moment. ‘Yeah... Like that—
don’t do that.” What was I doing? It didn’t
make sense when he said it so simply like that.
Why didn’t I care! Was it because nothing

mattered? I could just lean forward right now
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off the edge of this building. No one would
remember me. No one would care. Sure, Gerard
would have to call it in, but he’d get over it soon
enough.

‘Family,’ I said plainly. ‘It doesn’t really
make sense. But I think that’s why I have to go.
Either that or my brain is messed up.’

“You can have both.’

[ looked at him puzzled.

‘Family and a messed-up brain,” he said,
seemingly trying to lighten the mood.

‘Only if I go get Gianna back.’

‘Then go get her back.’

* k%

I'd spent the next few days driving aimless-
ly around the city, contemplating what was to
come. I tried not to consider if it was the wrong
choice. I didn’t care. I was supposed to be
disposing of my possessions or putting them in
storage, but again, I didn’t care. I did however,
care very much about getting drunk with Ge-
rard as often as I could. Despite being adamant
he wasn’t going to off himself when I left, part
of me still felt like it was my responsibility to set
him up with some other friends or get him on a
path to settling into his “new” life on Earth.

He didn’t seem keen on settling in. He did
seem keen on drinking, and at the moment that
just about suited me. I'd miss the bugger. I'd
only known him for a month or so, but we’d
bonded. It was probably the shared pessimistic
outlook on existence that did it. And boy did

we have a shitty outlook on life.

[ stood in the carpark again. It was full
today owing to the extra personnel needed

to send me off. I hadn’t sold my car yet, and
frankly didn’t care. If I ever made it back, 40
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years of salary would more than pay for a new
one. | put the auto activator button-key on the
hood for the next opportunistic degenerate who
happened to be stumbling by, and made my way
into the reception.

Carol rolled her eyes at me when I entered.
Without a word, she pressed the green button
unlocking the door beside her so I could go
through.

[ made my way through the corridors in
the direction of the launch bay. I'd had several
days of briefing videos, but there wasn’t a lot
to worry about. It was like a train, remember?
No driver, just a timetable. They said they had
made some adjustments or were sending me on
a better model or something. For some reason,
they thought it might be beneficial if I could
turn around out there or launch without a
fricking station. I'd have 2.11 years to watch a
few training videos, so should know the correct
commands if [ needed them.

Assistant Director Canston was waiting in
the launch control room as [ entered. He didn’t
look up from his computer. A few other per-
sonnel were seated at screens lining the walls.

[t wasn’t a massive operation like it had been
when the first people went to The Moon way
back in the 20th century. They'd had rooms full
of technical personnel and directors counting
down numbers like kindergarten teachers.

[ was led into a side room where I changed
into some flight clothes and stowed my remain-
ing personal belongings in a locked fingerprint
box for when (if?) I returned. This amounted to
the single government ID chip that the doctors
had just removed from my left wrist, as well as
my credit chip and a 12-hour watch, useless on
the 19.34 standard hour days on Jordan 12.

A large lady in an official-looking uniform

led me up an elevator and onto the launch floor
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without much small talk despite my efforts to
diffuse the tension. Perhaps she’d heard about
my little episode with Canston. I followed her
down a gangplank and entered the side of the
space-bus (a spade is a spade, and this was a
space-bus if I ever saw one).

‘Please take a seat,” the lady said, needlessly
gesturing to one of the only high-backed chairs
on the flight deck. A few other personnel were
flittering around doing last minute prepara-
tions as I sat down and strapped myself in. The
last left without announcing their departure
(what, not a good luck or polite farewell, no
impassioned speech about saving humanity and
bringing our “boys” home?).

[ sat there feeling somewhat alone, looking
at the empty chairs around me. I thought it was
almost time to go until someone returned, en-
tered the launch cabin and stood in front of me
with their hands on their hips: fucking Gerard.

“What the hell are you doing here!’ I asked.
‘Come to see me off?’

“Well, you could put it that way, yes. I will
be seeing you off.’

‘Are you even allowed to be up here? |
asked looking around to anyone that might be
able to kick my mate off.

‘Of course. I'm seeing you off, remember!
And I reckon I might be seeing you on as well.’

‘On! What the hell are you talking about?’

The door hissed and began closing automat-
ically.

‘Uh, hey,’ I called.

The door sealed shut with a beep. Gerard
took a seat next to me and started strapping
himself in. ‘Couldn’t let you have all the glory.
Could I?”

“What the hell are you doing?”’

‘Coming with you, of course,” he said.

‘Like hell you are. You only just got back.’

Copvyright 2025 Ashley Akers

‘To what, Owen! An Earth [ don’t know,
with no family or friends?

[ said nothing.

‘Think of it like a holiday. I've had a nice
holiday on Earth, seen some new things, met
some new people, and now I'm going home.
You're going to get your only family, your sister.
['ve come to get you, the only friend I have. It’s
simple really.’

“You're a nutcase. Does Canston know
about this?

‘Of course. Solstar is like an official oper-
ation, you know. Not just some guy driving a
glorified taxi, picking up whomever he pleases.’

‘You're an arsehole,’ I said, then added,
‘But I'm glad for it.’

‘Now let’s go save your sister. And let’s get
some decent launch music up in this bitch,’
Gerard said, tapping away at the screen on the
arm rest until a steady drumbeat from a centu-
ries old band called Disturbed started. Without
ceremony or delay, the song built to vocals and

the ship rumbled into launch with a roar...

“Ohwah-ah-ah-ah.”

* k%

[ sent the first message only a few days
after we’d left. I figured it was better to send it
before my sister was too close to the speed of
light. Otherwise... Canston’s face popped into
my head saying something like: blah, blah, you
can’t catch them if you're both travelling at the
same speed, blah, blah, I'm an idiot. He did
say that, didn’t he! Either way, when she got
to 0.955¢ (or whatever the top speed was), my
messages just wouldn’t reach her before she got
to Jordan 12, and by then, well, who the hell
knew.

Oh, the message! It was just something ge-
neric, something like: ‘Hey, it’s ya bro, coming
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to rescue you and fix all your bad choices.” But
longer, you know, and perhaps more heartfelt
and apologetic. But don’t get too sappy on me.

[ sat down at the communications board
computer on the main flight deck. Gerard
wasn’t here. The dim light made me feel weird,
not like romantic, but sort of oddly peaceful, in
the same way a dark night on top of a half-com-
pleted building did. I ran my fingers over the
QWERTY keyboard, considering whether I
could remember how to type QWERTY any-
more. [t was always the bigger corporations
that never seemed to move on to. The flashing
violet LED in the centre of the console kept
demanding that I hurry up. But I was nervous,
of course. This was the first message we’d re-
ceived since departing, and something told me
it wouldn’t be Solstar checking in.

I clicked the icon on the terminal’s desktop
and the message interface loaded. I opened the
first (and only) message. And waited. I'd expect-
ed only the new message to play, but apparently
the system wanted to play the whole message
chain, and I didn’t know how to stop it, so my
dorky voice popped up first.

‘Er. Hello, this is Owen, er... well, I guess it
doesn’t really matter what my last name is, how
many Owens are there in space! Anyway, the
system is counting down like two minutes, so
[ guess that means to keep it brief. Apparently,
['ve wasted 33 seconds already just telling you
about the time. But maybe that’s easier—ram-
bling about time. Have I always just taken the
easy way! | guess... Maybe I find it hard to tell
you things—talk about things. You know, the
important things.” A moment of static, while
I'd pulled myself together. ‘But maybe that’s the
point, they're there, I just can’t say them. Eugh.
This is awkward. Even more awkward than that
car ride, huh? It’s weird talking when I don’t
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know if you can hear me, or if you'll ever hear
me, or if I'll ever fucking see you again. That’s
weird. But, I'm trying. I want you to know I'm
trying.” At this stage I'd looked at the timer—
nearly about dead. ‘Oh, by the way, 'm coming
to resc— The recorder had cut off.

The next message started automatically.
‘Bro? Owen! Is that my dickhead brother? What
the hell are you doing? Why are you sending me
messages from a Solstar ship? I don’t remem-
ber you being the type to make the journey to
Jordan. Or did you miss me too much?” Silence.
[ could hear the seconds on the timer wasting
away. ‘Listen. Maybe it’s good that you called,
er... sent a message. l... just wanted to tell you...
Look, I'm sorry. I know I'm not good at telling
you how I feel, or just being a good sister at all.
But, I do care. It’s a long journey, it gives a lot
of time to think. You’ve always been alright.
That’s why I needed to leave. I've always envied
you... in a way. You don’t give a shit about any-
thing. And in this world, that means more than
those fancy people in fancy houses doing fancy
things. I could never be like you. And maybe
by trying to not care, I pushed you away. But I
didn’t mean to. I'm not running away. I'm just
trying to live up to your expectations. Everyone
wants fancy. Not many people want to give it all
up to research on Jordan. To me, that’s some-
thing. The little numbers say 20 seconds. I love
you, but don’t come. Whatever happens, don’t

come. | need to do this, for me—’

2.11 years later

[t hadn’t been long before the messages
had stopped. I'd sent a few more and gotten
a few back before Gianna was travelling too
fast. There was something weird about sending

messages when that was all you could do—some-
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thing peaceful, something that made peace.
We’d never made peace, just excuses. Why don’t
you come around for dinner? I can’t; I'm picking
up a package from the dropstation. Will Mum
and I see you over the holidays? Probably not

this time; I'm picking up a package from the
dropstation. What all fucking holidays? Yes, all
holidays, I'm picking up packages from the
dropstation. Or something like that. But here,
as we both sat on Solstar ships, hurtling towards
Jordan 12, there were no excuses for being
apart. We just were. There was no blame, just
existence. And there was that odd peacefulness
again. [ felt like I was finding it a lot nowadays.
And for once in my life, we felt like family. God,
[ sound like Dr Mandstin from LBC live giv-
ing advice to bickering couples. But what else

is there to do than contemplate life!? Fuck, it’s
boring up here.

Then, after 70 days, our ship hit 0.955c¢,
and I knew my sister had been at that speed for
at least 28 days. My last few messages would not
reach her before she arrived. That was it, she

was alone.
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The two-year journey had dragged in silence
there for a bit. We were thankful Solstar appar-
ently agreed that various alcoholic beverages
were a necessary provision, and me and Gerard
had made a solid effort getting through them.
But thankfully, we were at the end of our jour-
ney and had almost finished our 70-day deceler-
ation.

I sat in one of the high-backed chairs on
the flight deck. Gerard was tinkering at the tea
station he’d dragged from the dining room and
haphazardly set up where one of the computers
should have been. I couldn’t figure out if he
had regretted coming or not. He said no. He
acted like no. But he seemed tired. Perhaps it
was the fact he’d spent the last four years (mi-
nus a brief “holiday” on Earth) pacing an over-
sized space-bus. He’d told me about it—Jordan
12—and how he’d never expected to get attached
it. He kept telling me how much money he’d
left behind on Earth to come with me, like he
was doing me a favour and I owed him a life-

time of wages. | was happy to owe him. If we
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ever made it back to Earth, I'd gladly give him
my 40 years of salary.

An automated voice came over the speakers
announcing our imminent arrival within view-
ing distance of Jordan 12. I made my way to the
front window which extended the width of the
ship presenting a formidable view of the speck-
led blackness. The view was overwhelmingly
beautiful; with no light pollution from a ritzy
city, it wasn’t like anything I'd ever seen before.

But there was still no sign of the blue-grey
speck that was supposed to be Jordan 12.

We continued slowing and the stars fi-
nalised their positions in the blackness where
they would stay. I still couldn’t see the planet
amongst them and couldn’t help thinking that
we’d overshot or miscalculated the coordinates.
But I kept telling myself how it was like a train
pulling into a station. The tracks didn’t just
send you to the wrong place. Stations didn’t just
disappear.

So then where the hell was Jordan?

I looked over at Gerard who'd arrived at
my side holding a mug of tea. ‘So where is it?’ |
asked him.

‘Hmm. It’s usually quite noticeable. Imag-
ine Earth-like, glowing, blue and grey. Maybe
we’ve slowed too early? Maybe we overshot and
are facing the wrong direction!” Gerard sug-
gested. He stepped up to the control panel and
tapped a few buttons. Some pale violet digits
appeared, overlayed on the window in front of
us. They were slowly counting down to zero as
we moved forward. ‘Nope,” Gerard said. ‘This is
exactly where we’re supposed to be.’

‘Then where the hell is it?’ I asked again in
increasing frustration.

‘I don’t know. Maybe if you hadn’t turned
off all the other instruments, the computer
might be able to tell us.’
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‘I like to use my own eyes, I said. Was this a
way of protesting Solstar, or my own stupidity’

‘Yeah, well, I like to know what the hell’s
going on,” Gerard said with frustration.

The blackness grew, looming menacingly
with a thousand sparkling eyes as the numbers
clicked down to 0.0 and the ship came to a stop.
[ stepped right up to the glass and pressed my
face into it, casting my gaze up and back, trying
to spot anything in the vastness of space.

Gerard tapped at a control pad, trying to
bring some of the scanners online, while riffling
through a paper manual.

As I investigated the darkness, I noticed a
massive dark shape rotate into view above us.
‘Radar scanners,’ I said to the control computer
(Unlike Gerard, I'd done some reading on the
journey).

Gerard rolled his eyes at the ease of the
command and threw the useless paper manual
to the floor. He looked up to the overlay that
had appeared on the screen. A violet outline
of a large shape pulsed into view. A gigantic,
jagged rock swirled past, narrowly missing us. It
had to be larger than 300 drag-ball fields.

[ glanced at Gerard, silently asking him to
tell me what the hell was going on. He shook
his head. The ship shuddered as if the systems
were fighting unseen forces in an attempt at
stability. An unmarked violet light blinked on
in the corner of the window.

Another rock rotated into view and collided
with the first, sending a spattering of bus-sized
rocks in all directions. One collided directly
with our ship. The radar went off leaving us in
darkness again. The rocks spun just out of reach
creating dark patches against the stars behind
them.

A crackle of light caught my eye beyond
them—blinding white lightning. It silhouetted a
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larger dark mass of rock, unimaginably big—big-
ger than Earth’s moon—but jagged and dead,
spinning awkwardly on a tilted axis.

Another spark of light illuminated behind
it, and the rock stopped spinning. I strained my
eyes as a swirling tube of lightning bolts—like
an electric tornado—shot into it, straightened
it, then broke it apart into a thousand smaller
chunks. I couldn’t tell where the lightning tor-
nado had come from, or how the hell it existed
outside the atmosphere, but I knew one thing
for sure: Jordan 12 was fucking gone.

Another lightning tornado—a firecracker
beam—shot into the rock, crackling at the edges
like a thousand fireworks and breaking it apart
even more. From behind, where the tornado
seemingly originated, I could just make out a
planet sized mass of shadow looming in the
darkness. The next tornado sparkled details
into its surface, revealing long smooth metallic
edges, reflecting the emptiness of space around
it, drawing back, with each sparkle in a man-
ufactured conical shape. Our space-bus shud-
dered again as I felt it being dragged towards the
distant object.

‘Gerard, tell me now. What the hell is that”
[ said, adrenaline kicking me.

‘Owen, we need to go. Jordan’s gone. And
we will be too if we stay any longer,” he said.

‘Gianna.’

‘Gone. Everything’s fucking gone, Owen!
The whole fucking planet is gone. We have to
go now!” Gerard yelled.

‘She could still be here. We have to search.’

‘I'm not searching shit, not with that fucker,
whatever it is, shooting lightning tornadoes that
blow up fucking planets. We need to go now!’

[ ignored him, speaking directly to the
ship’s control computer. ‘Send an audio mes-

’
sage out.
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‘Affirmative. What should the message say?”
the computer asked calmly.

‘Record my voice,’ I said, swallowing a
lump. ‘Final pickup for any survivors, bound for
Earth, respond now or forever...” | paused—bit
dire, no! ‘...or forever be fucked.’ I didn’t care.
[t suited the situation.

‘Bad move,” Gerard said. ‘If they hear us...’

‘We can’t leave without trying.’

‘Confirm send authority,” the computer

asked.

‘Confirm. Send,’ I said.

Obviously sending a message is silent, but
[ would have liked some sort of indication it
was done, something that told us when to start
counting down till our deaths by lightning. It
was like the fate of waiting for a bus: if you wait,
the bus will be 30 minutes late, if you choose to
walk, the bus will arrive within a minute, and
you'll miss it. I couldn’t miss any chance that
my sister or any survivors were here. [ couldn’t
leave yet. But if [ waited too long...

We stood in silence, watching the light-
ning show in the background. I could hear my
breathing. I could hear Gerard’s beside me. He
started pacing back and forth in front of the
window. My hands began to shake from the
adrenaline. We had to go, but I couldn’t. What
if she was here—if anyone was here!

The lightning tornado stopped turning
and dropped the rock it held into a free spin. A
moment later, six bolts swirled in all directions
from the dark mass, covering and filling the
debris field in front of them.

‘They know. We’ve gotta go now!” Gerard
yelled.

[ stepped back from the window, tripping
slightly on my heels. ‘Plot to Earth,’ I said.
‘Confirm. Launch.’ I turned, stumbling back

into my chair as the ship rotated.
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‘Confirmed,’ the computer said. ‘Returning
to Earth.’

The ship shuddered as the rotation ended.
All T could see was empty space in front of us. A
tornado of lightning spiralled past us, filling up
the window. We launched, fighting the gravita-
tional pull and slowly gathering speed.

Another shaft of light, holding a gigantic
rock was thrown past us, narrowly missing the
ship as our velocity continued to increase.

A flash seeped in from the edges of the
viewing window, like watching lightning diffuse
through the clouds on a stormy night. Another
followed.

Gerard hadn’t sat. Despite the acceleration,
he clung to the railing near the window, whis-
pering under his breath. ‘Shit, shit, shit, shit.’

‘Sit the fuck down, Gerard!” I yelled.

The space-bus jolted, knocking Gerard to
the floor with a crash as a sparkle ran through
the inside walls, snaking around the edge of
the viewing window, then fizzling into nothing.
The inner glass of the screen shattered, raining

down ice shards that slashed at Gerard’s arms.

The interior lights flickered, then died.
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Silence.

‘Is anyone—thing following?’ I asked the
control computer.

‘Nothing detected.’

[ waited a few more moments as the ship
continued to increase speed. But nothing came.

[ looked over at Gerard sitting silently. He

stared back at me. No one spoke.

Epilogue

The remnants of Jordan 12 drifted through
space, lit up by the occasional crackle of light. A
small sleek shape, the size of a space-taxi, rotat-
ed dead, bumping lightly between them, immo-
bilised by the lightning fields.

A crackle broadcast over the radio that no
one would hear:

‘Bro? Owen! We‘re dead in the water. No
power. Systems failing. Need a tow if you've got
one. And Owen... thanks for the pickup.’

And in solitary space, the only reply comes

as a final tornado of light. %
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