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The big hunt

By Charles van Wettum
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Captain Joram

I've been brought out of stasis faster than usual. Agonizing cold seeps through my fingers, my muscles are tortured by cramps, goosebumps pull my skin so tight I can feel it crack, and my eyes throb from the pressure inside. The awakening consciousness warns me that I'm about to develop a splitting headache. The vague blur I see hanging above me dissolves into a head.

‘Have you arrived, Adam? The crisis has begun. We’re off course.’

The head belongs to a man. Short hair, blue eyes. I see a grin, clearly not a sign of sympathy.

‘I...’ My vocal cords feel like they're encased in concrete. When I clear my throat, I feel cracks and chunks. The fog in my head lifts. ‘...can...’

The grin widens. ‘Come on, Adam. Don’t be pathetic.’ There’s no pleasure like schadenfreude.

‘Yeah.’ Pause. Swallow. Breathe. ‘I’m here.’

Contrary to popular fables about waking from stasis, a traveler’s memory is excellent. The question ‘where am I’ doesn’t occur to me: I’m in the stasis chamber of the QuePod. It's the maiden voyage of this Higgs express bus, and I’m the only passenger on board. In a few weeks this ship will be carrying two hundred passengers per trip to Proximus on a regular basis. And, not unimportantly, the ship is in serious trouble.

‘Hurry up, Adam, you have to get to work.’

My vision sharpens. The man above me is wearing a First Mate’s collar. I remember the face. At the departure from the Lagrange2 bus station, First Mate Jacob van Drongelen was briefly introduced to me. Captain Joram didn’t give me the opportunity to get to know him better. He was in a hurry, so I went into stasis immediately. 

I would rather not wake up in space; they know to call me only in an emergency. So, this must be it.

‘I’m on my way, mister.’

‘Call me Jacob.’ The Officer doesn’t give me time to do the mandatory muscle exercises. My headaches are already starting to kick in, and I know that the inevitable cramps will soon follow. ‘Captain Joram has changed course.’ To my surprise, Jacob doesn’t panic; the look in his eyes is rather mocking. Whatever has happened, it wasn’t unexpected. ‘So come and do your job; this is why you came.’ 

He hands me some pills and a tube of water. ‘Here, you could use a painkiller.’ He’s right.

When I look at the clock above the hatch, I see that we’ve only been underway for two weeks. Two weeks out of the total planned voyage of five months. 

Whatever Captain Joram was up to, he was in a hurry.

***
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My contact at the insurance company InsCom at Lagrange Station 2 explained the problem to me before I left. ‘New spaceships get damaged, Adam,’ he told me. ‘Brand new, very expensive passenger ships. They cost a fortune. And the worst part is they’re insured by us.’

We sat at a window table overlooking the blue and white billiard ball called Earth. I had never been here before, and I must say, the view struck me. I didn’t think about the vulnerability of this small planet; I’m not that cliché. I was struck by how small humans are and how great the evil they cause is.

‘The transport ships we sent to Superbe never had any problems. There were never accidents, never delays, never disruptions.’ He looked out for a moment, into the dark distance where the new settlement of Superbe orbits the star Proxima, waiting for its first inhabitants. In his eyes, I saw nostalgia for the carefree time when everything went well. ‘The problems started when we conducted test runs with the new engine. Every ship with the Higgs Drive has problems. Every single one of them!’ He dramatized it. Men from powerful companies are always good actors with a talent for exaggerating the importance of money.

‘That sounds unpleasant.’

‘We have no idea what’s causing it.’ I had already suspected this. After all, they came to me. ‘You know, Adam, the new gravitational wave technology is important.’ He looked at me as convincingly as he could. ‘For transporting building materials, travel time isn’t important. If a transport ship takes two years... Well, nobody complains. The crew gets paid, and they don’t have anything better to do.’ He grinned at me conspiratorially, but I couldn’t muster any sympathy.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
CHARLES VAN WETI'UM

THE BIG
HUNT

.






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





