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Content Warning


 


This book depicts events that some may find disturbing. Including some extensive sequences of gore and body horror.


 


You will find a list containing some of the subjects on the next page of this book.
I would consider it to contain mild spoilers, so if you feel you have no need of it and would prefer to keep the gore-in-store a secret, feel free to skip ahead!


 


Please read safely and know your own limits!


And don’t worry, this book also contains some pleasant things.


Like hugs, wholesome friendships, and references to Matthew Lillard.
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Amputation


Blood


Death


Eye Trauma


Gore


Mutilation


Violence


Human characters being “eaten”


Dissolving whilst alive


Agoraphobia / Fear of open spaces


Vertigo/Acrophobia


 


This list is by no means exhaustive, but hopefully it will see those who need it through this grizzly adventure!
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Chapter 1


The Vaughn drifted slowly through scattered chunks of what used to be a planet. Rocks as large as cities drifting amongst clouds of dust and debris.


Mining drones converged on the ship like bees bringing nectar to the hive. One other planet orbited within the same system, a cool blue star at the centre. A shimmering net of light surrounded the planet, emanating from a competitor ship. The other ship had arrived long before The Vaughn, staking claim to the planets, and the resources within. Now The Vaughn filtered through the remnants, scavenging for crumbs in the wake of another’s feast. Waves of cobalt light illuminated the debris field, tinting the ship a cold, empty blue, despite the thrum of life within. The ship's body was circular, a thin Outer-Ring surrounding a domed interior. A bulbous lump protruded from the Outer-Ring, like the head of a turtle tentatively peeking from its shell. It was within the head, in a secluded office that a secretive meeting took place, away from prying eyes and far removed from the thousands of inhabitants living in the drifting city ship.


The Mayor’s palms left streaks of sweat on the desk’s wooden veneer as they fretted. The room had no windows, a single orange-hued bulb hummed overhead. Stark metal walls and a lack of ornamentation had him feeling ill at ease. He would have preferred to hold this meeting in his office, with its ornate comforts and broad windows. Instead they gathered in what, to him, seemed more suited as a storage cupboard than anything else.


Still, Octavia assured him it would keep the gathering discreet. He looked to a tablet on the table before him, its screen a near incomprehensible jumble of thin twisting lines and dots; it was a map of the galaxy, zoomed in to their surrounding cluster of stars, with reams of text scrolling past a few highlighted planetary systems.


“There’s no other way about it, we have to go.” He failed to hide the shake in his voice from his two accomplices. The chief Navigator’s uncomfortable posture burst into a display of outright hostility, her arms uncrossing and flinging into rapid gesticulations as she yelled.


“Go where, Markus? You want us to just pick somewhere at random and hope we get lucky? You realise how insane that is, right? We use the charts for a reason!” The Mayor’s pallid face flushed a bright red, brow knotting tightly above an angered glare.


“We use the charts so we don’t get bloody sued! I’m not suggesting moving on somebody else’s territory. We’d hardly be the first to mine outside of the charts.” He could feel sweat pooling between his shoulder blades as he argued. His mayoral duties were a great source of stress, but things had never been this dire before. Navigator Duri chuffed a sound of indignation before rebutting.


“We don’t just use the charts to avoid bureaucratic bullshit. They let us know what kind of planets we’re going to find before we jump. We use them to know we’ll find something worth mining. We use them, because we know we’re in explored space, where it’s safe!” The Navigator prodded her finger at the charts emphasising every word, exerting more force with each tap until she was tempted to ball her hand into a fist and punch the desk. Or the Mayor. When she realised how heated she was becoming, she threw herself back into her seat and tightly crossed her arms to keep them from doing anything regrettable. The Mayor scoffed petulantly and shook his head.


“Safe? Is that what you’re worried about?” Previously his voice had betrayed his anger, but now he talked in a lilting and cocky tone, refusing to raise even an octave above casual conversation. He had studied the art of debate on the net for years, and he had read all about handling heated discussions like this. The trick was to avoid raising your voice. To let the other parties sound angry and emotional, where you appear cool and in control. It makes people take your side, even if your opponent raises good points. Nobody wants to side with emotional hysteria.


Navigator Duri faltered at the accusation of fear long enough for Markus to continue, free from any interjections. “I’ve met cartographer crews before. Even considered pursuing it as a career myself, before I was selected for leadership.” This wasn’t true, of course. Markus had been destined for politics from birth, taking after his father. But he’d read plenty of stories about the cartographers that mapped space beyond the sphere of human colonisation. They were a roguish sort, prone to fantastical tales and lofty embellishments. “Dull work by all accounts. Decades of your life jumping from rock to rock. Most never find a single thing of note in their entire careers! And here you are worried that we’re going to be the lucky few that stumble on, what? Some terrible creature from an old horror tale? What we find there will be exactly what we find everywhere else, barren planets and moons covered in rocks and dust. Only at least there we have a chance of finding one with some bloody materials worth mining, unlike any that these blasted charts have offered us in all the time you’ve had to scour through them.” He put particular emphasis on the ‘you’ in the final sentence, pushing as much blame on the Navigator as one word could carry.


“And what if we don’t find anything worth mining out there? If we waste our last jump and find nothing. We’d be better off collecting scraps from an old husk world than going back home with nothing,” said Duri. She didn’t like this at all. It was hardly her fault, she’d been given old used up charts to work with. This entire cluster of systems had been burned up long ago, every planet of note stripped clean by previous expeditions.


She’d spent the last few years guiding them to the few that hadn’t been marked as visited, but the charts proved to be outdated. That, or previous crews were slacking and not reporting their work properly.


Each time they’d arrived to find planets hollowed out and devoid of value, or debris fields left behind after a planet crack. The first few times they’d simply moved on, but eventually decided scraping the few remains they could find together was necessary.


They had been burning through their fuel making so many jumps between systems and had barely anything to show for it. Usually expeditions in city ships like The Vaughn would last between five and ten years, on rare occasion as many as twenty. They would travel to systems and spend months, if not years, mining all the valuables to be found there. Around half a million living within the intricate domed city that rested atop the ship, would all contribute in some way; thousands of miners ready to extract whatever materials they find, factory workers refining and condensing the materials, preparing them to be stored in the vast chambers that made up the majority of the ship’s bulk. Often they would find materials to produce their own fuel and extend the expedition in the hopes of returning with their stores packed to the brim.


The Vaughn was just one of thousands of similar city-sized mining ships. Owned by Paxton Universal, one of a few leading companies focused on scouring the stars for their materials. All played a vital role in the life cycle of the ever-growing human empire. In years past, the city prospered, but their last expedition had seen their luck abate. Over the course of three years, only a tenth of their stocks were filled. They had wasted the majority of their fuel checking systems that had already been cleared, and only found two low-yield planets to mine. Markus had promised this time would be better, he would provide fresh charts, with more untapped systems. But now they found themselves in even more dire circumstances than before.


“Scraps won’t do this time, Duri,” Mayor Markus said, shaking his head emphatically. “We need something to bring in real money.” A hard silence fell between the two that dragged over long seconds before Markus let out a long, exasperated sigh. He had hoped to find Duri more agreeable to the idea. They could keep the plan a secret from most of the crew, but there is no way one could reach uncharted space without the Head Navigator playing their role.


“Fine then. If we are so firmly at odds, we’ll have to leave it to a vote. It’s the only fair way to resolve this. We know where we both stand, Octavia can be the deciding factor,” said Markus, turning to look at the third member of their party. Captain Octavia had remained silent during their entire exchange, listening absently while twisting a small metal token in her fingers. Her right leg rocked in a manner that would make most look nervous or agitated, but it was a constant for Octavia, who only ever seemed entirely comfortable and level-headed. Markus knew that Duri respected Octavia in a way she petulantly refused him. Whatever Octavia decided, Duri would accept. And Markus had known from the beginning precisely where Octavia’s vote would go.


“I’m with Markus on this one, we should go,” said Octavia in her husky, confident voice with a nod. Duri let her shock display fully in her expression and the sag of her shoulders. “I understand the risk we’re taking, but we know the figures. Valuable systems appear more often than not. The chances of us jumping to a system with no planets or moons to crack is exceptionally low. If we see anything too dangerous, we can be ready to turn and start our way back home immediately and accept the consequences,” Octavia said, placing the metal token in her pocket.


“That settles it then!” Proclaimed Markus with a self satisfied cheer that didn’t entirely mask the ghost of anxiety that still lingered in his gut.


“Pick out a system and plot a course for us. We’ll set off as soon as you’re ready.” Markus pushed himself out of his chair and set towards the door at a speedy pace. Duri reached for her tablet and swiped her hands over the screen in a few quick motions. When she’d found what she wanted she reached out a hand, blocking his path with the tablet displayed before him.


“This whole thing is your idea, you can pick the system. We only have one jump. I’ll plot the course but if we end up leaving with nothing I’m not taking the blame.” She made the statement with confidence, and a look in her eye that told Markus there was no point in arguing. What difference did it really make in the end, anyway? He took the tablet and looked at the star chart it displayed, a three dimensional representation of the countless systems reaching into the unexplored territory just beyond the cluster they currently rested in. Duri had highlighted the patch of space they could reach with a single jump, and it was vast. There would have been millions, maybe even billions of planets in the highlighted space alone.


A jump always used a set amount of fuel, but could take them as small a distance as the nearest star, which was currently a little over three light years away, or as far as a thousand light years. The energy usage was immense, however. It would take them a few jumps to reach inhabited space where they could refuel and begin the long process of selling their cargo, if they had any worth selling after all this.


They were already very close to the edge of charted space, a bright divide showed stars that had been previously visited. Pressing on one of these stars would bring up a list of graphs showing what planets and moons could be found there, along with all data collated on each expedition that had taken place, be it for mining, settlement or science. There were no settlements this far out, and only a small fraction of the systems discovered were claimed for scientific purposes. These days, the majority of the galaxy was claimed by corporations intent on wringing it dry of all worth.


Out beyond the edge, those explored spaces were scattered like the spray of drops around a puddle, thinning the farther from the edge you go. Markus now zoomed in on an area with no explored space whatsoever, with less chance of running into any cartographers or rogue explorers that were spreading out from one of those already noted areas. He kept zooming at random until he was faced with a cluster of around 100 stars. Here he paused, and slowly adjusted the position within the screen, observing and feeling for any kind of intuition or instinct to point him in a particular direction. He twisted the chart and stars rolled through the screen like frenzied fireflies, and a particular point of light stood out to him. It looked somehow more isolated than the rest, not held quite as tightly as the others in its local cluster. He zoomed in to look closer at this singular point of light hovering on the periphery of its peers. The intuition he’d been searching for began to tingle at the base of his neck. The system was entirely untouched, without a name or any information beyond a string of incomprehensible letters making up its stellar designation. Still, something about it called to him. He circled the star with his finger and passed the tablet back to Duri.


“There, that one will do as good as any other,” he said, flippantly, as he turned to walk out of the room.


He wanted to maintain an aura of carelessness to his choice. After all, there was no way of knowing how it would turn out, and he didn’t want any cockiness spat back in his face. But inside, he knew. He had an innate sense that he had made a fantastic choice.
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Chapter 2


Drones zipped through the bay doors. Containers hung from their backs like swollen abdomens, filled with the minerals they had found floating amid the planetary debris outside. Less than a dozen people currently inhabited the huge equipment bay hall, and most were operating a console that aided the drones. The drone consoles themselves took up only one small corner of the bay, the rest acting as storage for colossal mining apparatus that lingered, silent and unmoving along the walls.


Aki found himself looking up at the mechanical goliaths with concern, a looming reminder of the dire situation they were in. He tapped a button on the side of an excavator, illuminating a small diagnostics screen embedded in the terminal’s side. He lowered the brightness as the orange glow of the screen cast glares on his visor. He rhythmically popped his lips as he tapped through the information, checking over the status of the machine, before un-muting the microphone within his helmet.


“She’s looking good, same as the rest. A bit of condensation after sitting so long, but nothing that won’t clear up as soon as we get in-atmosphere. Assuming we do get in-atmosphere any time soon,” he said, an electric blip sounded in his ear when he finished talking.


“Big assumption, given the way these last few jumps have gone. Alright, get yourself back in lad,” replied Rob, his voice turned slightly electronic by the voice channel.


Aki turned off the screen and started back down the row of machines. Each step stuck his feet to the floor with a heavy clunk as the suit’s magnetic systems counteracted the low gravity in the hangar. Aki left his voice call open, talking to Rob as he lurched his way through the bay.


“This is our last jump right? They’re bound to make sure it’s worth something.”


“I dunno,” Rob sighed. “Think we could be heading back with empty pockets this time. I’d put money down it’s that bloody Mayor, useless prick he is. I bet—ah bollocks.”


Rob sat in the control room high above the equipment bay, large glass windows stretching the length of the room allowed Aki to look up and see Rob sitting as his terminal. A flutter of high pitched beeps carried through the call as an alert appeared on one of Rob’s monitors.


“What’s up?” asked Aki, pausing his stride and watching Rob’s figure in the distance.


“Problem with a drone. Few of them have been acting up lately. I’ll have to send someone out for it.”


Aki looked through the hangar doors into the empty space that lay beyond. “How far out is it? I can grab it, if it isn’t too bad.” Rob paused for a moment before replying.


“Not too far. About… eighty metres. Froze trying to line up with the doors. I can get one of the lot on intake to grab it, if it’s a bit too far for you.” Aki took a deep breath in, and slowly exhaled as he listened to Rob, stretching his fingers as best he could in his thick gloves. “No, it’s alright. I’m already out here, might as well take advantage. Heading to the doors.”


Large enough to easily fit the machinery held within, the bay doors towered above Aki. A faint shimmering film of blue stretched across the opening. Opaque webs of glistening light where photon-mesh barriers kept small debris from floating into the bay. The same technology was used to stop pieces of planet flying too far away when cracked open. It tingled ever so slightly as Aki walked through, stepping onto the ledge beyond.


Standing on the edge of the ship, Aki could look out and see what lay beyond, unobstructed. Drones buzzed past, hefting their loot, large rocks and fields of dust floating in the near distance. Beyond them, nebulae coloured the vista in vibrant greens and purples like static aurora. But mostly there was simply black, perforated by stars.


“Hook yourself up to one of the tethers, it’ll be long enough,” Rob said, breaking the silence that hung in the moments since passing through the door.


Aki looked back and located the tethers, a row of thick, coiled cables with clips on the end and a basic terminal to control them. His suit had a number of jets along his torso and limbs that would allow him to move freely in low gravity, but the tethers could make it much easier to return to the ship. That, and the extra security would help to steady his nerves.


“I’ll keep the line open for you when you’re out there. Let me know if you want me to send somebody else out, right?”


Aki fastened the tether to his belt as Rob talked, double and triple checking that it was secure before he replied. “Yeah, thanks Rob. I’ll be alright.”


Rob knew all about Aki’s fear of spacewalks, and about the incident that had caused it. This had become something of a routine between them, Aki taking opportunities to test his boundaries while Rob watched and offered words of support. Without another word, Aki straightened and reached for the handle mounted above the tethers. He took one last steadying breath, and disengaged the magnetic locks in his boots.


A shudder ran through his body as the sensation of weightlessness took over, his feet drifting from the floor. Still anchored to the ship by one hand, he focused on breathing until the shudders subsided. He opened his eyes and took a few moments. An icon floated on the inside of his visor, pointing in the direction of the drone. He followed the icon and saw the machine, floating still as the other drones flew past. It looked small at this distance, though the display told him it would be a trip of eighty-four metres. Less than he’d walked from the entrance of the hangar to the last of the machines he’d checked, but farther than he’d let himself drift in years.


“What difference does it make, ten, twenty or a hundred? The tether is there, and so are your jets,” he thought, rallying himself. With that, he put his feet to the wall and pushed out in the direction of the drone. He tensed, fighting the desire to flail his arms. His mind told him he was falling, that he had tripped and needed to catch himself. Instead, he tried to reframe it as swimming, pushing himself through a pool of water like he had done in his youth so many years ago. His heart pounded in his chest, something Rob was no doubt aware of. He had probably pulled up Aki’s suit diagnostics the moment he offered to retrieve the drone.


He let his imagination play in memories of youth. Drifting in the water, splashing friends from the orphanage. His mind wandered but his eyes remained focused on the outlined drone, and the numbers ticking down beside it. His heart slowed and settled. When the number reached sixty, the voice call illuminated in the top right of his visor, Rob’s voice bringing him back to reality.


“You’re doing good mate, really well. That’s a good chunk done.”


Heart settled, mind back in the present. Aki watched the numbers fall away. Fifty, forty-nine, forty-eight… The drone grew ever larger. Forty-five, forty-four, forty- three…


The tether trailed behind him, extending smoothly as he drifted away from the ship. Drones occasionally buzzed past, carrying their load back to the ship, or returning with bellies emptied and ready for more. He pressed the thumb and middle finger of his right hand together, and a menu appeared on his helmet’s display. With small motions of his fingers, he tapped through the menu and activated the thrusters mounted across the suit.


Aki had been through EVA training a long time ago, and at one point had been quite comfortable in space. It came back to him naturally, despite his tensions and discomfort. He curled his fingers until the inner linings of his gloves stiffened, giving the impression of something held in each hand. Then, with small tilts of his wrists and rolls of each finger, the small jets mounted to his shoulders flared and aligned him with the drone.


At thirty metres he started tapping with his lower two fingers on either hand at invisible triggers. Pulses of jets caused him to slow, gradually, each metre ticking down over more and more seconds until the final few reached a near stop. The drone lingered before him, close to a metre wide on its own. Its metal legs and arms tucked tightly beneath its squat body, as well as the cargo container hanging behind it, gave the impression of an insect curled up and dead. Its body was coated in thick dust, including the protruding glass eye that hung from a stalk at its front.


“I see what the problem is,” Aki’s nerves were subsiding now that the drone occupied his attention. A thick layer of muddy dust clung to the glass. “The camera’s blocked.”


Rob mumbled and hummed for a moment, looking to one of the many screens before him. “Must be an issue with the cleaning spout, says here it still has half a tank of fluid. Drag it back in and we’ll get it sorted.”


Aki gently approached the machine with small taps of his thrusters, grabbing hold of its shell before lightly thumping into its side. He twisted the drone around in his hands and took a closer look at the dust-coated eye; a dark glass sphere with an array of lenses packed within. He used his hand to wipe away the grime, the glass reflecting the colours of the distant nebula. “Alright, let’s get you back in and cleaned-”


With its eye mostly cleared, the drone buzzed faintly.


The eye stalk twitched to the right, pointed towards the hangar doors, and as soon as the drone could see its destination, it spun its body. The sudden movement rammed the heavy metal chassis firmly into Aki’s torso, knocking the air from his lungs. The drone’s jets flared heavily, projecting it towards the ship, and flinging Aki in the opposite direction.


Aki’s vision blurred as he spun, stars twirling around him and the ship filling his vision in brief bursts as he tumbled. His heart thundered and panic shot sparks of electricity through every inch of his body, paralysing him. A heavy jostle hit him and tugged at his waist as the tether reached its limit and snapped him back roughly. The tether began to tangle in his limbs and wrap around his body, like a great snake eager to constrict and consume. Through the sounds of his own screams and the thundering of blood pumping in his ears, he heard his name.


“Aki! Aki you’re alright lad, it’s okay. I’ve stabilised you. Aki!” called Rob’s voice, growing clearer as the chaos clouding his mind parted. Aki  gasped in a deep breath and his screams subsided as he listened.


“You’re okay. You’re okay buddy. I’m here, you’re alright.” Rob continued, his voice urgent, turning soft and calming as Aki settled.


He opened his eyes, slowly, and saw The Vaughn still before him, obscured partly by the coils of tether drifting around him. Rob had taken control of the suit’s jets and stopped his chaotic spin.


After a few more moments of heavy breaths and soothing words from Rob, Aki managed to reply.


“I’m alright. I’m okay,” he said, a breathless whisper. “Thanks Rob.” His heart still pounding and head spinning, the fear still rampant within him, Aki concentrated on breathing as he tried to soothe his frayed nerves.


“Good, good mate. Listen, I’ve got Joyce heading over to the doors. She’s going to pull you back in with the tether. But you’re gonna need to untangle yourself, or you’ll just end up tumbling again. That alright?” Rob said, calm and confident, though his concern was still apparent.


“Yeah, I’ve got it,” Aki said, looking down to see the tether tangled around him.


With care he pushed the tether away, freeing himself from its coils. Occasionally the jets of his suit would flare to keep him stable as he worked, the process helping to calm him even more. Once free, he again floated in a stable state, facing towards The Vaughn. In the distance, a figure in a grey suit identical to his own stood by the bay doors. She watched him, hand resting against the tether terminal, and raised a hand in a gentle wave when she noticed him looking. Aki waved back, and soon after felt the tether tug at his waist as Joyce started winding the long cable back into the ship.


Aki focused on his breathing, and let his eyes stay closed for long moments, doing all he could to stay calm. Eventually he opened his eyes and saw Joyce not far ahead, holding a hand towards him. He reached out his own and as they drifted together, Joyce clasped and pulled him back inside where his boots locked to the metal floor. The sensation of the magnets clicking into place was comforting, though not as much as actual gravity would be.


“Nice to see you Akachi. You doing alright?” Joyce‘s rough voice came through a local voice channel as she leaned in close and peered through his visor. Joyce was an older woman, strands of grey hair that matched her suit hung loose between her face and her own visor.


“Yeah, I’m alright. Thanks Joyce,” he said, hunched and holding his knees as his legs shook. She gave him a moment, waiting patiently until he regained his composure enough to stand.


“If you need me to beat on Rob a bit, I’ll do it. Always looking for an excuse with these management types, even the nicer ones,” Joyce said as they began walking.


“Not this time,” Aki chuckled, looking to her at his side.


“I volunteered to go out, pushing my limits a bit. It was my fault.”


“Shame, I could have taken him when we were younger, he’d be especially easy now,” Joyce said with a grunted laugh and a wink. They reached the airlock doorway at the entrance of the equipment bay, lights flashing as the doors prepared to open.


“He’s one of the good ones, save the beatings for the managers that really need it,” Aki said, turning to look at Joyce directly as they waited for the doors to open.


“That he is, but I’ve known him a lot longer than you. That man got up to his fair share of mischief at your age. Not like you, you’re a good lad. You sure you’re alright?” Joyce said, patting him on the back.


“I’m good Joyce, really. Thank you,” Aki replied as the airlock doors slid open. Joyce nodded and turned, heading back towards the drone terminals. Aki stepped into the airlock, the magnetic locks in his boots deactivating as he crossed the threshold and the ship’s artificial gravity took over. He could usually make the transition smoothly, but his legs were still unstable and he nearly lost his balance.


The thick metal door slid closed behind him, and vents opened in the corners of the room, jets of atmosphere shooting out with a hiss as the room filled. A blue light illuminated the corner of the room, and Aki reached to his helmet, twisting the buckles that fastened it to the neck of his suit, and pulled it free.


Aki had a narrow face, slim and soft. Sweat beaded on his dark skin and trickled down narrow cheeks. He reached up and ran a hand through his short hair and felt moisture built in the tight curls.


He clipped the helmet to a latch on the suit’s belt, breathing deep as the doors of the chamber slid open. Rob stood on the other side, leaning on a matte metal walking stick, a concerned smile crossing his face when he saw Aki.


“Sorry about that lad, I should have turned off the drone. Bloody foolish of me to leave it on like that.” The depths of sorrow and guilt apparent with every word.


“Don’t be stupid. I should have just dragged the thing back in like you said. Honestly it’s fine Rob, I’m all good. It shook me up a bit, but that’s exactly what I need to get used to again, isn’t it? If I ever want to be back to my old self,” Aki said, putting a reassuring hand on Rob’s broad shoulders.


“You sure you’re alright? I’m happy to help you do these little tests whenever you want, but you know we don’t expect it of you, right? You’re still plenty useful, even when you’re not suited up.” Rob patted Aki’s hand through the thick suited gloves.


“I’m fine, and I know. You’d all be lost without me,” Aki said, smiling. Rob grinned as Aki stepped away and started to remove the suit, a bulk of heavy fabric, rubber and metal plating.


“Don’t get too cocky! A couple of years behind the desk, but I’m still the best!” Rob said, dropping to sit on a bench facing a row of lockers, each holding a grey EVA suit.


“With your knees? Unlikely. Besides, Joyce tells me you were a bit of a miscreant at my age,” Aki said, hanging the suit in an empty locker and pushing the door closed.


“Joyce got into plenty of her own trouble. It was easier back then,” Rob said in an almost wistful tone.


Rob was short and broad, still muscular, despite the weight he’d gained in his older years. His salt and pepper beard frequently framed a near-cherubic smile. In a few years he’d make a fantastic Santa Claus.


Aki collected a few possessions from lockers on the other side of the room as Rob returned to fretting over him. Aki reassured him another five times before he was allowed to leave, but with a final wave, Rob stood to return to his seat in the control room, and Aki stepped through the door into the wide corridors beyond the equipment bay.
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Chapter 3


Aki emerged from the depths and headed into the Transport Hub. In stark contrast to the corridors behind, the Transport Hub was wide and open-air, and formed part of the dome that covered the Inner-City of the ship. He entered the hub just behind the great elevator platform that currently lay dormant, waiting for an opportunity to stretch out, should the ship find itself in orbit above a planet.


To either side, platforms of elevated trams continually traversed the city and the smaller districts of the Outer-Ring. Between them was a large paved pavilion that currently hosted a market of simple wood and cloth stalls. Beyond that was a wide road, lined with offices and shops that led to The Column, a towering building that marked the centre of the city.


The city was divided into districts, split like terribly uneven slices of pizza around the central structure. To either side of the Transport Hub were the Business District and Shopping Districts. In the far distance, barely visible behind The Column, Hydroponics helped keep the city sustainable, and that connected directly to the Industrial sector, which was by far the largest district, with its towering factory spires and deep silos reaching far below into the depths of the ship.


Aki climbed the stairs to a tram that would carry him to the Residential District, where he and the majority of residents aboard the ship lived.


The tram drifted smoothly, first passing through the Outer-Ring of the ship, a long stretch of suburban recreation. Lush green parks dotted between comfortable homes that were built to replicate the feel of life on Earth in centuries past. The tram coasted by a station nestled between scenic cafés and bakeries without stopping.


Very few who worked in the ship could afford to live in the Outer-Ring, and so the tram rumbled on. In time they reached the divide between the Outer-Ring and the dome of the Inner-City. The tram eased into a network of reinforced airlock systems, designed to allow the outer and inner sections of the ship to operate as separate entities. The process took a few minutes of slowly inching forwards and then waiting between each gate.


Aki leaned his head back against the window and closed his eyes, listening to the heavy clunks and whirs as they progressed. Hearing the rhythmic pattern of sounds multiple times nearly every day had fostered a comforting nature in them. With a final metallic click, the tram emerged into the narrow streets of the Inner-City Residential District, and settled to a stop.


Half an hour later, Aki worked his way through tight alleyways cramped between towering metal patchwork buildings. Neon lights buzzed above bars, restaurants and shops, all packed within tiny buildings stacked besides and on top of one another like cargo containers. The Inner-City was home to the majority of residents living within The Vaughn, and though the city was large, much of its space was taken up by additional industrial facilities. The Residential District was a jumble of pre-fabricated buildings, referred to as habs, packed tightly together and then again on top of each other. The lower layers hosted a number of  businesses, growing more frequent towards the centre; small shops for basic necessities, occasional bars or fast food joints,  all things that benefited from being closer than the Shopping District that lay on the other side of the city.


Aki was lucky enough to call an entire hab his own. He’d gotten a fantastic deal on a small hab when he first transferred to The Vaughn. They’d been desperate to find a new technician for some outdated equipment, and he was one of the few around who had recently found himself looking for a new ship to call home. He was fairly young at the time, barely halfway through his twenties, and under any other circumstance, would have found himself in a much worse job, likely sharing a hab with four or five others, as most people do.


He’d stopped off at home quickly to get changed, the thick layers he wore for work were far from necessary in the tightly packed, steam-filled corridors of city life. A thin tank-top was all he needed now, so he’d grabbed a mostly-clean one from the side and set straight back out, headed towards one of the many small pubs that peppered this part of the city. 


The Copper Goose was their usual spot of choice. A city guard dressed in black armoured padding stood idly at the corner, watching people wander past. The armoured uniform featured a white circle within a dark ring printed along the chest and shoulders, the symbol of the city guards. Those guarding the Outer-Ring wore similar armour, though their symbols featured a white Outer-Ring with a dark centre. Another guard appeared, cups of coffee in either hand, and received a warm welcome from their bored colleague. Aki pushed his way through a chatting crowd that congealed in one of the tight spaces before a café and turned into a quiet alley off the main pathways. Jets of warm steam brushed his bare arms as he stepped into the opening of The Copper Goose.


Adie and Robin were already there, sitting at a corner table and laughing over well-diminished drinks. They exchanged waves and grins as Aki entered, it was good to see his friends after what had become a more stressful day than he had anticipated. The bartender greeted him with a smile of her own as he approached.


“G’day Aki, you good mate?” she said, reaching for a glass.


“Doing fine Tulie, ready for a drink. You alright?” he replied, pulling a card from his pocket and tapping it on the terminal to pay.


“First drinks covered bud, you can put the ident away. I was ready for you,” she said, placing the filled glass on the counter. Aki shot a puzzled look to his friends in the corner who continued their conversation, paying no heed to Aki’s accusing eyes. “From Rob. He blipped me half an hour ago, said he’d pay for your first drink whenever you got here,” Tula said, winking one of her mismatched eyes. Her natural eye, pale green like ocean water. The other was a shimmering, semi-translucent purple that showed the circuitry and wires inside. “You must have done good work today! Or that Rob is as big a softie as I suspected.”


“Soft as a teddy bear, I can attest to that,” Aki said with a smile. He removed his hand from the pay screen and picked up the drink. He then slipped into the third seat at the corner table. Adie and Robin had cleared a space and continued their conversation as he took his first sip.


“Maybe you have lower standards, but personally, I like to be in peak shape before I hit town. I can’t go out peacocking when I’m not presenting my best! Bad hair day. Bad back day. God forbid a bad dick day. Any one of them could throw me off,” said Adie, leaning back into his chair.


Robin squinted and struggled to form words for a moment before bending forwards over the table. “What, exactly, is a bad dick day?” His face sported a bemused concern. Adie looked nonplussed at the question.


“A bad dick day my dude. You know, some days you just wake up and it’s looking better than others.”


“No, Adie, I don’t know. I’ve never once heard anybody mention having a bad dick day,” Robin replied.


“It’s a thing! Sometimes you have a day where you look down there and you’re rocking full length. Looking happy, looking healthy. Some days you look, and it’s just not up to it. Maybe not everybody gets them, but it’s definitely a thing. Aki, bad dick days, right?” Adie said, turning towards Aki with an energetic optimism to his question.


“I exercise my right to remain silent on the bad dick day debate,” said Aki, raising his glass for another sip.


“That just means the poor dude’s always having a bad dick day,” said Adie, turning back to Robin. “Still love him, I have a lot of respect for people stuck with bad dick.”


“I don’t mind a small dick. I kinda prefer ‘em a lot o’ the time,” said Robin, before he turned a cheekily sympathetic look to Aki. “Don’t worry Aki, I know a lot of other people that prefer ‘em small too.”


“No, no you’re getting it wrong dude. It’s not small dick day, it’s bad dick day. You can have a good day with a small dick,” Adie said, entirely straight-faced and apparently devoid of humour.


“Well what the hell are you talking about? You said full length on a good day!” Robin gesticulated wildly at the absurdity of the conversation.


“It’s just bad dude, I don’t know what to tell you. Size is a part of it but, there’s more to it than that. There’s a nuance to it. Next time you’re hooking up with a guy, ask him if he’s having a bad day or a good day, take a good gander,” Adie twiddled his fingers towards his crotch.


“Excuse me my dude, can I gander at your wang? I want to see if it’s good today,” Robin said, putting as much hippy twang in the ‘dude’ as he could, mimicking Adie.


“Exactly, you get it!” Adie shot finger guns at Robin who shook his head.


“You odd, gangly, Stu Macher-looking man.”


“Who’s that?” Adie said, cocking an eyebrow, beer


paused just before his lips.


“Mm,” Robin mumbled, having just taken a sip of his own. “Guy from an old horror movie. You’re like, spittin’ image of him. Well, if you chopped your locks. Surprised I haven’t made you watch that one… We should watch it!” Robin said, face growing eager at the thought.


“We watched one of your weird old films last week my spooky dude! I need a bigger break than that. Aki too, I’m sure,” Adie said, eyes darting to Aki for support.


“Yeah, I can’t stomach films that old back to back. Add it to the list though, I’d like to see Adie with short hair,” Aki said, putting his glass on the table. Adie and Robin sipped at their drinks in unison as Aki took the opportunity to shift the subject.


“You two heard that we’re jumping again? I was just working in the dock, prepping the drills.”


Robin hummed an agreeing tone and swallowed his drink. “Thought I’d heard that, wasn’t sure though. Last one right? Then we’re out’a juice and gotta head back?”


“That’s it, one last shot at making some money,” said Aki with a nod.


Adie let out an exaggerated groan. “This entire trip’s been a bust, so I can’t say I’m feeling super jazzy about it,” he said, draping his arms over the back of his chair. Aki nodded in agreement as Robin watched the bubbles of froth pop in his glass and let a beat pass before raising his head to speak.


“I’m pretty worried t’be honest. If we don’t find somethin’ this time the pay’ll be rock bottom. No bonuses or anythin’.”


Aki and Adie both looked to Robin with shared concern and understanding. “You got enough set aside to last? If we don’t find anything this jump?” asked Aki.


“Nah, last run wiped me out. I had enough saved to renew my contracts once, but two bad runs in a row’ll be rough. Never been the best at saving, and the refinery don’t exactly pay top rate without a bonus to top it up.”


Adie leaned forwards. “What are you going to do? You got a backup, right?”


Robin nodded and sipped his beer. “Yeah, I’ll be alright. I’ll have to buy a ticket back to Canis though. My family’ll let me stay with ‘em ‘til I can find a job.” He shrugged defeatedly, smiling sadly as he looked at his two friends. Adie cursed and slumped back in his chair, his sorrowful expression downcast towards the table. Aki felt the way Adie looked, a heavy pit expanded in his gut as the words took root. Adie and Robin had been his best friends for over a decade now, they had met when Aki was new to The Vaughn. The idea of losing one of his closest friends added stakes to this final jump that he had, until now, been spared. The lack of a bonus would hurt, but Aki’s base pay was good enough to cover most of his living fees, and he knew how lucky that made him. Technicians were paid a good bit more than many of the other workers on the ship, and he was luckier than most in his living conditions.


“Could you manage your licences if you had a cheaper place to live?” Aki asked, looking towards Robin.


“Maybe just about, but I’m already in a four-person hab. Don’t think I could really manage anything smaller,” Robin replied dismissively.


“You could move in with me,” said Aki.


Adie’s eyebrows shot up and he excitedly raised from his slump. “That’s a great idea! You get to stay on with us, and Aki will finally have some company in his cave of solitude!” said Adie eagerly. Aki’s living situation had long been a friendly joke amongst the group. It was well known that he had got lucky in his contract, and that he cherished his opportunity to live on his own.
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