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Chapter 1 – An Unforgettable Day

			John Campbell is a most unusual and unique individual. On the surface, simply a normal, hard working, healthy six feet two inches man. By profession a Marine Engineering Officer who works for a fleet of support ships. It is, however, that which is unseen, or deliberately hidden, that perhaps makes him the human of all. That is to say, he is possibly the most knowledgeable and physically capable person alive today. This level of knowledge and his intelligence has been gained through reading and learning, coupled with an eidetic memory, not by creative thinking or his own deductive scientific methodology. His physical attributes are almost incomprehensible: He can lift massive objects; move at incredible speeds and, the scariest part; appears to be invulnerable to any form of physical harm. 

			For John, this whole voyage of discovery began three weeks ago and not a single tiny thing has been forgotten by him since. This level of memory retention has been quite the burden at times, considering some of the incidents that have occurred since that fateful accident in Miami. It is well known that a famous fictional character refers to himself as having a mind palace. For post-accident John that is an appropriate analogy. Without doubt, it makes sense being able to dive into one’s consciousness and retrieve information at will. After all, the mind is an incredibly vast place. So much so that John, initially, actually found himself lost in his own mind after the accident. So how did this all happen? How has John become, possibly, as strong as a comic humanoid alien? Or how has he gained such extensive knowledge, that a baker street dwelling detective's mind palace now looks like a matchbox by comparison? Well, he was injured in a freak accident in Miami.

			The accident occurred whilst he was at work as he walked along a dockside admiring a vast cruise liner. He remembered thinking how the ship was an incredible feat of marine engineering and a splendid piece of naval architecture when suddenly, the ship appeared to be creeping forward, straining against all the mooring lines. Shouts were ringing out all over and the lines were groaning under the immense tension they were somehow withstanding – until they weren’t. John had been slowly, apprehensively, backing away from the edge of the dock, mindful of snapback, when an impact to his safety helmet knocked him flying off his feet into the clear blue Miami water. One of the mooring lines, relieved of its burden, had parted with a black scorch mark and scored an incredulous direct hit. John had felt a numbing sense of dread spreading like wildfire, as he watched the white and pale blue behemoth continue to creep forward, in spite of the mooring lines best efforts. John, gripped by dread and awe, remained frozen within the infamous snapback area - an area that had claimed many casualties before him. Then, the huge ship inexplicably stopped as mysteriously as it had started. A stunned silence and eerie stillness prevailed throughout the dock area. Nobody, not Dock Workers or Ship's Staff, could even begin to fathom what had just happened. The event was so terribly captivating that the sudden disappearance of a man wearing a white boiler suit went completely unnoticed. As did the sound of the splash and the ripples that were slowly dissipating from its source. 

			For John there was only a void, a nothingness. That is until chaos reigned. In the beginning there was no sensation of pain, no shock, no apprehension or feelings of any kind for that matter. There was also no sense of oneself - in the beginning at least. After a tortuous, chaotic and unintelligible time of images and sound, during which John simply couldn’t cope and just wanted it all to end, he somehow latched onto something that gave him hope. It was an image he recognised. The image was of a dark star lit sky. There was a silhouette of hills below it, with lights poking through the darkness under the jagged peaks. These lights reflected in the far edge of the water, stretching out from the beach at the low point of the image. Then everything happened at once. Sight was now joined by sound, feelings and then movement, for the image pitched violently upwards becoming only sand. The sound was of a high-pitched shriek of laughter, along with waves ebbing and flowing across the sand. The feeling was a growing sense of embarrassment, reddening and warming John’s cheeks. This was because he’d tripped over something protruding from the sand. His attention had been solely on the beautiful woman walking beside him. Instinctively avoiding a face full of sand, by bracing himself in a push up position at the last moment, John noticed that Annie was in hysterics. Adjusting his position, he let his knees rest on the sand and sat upright with his hands on his thighs, eyes closed, mouth in a tight line and head forlornly bowed. The date with Annie had been going really well up until that point. At least that’s how he felt. Now this first date may well be the last too. Unexpectedly, he was nudged on the shoulder and lurched sideways - his hand shot out and braced him against the damp sand to prevent another comical fall; thereby surprising him out of his rueful reflection. He stared up at Annie; she was struggling to contain her mirth with her arms folded tightly across her chest and he realised that she’d playfully nudged him over with her hip. She inclined her head along the beach towards the small lighthouse on the rocky shore at the end. Her eyes twinkled and her teeth shone bright from the wide smile John glimpsed as she turned away. John sprang up and quickly fell in line beside her and they both walked towards the lighthouse. Annie seemed cold so he stepped closer and placed his arm around her shoulders, gently drawing her to his side. John had a brief flutter of panic, fearing he’d overstepped, as she tensed up and drew her arms tighter across her chest. Indecision froze his arm in place and his eyes darted anywhere but towards Annie. Just as he was about to recover and remove his arm and flee to a dark corner of anywhere, Annie relaxed and rested her head on his shoulder. He still had the urge to bolt, but now it was to whoop and cheer. Happiness bloomed, making his fingertips tingle and butterflies flutter in his stomach. He couldn’t believe his luck and chanced a look towards Annie. She was looking up at him, her wonderful pale grey eyes locked onto his. She was smiling and he couldn’t help but smile too. Now it was her turn to trip over as her foot caught the bit of driftwood they’d both failed to notice. Her eyes widened in surprise and her jaw dropped open letting loose a yelp as she pitched forward, her arms struggling to free themselves from her own embrace. John reacted in the blink of an eye, diving forward, pushing off with the foot closest to his falling date in order to complete a half pirouette and land on his back under Annie, cushioning her fall. Well, days playing football as a goalkeeper in his youth suddenly seemed very worthwhile. As she landed on top of him Annie managed to free her arms and place her hands either side of his chest, just as he hit the damp sand. He tucked his chin to his chest, to avoid hitting his head an something else that he may not have noticed, and protectively wrapped his arms around Annie. They both lay quiet in stunned silence for what seemed like a long time. Then, just as the long, drawn out, silence was about to become uncomfortable, John started to laugh and he noticed that Annie was laughing to, albeit slightly muffled against his chest. With both of them almost in tears after a good long laugh, he relaxed his arms from around Annie’s shoulders, placing both hands lightly on her waist as she leaned up and placed both hands under her chin on his chest. After a long moment of simply staring and smiling at one another, with their faces only inches apart, she tilted her head up a fraction in what he thought was an impatient gesture. “Are you going to take the hint and kiss me?” She finally said after rolling her eyes up. John couldn’t help but break out into a huge smile - happily obliging he kissed her and time stood still. With both of them utterly lost in the moment, not caring for what was to be or what had already been. After what felt like a long time they surfaced for air, although still close as the tips of their noses were touching. Still both smiling, he noticed that Annie’s shoulder length dark brown hair was draped either side of his face, with some strands tickling his cheeks and interrupting his thoughts. He was pondering how to ask what he wanted to ask her so very much. Noticing that her eyes were focused on his, with what he hoped was an expectant gaze, John swallowed down his nerves and gathered up his resolve. This was the moment. Time to ask Annie if she would be his girlfriend. John cringed inwardly at how childish that thought was. “Annie …” - her eyes widened ever so slightly and she raised her head a fraction - “… would you like to be my girlfriend?” John cringed even more upon actually hearing and realising the words he’d just spoken. Annie turned her head a touch and took on a look of deep contemplation. “Hmm. . . I suppose so.” She finally said with her eyes closed, pouting comically ever so slightly. John was beside himself with joy and then the image of Annie’s pouting face was frozen in front of him. He was suddenly conscious of a startling realisation. This was a memory. John realised that his recognition of that indeed being a memory meant he was still cognitive, thinking, and thus apparently alive for now at least in some manner. Was he dying though? Was his life flashing before his eyes? What is going on? It didn’t make sense, for that memory literally felt as it were happening right then in the now, rather than in the past on that cold September day over seven and a half years ago. The memory was now becoming lost in a sea of other moving images spreading out, distinct from one another akin to a giant ultrawide screen. He was looking around in all directions. No that cannot be, he remembered thinking, how is this even possible? For John now knew where he was. John now knew what all the other multitude of moving images were, along with the snippets of sound accompanying them. He focused his thoughts just to be certain of his hypothesis. His first dog BP, the creatively named boy puppy in full, a black and tan King Charles Spaniel, running around as real as can be, when it had been years since his passing. Then there was his wife Annie, walking down the aisle towards him between their friends and family, beautiful and radiating happiness, as if it was happening now and not four and a half years ago. Next was Annie in Labour, giving birth to their three-year-old son Stewart. John was certain now that his hypothesis was indeed correct. He was somehow stuck in his own mind with all of the memories of his life up until that very moment spread out before him. He was suddenly completely terrified beyond all manners of expression and felt lost in the sea of what he knew to be true. What felt like a million thoughts were going through John's mind and he wondered if anything was real and happening now. Was this his death? Was death to remain conscious and present in amongst all the memories of life and that was simply that? A spark appeared, interrupting the troubling thought, in the distance amongst all the memories of his life. It moved in an erratic manner but only around a certain area. He could ignore it, turn away from it, and then look around again to see it. The luminescence of the spark was fluctuating. Dimming to a small point, almost as if to hide again amongst the surrounding memories. Then becoming incredibly bright and vast, obscuring many memories: demanding attention. John felt the spark could no longer be ignored so he tried to focus on it. Could he and should he try to grasp it? Never had he seen anything like it except perhaps for lightning. That immediately made him dubious as to whether touching, or reaching out to, this mysterious bolt of lightning was entirely sensible. After some internal conflict, the winning side of “what could possibly go wrong” triumphing over the losing “this place is peaceful and safe” side, he set about moving towards the lightning. This proved incredibly difficult as he couldn’t see, or feel his limbs, going so far as to question whether or not he even had a physical presence at all. His will to move, the desire to leave this nothingness, seemed to propel him forward at what felt like the slowest speed conceivable. It was a battle. The strangest battle he'd ever fought. The lightning was there in the distance but now getting closer. In front of it was seemingly everything John had known. Random sentences floating in the air, some of them looked very familiar. Maybe they were from books? A constant stream of moving imagines, making it nigh on impossible to make out what was going on. Just snippets of memories it seemed. It was moments when john stopped, that’s if he were ever actually physically moving, that these images became clear. It was tempting just to stay forever. To enjoy these happy moments from times gone by over and over, like re-watching a favourite film. He thought to himself if this was his existence now, maybe it wasn’t so bad. Then again, that’s not to say this was all pleasant - absolutely not: for there was trauma. Memories of painful moments, such as a car crash whilst driving past loch Lomond, in Scotland, felt like an actual electric shock. And there was emotional trauma as the image of his dying mother sprang up from those times everyone wishes were bad dreams. Onwards towards the lightning John went, for this wasn’t living. He knew that. Life had to be the lightning. It was the only thing in this space that hadn’t already happened. 

			Finally, he reached the lightning and there was a burst of blinding light, his eyes flew open and his mind registered an uncomfortable sensation in both them and his hand. At last, John had awoken to find himself underwater, at the bottom of the docks in the sand; thank God, back to having a physical existence in this world again. There was, however, a bull shark shaking his hand, with its sharp teeth and strong jaws no less, as if rudely welcoming his return to the place where all things lived. Curiously, his immediate thoughts were of the lack of blood, and how was it his hand was still attached to the arm that was being roughly shaken by this rude fish, considering a bull shark can bite with the force of a grizzly bear's weight. Surprisingly though, he wasn’t thinking of why he wasn’t drowning. Nor was he thinking “Oh my god there’s a shark attacking me!” Actually, curiosity was reigning over all other considerations at that moment and John was utterly perplexed by it. Eventually, he gathered his senses and pushed the shark away, only to stare incredulously at his miraculously undamaged hand - “What the hell?” He thought. It was then, and only then, that he wondered why he wasn’t struggling to breathe. In addition, his vision underwater was becoming clearer. Amazingly, he could see clearly and admire the shark's individual denticles, even though the shark was now at least 100 metres away from him - such was the clarity of his vision. Furthermore, the ship's mammoth hull, from the tip of its azimuth thrusters, to the end of its bulbous bow - just over three hundred and sixty meters distant, were also clearly visible. It seemed that there was no restriction on what he could see. Sounds had also become enhanced too, although this was quite disconcerting. There were hundreds, if not thousands of sounds, all vying for his attention, all competing to be heard first. It was a struggle to focus, to try to identify different sounds and where they came from. He focused hard and decided to look ahead at the grey coloured large fish swimming away from him. Now he could make out the shark's receding heartbeat, calming after trying to get a little snack. He now sat motionless, wondering why he wasn’t drowning was the thought that was lurking at the back of his mind. His attention now switched to the hum of the cruise ship's powerful diesel engines and the indistinct voices of dock and ship workers talking on the jetty - and now even cars moving along the Miami Port Boulevard Road. Well, with all these thoughts and his new found sensory awareness kind of under control, he decided it was best that he headed to the surface. He stood up, surprisingly gracefully considering his current whereabouts, and took a last lingering look through the water, marvelling at just how incredible his vision was now. John looked up, bent his legs to kick off from the sandy bottom only to burst free of the water and find himself standing on the dockside once again, several meters above the circular ripple of waves that he’d just flown out of. He found himself equally impressed and confused at this surprising turn of events. He still had no idea what was going on until quite suddenly, with the considerable force of his palm striking his head, it all clicked into place. The nothingness he had been in turned out to be his very own mind. The only information there was his own thoughts and memories. An involuntary shudder racked his body as he recalled the more morbid ones. The lightning show had initially been a mystery, as it was completely out of place, but he realised it must’ve been his brain's pain receptors lighting up, receiving signals from the shark munched hand. That’s what set him free from the vastness of the mind. It was the only external input his brain had received during his entrapment within the endless confines of the mind. For some reason being underwater hadn’t registered as a stressful or dangerous situation, so there was no fight or flight reflex sparking away. It was only the shark's attack that triggered a response. The body was manically sending electrical nerve signals to his brain, screaming it was being harmed. Or, at least, the shark was trying to harm him. No wonder john took so long to wake up. The mind is an incomprehensibly massive place. All of his memories; yesterdays’ general musings during a boring meeting; random thoughts from years ago; the annoyance of having to wait another month until British touring car racing resumed; and so much more is all in there. He had to wade through all of this just to reach the lightning show of his body’s pain receptors in the brain. Like those nightmares when you find yourself running, only to be moving agonisingly slowly. It seemed that he was now somehow making more use of his brain. Or at least better use of it. Similar to that of a Mathematical Savant, only his brain was not just better at Maths. Simply everything seemed now vastly improved. This was evident to him by his analysis of what he is now capable of. It appeared that there was much, much, more within his mind, whilst he was trapped inside of it. John now knew comprehensively that there was so much more potential within his brain that he could explore and now make use of. Feelings, moving around, memories, taste, talking, bodily functions - such as breathing - although John actually no longer felt the need to breathe weirdly enough. Also, it appeared that all routine functions controlled by his brain were now more familiar, as if specific areas within the brain had been designated to deal with them. To John it was as if his brain was now an infinitely long book. The initial pages were those functions already mentioned, they were there clear as the Miami sky and would always be there as normal. But new pages were being written as his brain developed further and made better use of those one hundred billion cells that make it up. Now John knew his body was able to change its cellular structure in order to cope without oxygen. He was underwater for over hour, as it transpired. Also, he had withstood a shark attack – with no physical harm evident (a bull shark attack can be deemed as pretty substantial) – in normal circumstances he should have been either seriously injured or dead. And then there was the exponential increase to the amount of force his muscles could exert. It must have been the blow to his head that came from the end of the mooring line when it parted. This blow must have triggered a unique mutation within his brain, allowing for the greater use of those one hundred billion cells. “Wow”, he thought – the odds of such a blow striking his head with the exact amount of force, at the exact angle, in the exact spot to trigger this metamorphosis made his head hurt when he thought about it. It appeared that making greater use of these billions of cells has allowed his body to adapt, almost instantaneously, to seemingly any given scenario - such as oxygen deprivation. Looks wise though, nothing had changed; he still had short hair, with a receding hairline; there was still a bit of lazy stubble; he still had sandy blue eyes, was reasonably fit looking and six foot two inches tall. He also still weighed about fourteen stone. “Changing my appearance at will to look like a movie star is out of the window then,” he mused. Everything else though, how his body actually worked and functioned, was now able to be changed and adapted. He could feel it and it was incredible. The best way of explaining it is as an extreme form of photosynthesis, brought on by new signals, which evidently altered his skin cells to absorb light like Lego absorbs money. The resulting changes originating from previously underused parts of the brain. His body gained its now incredible energy from the sun, much like a plant. For the sun and it’s radiating energy would appear to be, at present at least, his body’s most effective way of generating energy. It was no longer sustenance from food and drink. In a weird way he also now felt like a battery. He knew how much energy he had and exactly how his actions affected it. The possibilities of what he could now do were mind boggling. He thought to himself, could his body now adapt at will and do whatever it was called upon to do? What if there was no sunlight? Would his body then find a new source of energy? The possibilities, and the accompanying questions, were becoming a very long list indeed. A shout broke into these thoughts. “John, where on earth have you been!? The ship is going crazy, emergency stations the works, all looking for you!” John smiled, it was Callum Hill, his friend from the ship they were on. Callum was taller than John at six-foot five inches tall, slimly built, with dark brown eyes and black hair in a tapered style hair-cut. They were two of the ship’s three Third Officers. Disturbingly, Callum seemed to be genuinely terrified. John could hear his elevated heartrate. But Callum was also relieved, at the same time, judging by the look in his eyes. Looking down at his watch John realised it had been just over an hour since he left the ship on a simple errand to the Seaport Operations Bureau, Port Miami’s law enforcement facility. He was to sign for a delivery of parts. A mere ten-minute task, or even fifteen if you felt like admiring the various other berthed ships. Before John could reply, Callum noticed his cracked helmet and blood covered face. “Holy crap - what the hell happened to you!? You’re covered in blood and your helmet looks like it was hit by a sledgehammer!” Callum blurted out. “It was a mooring line from that Royal Caribbean cruise ship” was John’s monotone response. He was reeling from learning just how long he had been in the water. He then noticed the blood covering his, what were, white overalls. Reaching up he felt his cracked helmet, and the new half circle shaped scar on the right side of his head, one tip looping down to his temple, the other end stretching upwards creating a neat curve a couple of inches long. 'The impact did leave a mark then, before my brain went all turbo charged’ John thought. Callum looked like he had suffered a hit to the head himself such was his incredulous expression. “I’m actually OK, it’s far worse than it looks” John quickly said, trying to keep the awkward moment from spiralling further. The fact that John didn’t have a hole in the side of his head, or the fact that he had a head at all, for that matter after such a blow, seemed to be causing Callum quite some distress. “Shall we head back to the ship and have everyone stop looking for me?” asked John. “Uh . . . yea sure . . .” came the far from settled reply. “Callum, I’m fine honestly. I know it looks like I lost a fight with a shark, but it’s honestly far worse than it looks.” John had to stifle a smirk as he realised perhaps, he did actually win a fight with a shark. “Oh, silly me. I thought a bird had flown into you and was apologising profusely for knocking you into the water. Hence why you’ve been gone so long. Did that mooring line there hit your head? Were you just having a nice dip in the water to sooth the little scratch it must’ve caused? Why didn’t you just come back if you’re ‘fine?” Callum’s voice was now dripping with sarcasm, he was even using his fingers to form quotation marks, obviously still stunned by John’s appearance. “Well, what do you want me to say? I’m in agony? My head feels like it’s splitting in two? I need to-” “Go right to the hospital as a mooring line just smacked you for a home run? Yes!” Callum said butting in. Oh God, he’s really not taking this well at all. How on earth can I calm him down before we get back to the ship and he tells everyone what really happened?’ John thought. “Callum, we’ve known each other for twelve years now - since we met as cadets at Fleetwood - have I ever given you any reason to doubt me?” John realised too late, the can of worms he’d just opened. “You kept quiet when the others had put loft insulation in my boxers for my date with Lauren at college. Funnily enough that didn’t go well as it’s quite rude to keep scratching your nether regions. Also, the time I crashed out on our first ship, after that night out in Weymouth so it was, and you wrapped me in clingfilm to my bunk in our cabin. Seeing as it was a weekend, it was assumed that I had stayed in the cabin to complete my task book, so nobody bothered to look for me until you came back in just before lunch! Oh, and let’s not forget -” “OK, OK so I’ve given you a couple -” “A COUPLE?!” “- Of reasons to be a tad suspicious at times. But this is not one of them though. And come on, you’ve more than got me back for some of those little incidents. Remember calling Annie to tell her I’d been out and had come back late smelling of perfume, when you knew full well, I’d been in my cabin all day playing that racing game on my laptop. She went crazy! If I’d been home, I’m pretty sure she’d have killed me!” “Yea that was pretty funny.” John allowed Callum to chuckle at that indignant memory of his for a little bit as it was calming him down. They walked on towards their ship for a few moments in silence. “Don’t you think you should get rid of that helmet and clean up a bit before we get back?” Callum seemed to be calm again now and that was an excellent point. John didn’t feel like being interrogated about his grizzly appearance on top of why he had been missing for so long. If possible, he wanted to avoid a trip to the ship's Med-Tech or even to the hospital. Those would be awkward questions he didn’t want to answer. John knew full well why he wasn’t a head shorter, and felt that explanation was best left to himself for the time being. He dreaded to think of the consequences if people discovered what he was now capable of. This disturbing train of thought was thankfully interrupted by Callum. “Wait there for a bit” Callum pointed to a gap between the cruise ship passenger terminals. “I’ll go back to the ship, grab you another helmet and boiler suit, then come back for you.” “Take care, the MEO might be angry at you for leaving me ashore when she sees you back again alone.” “Not half as angry as she’ll be with you when I tell her you’d talked your way into a tour of that massive cruise ship's engine room and were now only just heading to sign for the delivery.” John's rude reply of one word was obscured by a truck driving by. Even though it was a complete fabrication and would result in a lot of trouble for him, he still preferred it over the truth. The Ship's Marine Engineering Officer (MEO), their head of department Katherine, was usually very friendly and approachable but, she could terrify a dragon if you crossed the line. And this would be deemed a line jumped over moment. The inevitable meeting with Katherine waiting for him back on board was not a pleasant thought for John. ‘Maybe this is an ideal time to see if I can run fast now too? In any direction that doesn’t lead back to the MEO' he thought ruefully. He now had to endure an uncomfortable wait trying to hide himself from prying eyes. A man standing in a secluded spot wearing blood-soaked overalls could be deemed as rather suspicious. John shuffled slightly further back, willing himself to disappear in the shadows. He was furtively looking around, hoping to remain inconspicuous, when his eyes picked out a tall man standing three hundred and forty-two meters away looking right at him. John's eyesight was simply incredible now and continued to surprise him. It seemed that if something was in his line of sight, then he could clearly see it, right down to microscopic details. Quite unnerving initially actually. Although, he quickly grew accustomed to the ability to zoom in and out per say, he had a little more trouble comprehending he was physically distant from whatever his eyes could see. Then there was the fact he knew precisely how far away the man was, making the stare coming from his startling bright blue eyes that much more shocking. Not only could the man seemingly see him, he seemed to be intently observing him for some reason. John was starting to doubt himself, surely the man couldn’t even see him standing in the shadows from such a distance, let alone be observing him. Another truck went by, obscuring the mysterious stranger, with the black buzzcut and casual suit, briefly from view. In that brief moment though, the stranger was gone. John was still pondering this strange incident when Callum, true to his word thankfully, returned within ten minutes with a new helmet and one of John's clean boiler suits. Once he had made himself look reasonable again, rather than the loser of a boxing match, it was time to head back to the ship. “Katherine is going to rip you a new one, sew it up and rip you another when you get back John - you know right?” John simply nodded, accepting his fate.

			As they reached the gangway to board the ship, a tanker with a few tall rigs used to fuel other ships whilst at sea, Callum stopped briefly with a serious expression. “I know you John and I believe we’re closer than simply friends - well at least that’s what I think seeing as I was your best man, but I know you’re hiding something right now. Something to do with that happened back there. If you wish to keep it from me then cool, I’ll accept it, but don’t keep it from Annie, ok?” John knew that must’ve been hard for his close friend to say and he was filled with gratitude for it. “Thanks Callum. I mean it. You’ve always been there for me. I will tell you what’s going on soon. I just need to survive Katherine first, then talk to Annie.” Although John decided then that this particular talk with Annie may have to wait. This will need to be a conversation in person, such was the magnitude of its potential repercussions. Already worrying now thanks to that lovely thought, he readied himself to face the wrath of what will probably be everyone on board. When a ship is called to emergency stations, it involves everyone having to muster, thus disrupting their routines and jobs, and carry out whatever task they are directed to undertake. And in this case, even though he was pegged off the ship, a wooden board displaying every crew member's name is at the top of the gangway with a peg in an on or off hole, a potential casualty search (it’s not uncommon for people to forget to peg in) was never going to be a fun task. Callum nodded and boarded the ship first. John followed and made his way to the Machinery Control Room (MCR). There were a lot of angry faces. He had interrupted everyone’s day as the whole ship, as he’d feared, had gotten involved when his absence resulted in the emergency station's muster. An invisible hand squeezed John's heart, as he realised that the shore authorities would’ve also been contacted to assist with the search for him. He prayed that the Ship’s Captain would answer their questions, whilst apologising for the inconvenience caused, rather than having to do so himself. Reaching the MCR was a bit of a relief. The other engineers would be rather annoyed that was obvious, but they would also find it funny in due course. A story to tell of that time John disappeared for a tour. They were a good bunch of people. Friends too. Except for one that is. It was rare that you got on with the majority of the team, well for a normally un sociable person such as John it was at least. John preferred simply being in his cabin watching films, reading or playing computer games. He wasn’t one for drinking or going to pubs. He was happiest simply being at home with Annie and their three-year-old son Stewart. Callum was already back in the MCR and led the sarcastic cheers and slow clapping welcoming John back. There were a few chosen words uttered by some of the team, the rudest of which came from Arla Moran, a second officer and one of the three female engineers onboard. She was also a good friend of John’s, so she would’ve been angry and worried too, making her unusually extreme reaction, for she was a very reserved person, understandable. She hadn’t cheered, rather just stood with her green eyes staring daggers at him with a face to quell a storm. This look was often enough to frighten most people as, even though she was only five-foot four inches tall with shoulder length brown hair (normally found in a ponytail), she was very strong with a fairly muscular build. John started to head past the first line of consoles to approach her and Callum when he heard Katherine’s voice behind him. She had been in the Engineer’s Office, which was on the door to the right, just before you entered the MCR. He closed his eyes as waves of dread and nausea crashed over him. Grimacing at Arla and Callum, he slowly turned and walked back to the office, with the air of a man about to face a firing squad. The other engineers remained silent. They were tactful enough to know he was in serious trouble now. They also didn’t want to anger an already irate Katherine further with any sarcasm. Smart people. John closed the door and sat in the empty chair across from the seething MEO.

			She sat silently for what felt like an age until, finally, she spoke. It was the most uncomfortable ten minutes of John's life. She went on and on, quoting: terms of reference; standards expected of an officer; the stupidity of his actions; the chaos he had caused on board with emergency stations; the involvement of shoreside authorities; and the potential implications this may have if it proceeds to a disciplinary charge. “What do you have to say for yourself?” She asked finally. “I’m incredibly sorry. I know what I did was stupid and completely unacceptable. I’ve always wanted to look around one of those big cruise ships and I saw an opportunity to do so. It was a stupid spur of the moment action, the first time I’ve ever done anything such as this. It’s not an excuse and it’s not a plea for forgiveness, it’s simply what happened and I can’t express my regret over it enough.” said John, talking to floor. Whilst privately thinking that his new found mental capacity was awfully handy. Previously, he would’ve been lost for words, muttering intelligibly to the floor or the wall after such a tirade from Katherine. “You’re right with everything you just said. It was indeed the first of any kind of unacceptable behaviour from you. I also do believe you and accept what you have said as a sincere apology. You absolutely cannot do anything like that again though: EVER AGAIN. You will obviously be called in to discuss this matter with both the Chief Engineer and the Captain. I will, however, be speaking to them first though and mention all that has been said here. Hopefully, this will be the end of it and no disciplinary action will be taken against you. I’d hate to lose you over something as stupid as this. You’re hard working and very good at your job. I feel it would be detrimental to the ship if you were suspended and made to leave. Especially seeing as you’re only a few weeks from paying off anyway. I’d much rather your relief had a decent set of notes and a good handover from you. I will mention all of this to the Chief and Captain too. You may leave.” John looked up, finally meeting her eyes, nodded and left as quickly as he reasonably could for someone who had pretty much dodged a hail of bullets. He took a moment to compose himself at the entrance to the MCR again. He was very lucky. That, for as terrible as it was, it could’ve been so much worse. Hopefully the Chief and Captain would accept Katherine’s opinion of things and that would be this whole sorry affair over with. Entering the MCR again, he once more made his way towards Arla and Callum, who were sitting at the far end of the second row of consoles. They must’ve been checking some of the day’s alarms, or simply trying to avoid everyone else as it was known the three of them were good friends. He stood beside Arla who was sitting in the chair, Callum kneeling on her opposite side, and waited for some sort of recognition from either of them. That recognition came with a swift elbow from Arla to his stomach. She really was upset. Before, this would’ve really hurt and doubled him over in pain, but now it barely registered as a light tickle. Still, he reacted appropriately and grabbed at his stomach whilst uttering, what he hoped, was a suitably loud “Ooft” sound as he leant on the console. “You’re a complete inconsiderate jerk you know that!?” She said in a loud carrying voice, which initiated a chorus of laughs from the remaining engineers that were sitting working at the computers along one wall. The others had left to carry on with whatever they were doing prior to his disappearance. “What were you thinking? Going off on a little wander like that? Oh, I hope you’re in a world of trouble! Did the MEO reduce you to a quivering mess? I wish I could’ve seen that. You idiotic-” “That’s enough don’t you think Arla?” Callum thankfully intervened. “He’s already had a new one ripped for him by the boss, so he doesn’t need another one from you.” “So, you’re on his side, are you? You think this whole thing was funny do you!?” Callum immediately recognised the danger he was now in. Arla was in no mood to be told she was being harsh. Fearing her wrath, he raised both hands and backed off just out of arm's reach. John wasn’t the only one to have felt those elbows. She may have only been five feet four, to Callum’s six feet five, but she was also a featherweight Mixed Martial Arts fighter. Beyond question, her bite was far worse than her bark, so to speak; and she had a pretty decent bark. She was now looking towards Callum, her eyes flashing dangerously. “I’m most certainly not on that idiot’s side” whilst passing a quick apologetic look in John’s direction. “I just think he’s already had it rough from the boss so maybe he’s had enough?” Arla sat quietly seething for a whole minute. During that time neither John nor Callum were brave enough to break this uncomfortable silence. It was a long minute. “Fine. We did hear the MEO's raised voice go on for a good while. You’re still a-” The alarm drowned out thankfully what John was. A high-level bilge alarm was suddenly a very good thing. Callum offered to go and pump out the bilge well in the forward engine room but John seized the opportunity and was pretty much out of the MCR before Callum could even finish his sentence, such was his haste to get away from his angry friend.

			As expected, he was called to the Captain’s dayroom for a talk after close of play. The typical working day being eight in the morning until five in the afternoon. This was almost as unbearable as his one-sided conversation with Katherine. Both the Chief, Brian, and the Captain, Robert, were equally unimpressed. Katherine must’ve been very convincing though as, despite their own opinions on the subject, they nonetheless agreed not to take the matter any further. John was banned from going ashore though. He was to remain onboard for the remainder of the ship's visit to Port Miami. A completely fair punishment, but still annoying as there were planned excursions for the ship's company to various places he would’ve loved to visit. Thankfully, the once again one-sided discussions were now complete, with ramifications that could’ve been so much worse, so, gratefully, he left the Captain's dayroom. He noted that it was now dinner time in the Officers’ Mess and his favourite ship combo of ham and leek pie, with bread-and-butter pudding for afters, was the day’s culinary delight. But he didn’t feel like eating at all. He just wasn’t hungry. Actually, he doubted that he would need to eat again, but food was still something he wanted to enjoy. After John had gotten changed into a shorts and T-Shirt there was a knock on his cabin door. It was Arla and Callum dressed in their Red Sea Rig. Shirt with epaulettes, trousers, cumber band and black uniform shoes. “You coming down to dinner?” queried Callum. Arla was still visibly annoyed with John but, at least she was there so it wasn’t all terrible. “I don’t feel like eating tonight. Guess that I just feel rubbish with all the chaos I’ve caused today. You know that I’m really sorry you two.” With Callum looking significantly at John he continued, “I know you both must’ve been really worried and I can’t even begin to express my regret at putting you both through that.” “Well, that was a good start at doing so, but please don’t be such a first-class muppet like that ever again, OK?” Arla now seemed to have gotten a bit of her sense of humour back, despite what her body language was saying. Callum looked a little uneasy but quickly re-arranged himself into a relaxed posture with a calm expression. John nodded his agreement, swearing to himself that he would do his absolute best to avoid doing something like this again in the future. With tensions easing, Arla and Callum then both left for dinner. Closing the Cabin door John sighed. He never wanted to see their faces panicked, or angry like that, ever again. He realised that it was only the strength of the friendship they shared that had prevented this sequence of events from being a complete disaster. John noted how grateful he was to have such good friends. So, he decided, he would sit them down together and tell them what was going on. Arla had actually been one of Annie’s bridesmaids at their wedding, having met Callum and John on their second ship together with her being a newly qualified officer. That trip had involved a maintenance period at the ammunition docks in Crombie, Scotland, near to where Annie and John lived. Annie and Arla became friends very quickly – probably because they shared many common interests. Mulling over his thoughts, John felt that it was only fair to tell both his good friends about what really happened today together, but first was the daunting prospect of telling Annie. He really wanted to do this in person. But that wouldn’t be for a few weeks yet until the end of his trip and he flew home. He didn’t think he could, or even should, wait that long to tell her of such an important thing. He was, of course, worried about how she would react. After all, John was still the same person she fell in love with all those years ago. He was just a little . . . different now. He hoped she wouldn’t be frightened. Annie and Stewart were the most important things in his life. If he were to lose them … such a thought was unbearable. The fear of losing both of them was now making itself a most unwelcome and prominent thought in his mind. He feared that now the seed had been planted, it would continue to grow until it drove him mad. He had to tell her right away. How though? He was over four thousand two hundred miles away and even flying takes eleven to twelve hours in the air alone. A thought popped into his head. Even though it was a ludicrous idea, was it a plausible one? He asked himself. His body was quite remarkable since the accident had transformed his cellular structure. He knew his cells were capable of wonderous things now, as demonstrated by his leap from the sand in over ten meters of water, onto the dockside. That had been easy. He wondered what else could he do. Could he move quicker? He decided that attempting to run back and forth in his cabin wasn’t a bright idea, for fear of breaking down his door or maybe even leaving a John shaped dent in the ship's side. He made his way down to the flight deck, the thought of telling Annie now taking a backseat. John knew no one was in the MCR or on the bridge at the moment, so no chance of being seen by anyone on the cameras. There was no one having an evening walk around the flight deck - presumably all were at dinner he thought. The hangar door was also open so he had more room to run back and forth. So, John went right to the very back of the hangar, which was capable of storing a Merlin helicopter, and braced himself against the bulkhead to sprint towards the end of the flight deck. He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing. In through his nose, out though his barely parted lips. He was nervous and didn’t know what to expect. Maybe he should just build up slowly, walk quickly, jog a bit, move up to a slow run and so on. Then his mischievous streak reared its consequences-be-damned head and all thoughts of caution vanished. He opened his eyes and a grin formed. He pushed off the bulkhead and sprinted forward, ready to stop at the end of the flight deck. Only that’s not what happened. He had gone for another swim again, only this time he was now a surprising distance from the ship. John was stunned, like he had been at finding himself on the dockside earlier that day. How fast had he been travelling when he reached the end of the flight deck? A spike in adrenaline and the thrill of the moment made him realise it would’ve been pointless to even try to stop. So, dam the consequences, he didn’t bother trying. Although he still didn’t expect to have been travelling at what must’ve been over three hundred miles per hour. John turned a slow circle in the water. The Macarthur Causeway was across from the cruise ship terminals. He was treading water at the Watson Island end of it. In the distance the other end passed by the Miami Beach coastguard station, then onto South Beach. Cruise Ship Terminal A was also in that direction. Looking rather impressive and glaringly reflective with its glass fronted structure. The many cars travelling the causeway were just going about their business. A mild bloom of panic briefly flared up as he wondered if any of the potentially thousands of pairs of eyes had spotted his little adventure. He quickly calmed after deeming it unlikely. Travelling at that speed would’ve made him out to be a blur, at best, to any wandering eyes that were mainly focused on the road and cars ahead. The docked cruise ships were also a far more interesting sight than the flight deck of a smaller, but not insignificant at around two hundred meters long herself, grey auxiliary tanker. Rotating in a clockwise direction, the many cruise ships currently alongside passed by his vision and he could make out individuals in their cabins. On the Miami side of the causeway came the American Airlines Arena first, with some of the incredibly tall buildings of Miami flanking it, followed by the Maurice A. Ferre Park and finally back to Watson Island as he completed his slow revolution in the water. It had been around five minutes since he had started this impromptu swim, so John felt he could spend a little more time swimming. A little flicker of guilt appeared as he realised he was defying Katherine's order to remain onboard the ship. That guilt quickly evaporated upon diving down towards the sand below as the waters were crystal clear. Kicking his legs, he made his way under the Port Boulevard bridge, moving past Dodge Island on his left and Downtown Miami to his right, out into the channel towards Virginia key. John covered the distance remarkably quickly. Making Sailfish look positively pedestrian by comparison. By the time he’d swam under the Rickenbacker causeway, round Key Biscayne and back towards the port down government cut, Fisher Island flashing by on his left, and found himself staring up at the stern of his ship again, only an additional minute had gone by. John had remained underwater the whole time to avoid causing a mystery wake on the surface. Although he realised later, after stupidly forgetting that even objects underwater create a wake or disturbance, that some pleasure craft felt an unusual swell against their hulls. Eagle eyed observers also noticed a strange disturbance, moving at a scarcely believable speed, on the surface of what had been a very calm day. The witnesses were so few though that the talk quickly faded from downright disbelief and mocking retorts, to it simply being forgotten through the march of time. Putting on what he felt was a modest burst of speed, John once again flew from the water, only to find himself hurtling back down to the top of the ship's bridge, which was seven decks up from the main deck. Seeing as flying was only natural to birds, and with his eyes wide as dinner plates, he felt absurd as his arms and legs flailed in the rushing wind. He gathered up his scattered thoughts and decided the best thing to do was essentially brace for impact, whilst praying the aftermath didn’t include a large dent in the roof of the ship's bridge. John knew his body was now incredibly resilient to physical harm, but nonetheless, as with most people he thought, the idea of breaking every bone in one’s body after falling from a great height, made him squeeze his eyes shut and throw out his hands ready for the inevitable excruciating pain. He screamed. The wind stopped rushing by and all was quite calm again. Typical port noises came rushing back. Cars driving by, Ship’s engines humming away, indistinct conversations, moving cranes and various other sounds were all now present once more. “Eh!?” he thought aloud. He opened his eyes. His arms were still outstretched in front of him bracing for impact, but there wasn’t a big crater. He tentatively lifted one hand, still palm down, towards his head and suddenly the world flipped around and he landed with a little thud onto the deck again. This must’ve been how it felt as a toddler to fall over unexpectedly, with what he suspected was the accompanying shocked expression, after walking around so confidently just moments prior. John realised he now looked like someone directing traffic, whilst lying down, as he still had one hand outstretched and the other waiting for a high five. He sat up slowly, his eyes widening in surprise. There was no dent. No horrible broken limbs. He had stopped himself in mid-air just before hitting the deck. His hands had been outstretched together braced for impact. Then, when he moved one hand, he had lost balance. ‘Is that what it really was though? Balance?’ he thought to himself. John decided it was a question to ask his commercial pilot friend once back home. Aeronautical definitions and phrases weren’t something he was currently familiar with. Then, he burst out laughing. He was howling with laughter thinking about what had all just happened. Worried about leaving a big dent in the ship rather than breaking bones. Fretting about aviation terminology, when he had been hovering mid-air above the deck. Then ending up like a fallen toddler. “What a strange day this has been so far” he said out loud to himself, as no one else was around. It had only been eight minutes since John had left his cabin to see how fast he could run. He pondered the meaning of this as he made his way back down to his private quarters three decks below. It was impossible that time itself had slowed down. ‘So that must mean that I can now process information and move with such speed that time is now comparatively slower than it was before’ he concluded, entering his cabin again. He came to this conclusion as that little adventure into the water, the swim and the subsequent freefall towards the bridge, had only taken eight minutes. ‘Relativity,’ John believed was the term. When you’re bored, doing very little, time feels like it’s crawling by. Yet, when you’re busy, or having fun, time seems to fly by. A minute feeling like an hour. An hour feeling like only a minute had gone by. Therefore, the perception of time varied depending on how you were feeling, what you were doing, and how it engaged your mind. And seeing how he was now doing so much so fast; time was now perceptively slower john thought to himself. Admittedly, it was still a bit of a struggle to comprehend all of what was happening to him. This lack of comprehension was a thought that was repeatedly rearing up and jumping to the forefront of his musings. He wasn’t even sure these thoughts of his made any sense at all. He hoped someday they would. And soon, as he still had all of it to explain to his wife and his friends! A knock at his cabin door brought him out of his thoughts and into the real world again. It was Callum and Arla back from dinner. “You two weren’t at dinner for very long” John said, wondering why they were back so soon. “John we’ve been at dinner for the last twenty minutes at least. Pretty standard amount of time for dinner you know” was Callum’s quick reply. This statement felt like a physical hit to John. He staggered back a little. He had been back in his cabin for around fifteen minutes, he realised. ‘Wow, I need to be careful,' he thought to himself. It was so easy to lose track of time within his own thoughts now. With everything that was happening, all his memories and everything he knew, all now readily accessible to look at within his vast new mind palace. John noted that it was easy to spend too much time there and forget the real world existed. The prospect of never leaving his own mind terrified him. It had been a struggle to escape from his mind back in the water. If not for the shark, would he have still been down there in a comatose state? His face must’ve shown some of what he was feeling as Arla was holding his hand in both of hers talking to him. He snapped out his own head and caught the end of what she had been saying. “.... we’re getting worried about you John,” Callum nodded vigorously. “You seem to be in a world of your own at the moment. You had an accident, yes Callum told me how he found you. Now you’ve just been spaced out for a couple of minutes, after briefly losing your balance. Are you sure you don’t need to see the med tech or a doctor?” They both looked genuinely concerned for his wellbeing and John realised that he needed to tell them now. He hated the thought of them knowing before Annie, but now that he knew he was literally losing time within his own mind, he would have to rely on them to help him get back to the real world until he was able to easily do it himself. And they deserved to know. He breathed out heavily. “You’re right. Something serious is going on and it’s terrifying me. Please sit down and just listen. You’re probably not going to believe a word I say but again, please, do not interrupt me, OK?” They both looked worried now but, they sat down as he asked. Callum pulled out the desk chair and brought it closer to the bed while Arla sat in the armchair next to the bedside table. John sat cross legged on his bed and started the story. The snapped mooring line, the time in the water, landing on the dock, his run on the flight deck, the long quick swim and finally the fall without the thud. He tried as best he could to explain what was happening in his own head. Why he was acting spaced out. Callum failed to stifle a laugh. ‘He obviously thinks I’m lying or crazy’ John thought to himself. Arla was more composed but, her expression couldn’t quite hide her disbelief. ‘Same feelings as Callum then’ he thought. “I’ll show you”, said John. “Arla, can you go and get that book you’re reading please. You know, I haven’t read it as its … not my kind of book”, he said with a tinge of embarrassment. Arla raised her eyebrows slightly. She shrugged, grinned a little and left to get the book. Callum and John sat in an awkward silence. Neither quite willing to meet the others eye. Thankfully Arla’s cabin was close so she was back quickly. John accepted the book from her and started to read it. Amazingly, he finished reading it before she’d sat down in the chair again. “OK, first of all that wasn’t pleasant” John said with a slight shudder as he handed the book back. “Second, pick any moment, or anything at all from that book at random, and I’ll recite the entire page or paragraph it is in.” This confused Arla and she looked questioningly at Callum. He shrugged, as if to say ‘go on then’. She sighed, with a look of ‘why am I doing this’ and opened the book to a page just past what looked to be like the middle. “OK, he’s just taken her to a door in his house, it’s locked. What does he say to her, word for word, and what’s inside that room?” Arla placed the book page down in her lap and looked expectantly at John. Callum was like a tennis umpire looking between them. John didn’t hesitate. He recited the passage, word for word, exactly what the character had said at that point, and then he spent the next few minutes saying aloud the next few pages from the book which go on to describe, in great detail, and much to John's chagrin, the contents of the room. Arla was staring open mouthed at John now. Callum stopped his umpire routine and asked, “Was he right.” Arla nodded her head and quickly looked at the book again to double check. “Yes. Word for word. Exactly as it appeared in the book. He didn’t miss a single detail. Oh my god, you were telling the truth!?” She jumped up and was staring awestruck at John with her hands over her mouth. Callum had been so engrossed in what was going on he’d fallen off the chair at Arla’s sudden leap up. That in itself was not a good sign for she is normally completely composed and calm, no matter what the situation. Callum stared numbly at John too from the floor. John didn’t think it were possible, but now they both looked more worried than before the demonstration. They looked at him as if he were seriously ill with an uncertain prognosis. “Please don’t look at me like that. Please, I’m still . . . me”. He couldn’t exactly say the ‘same guy’ as John knew he wasn’t anymore. Nonetheless, he was indeed still himself. The same person they actually knew. The person they’ve known for years. They both still looked sceptical. Callum was still on the floor and Arla’s hands had yet to uncover her mouth; such was their shock. After what felt like an unbearable amount of time, they both settled themselves back into the chairs they’d hastily vacated. John decided it was best to let them find their own voices again. He settled himself and waited for the inevitable questions. It wasn’t too long before Arla found her voice. “What are you going to do now? Let’s be honest here, you’re not exactly… well… ‘human’ anymore, are you? Have you told Annie?” ‘Ouch that’s nice’ thought John. Arla’s somewhat brutal honesty was usually something he admired and respected. This, however, felt like a bit of a kick below the belt to him though. In her opening words, Arla had struck his biggest concern like a nail on the head. With a Sledgehammer. “That’s… strictly speaking true”, he eventually replied. “Physically, I am most certainly not a normal person anymore. I am still a person though. I am still the John you both know. I am still… you’re friend. I hope…!” He had to pause for a moment in order to reign his emotions in. “Erm… to answer your other concerns. I’m going to simply carry on with my life. I don’t want things to change. I haven’t told Annie yet. Something like this, I need to tell her in person. I need her to see it’s me. Her husband. Stewart's father.” Callum was nodding. He still had a sombre look to him. At least he seemed to be coming around though. Arla, on the other hand, was on her feet again. She was leaving. The door closed softly behind her as she exited John's cabin without uttering so much as another word. John put his head into his hands. Tears were forming in his eyes, threatening to spill out. His bed moved unexpectedly. Callum had sat down beside him, bringing him out from the depths of his mind. He felt Callum’s hand grip his shoulder. “This is weird man. You’re even weirder than you’ve always been now. You’re still my weird little buddy though.” This made a little chuckle fight its way from John's mouth. He was pretty tall at six foot two but, to Callum that three-inch height difference meant his buddy was tiny. “You know one day I’m just going to kick you in the delicate place. See how tall you can stand then. Git.” Callum guffawed loudly at this. It was a common threat from John. He had never followed through with it though. It was now a little running joke between them. This miniscule moment was like a newly lit flame of hope for John. Hope, despite all that was happening, things could still carry on much as they have been. He couldn’t at that moment express how much this meant to him. He just hoped Callum knew. Arla was a different prospect. He appreciated why she reacted the way she did. He would never go so far as to say ‘understood’ though. He wasn’t a mind reader. So, how could he possibly understand how anyone felt? He could only appreciate the way someone felt by rationalising it in his own mind. Callum got up and once again placed his hand on John's shoulder. John looked up at his friend. They exchanged a brief nod, accompanied by a wry little smile. Callum then left as well.
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