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Introduction

All The Scorching books are standalone novels set on a near future Earth and do not require you to have read any of the other books in the series. They explore the human impact of an alien race, the Drathken, arriving to help solve the planet's many issues. These aliens are insectoid and utilise grown 'plantships' for interplanetary travel. They also depend on these ships while living on Earth.


1. Jenna Watkins





The door shook, the thuds hammering down like the thunder that echoed outside my window. It was a competition to see which could be the most annoying, and I settled on the door being the winner. Forced out of bed, I threw back the duvet and checked my alarm clock. Yeah, it’s a Saturday and only 7.30am. Therefore, by rights, I should still be snuggled under the thick down for another two hours before munching down on cereals and watching shite on daytime TV.

The door thudded again, followed swiftly by the doorbell repeatedly playing the second most annoying tune of my day.

“I’m coming, you grumpy bastard. Hang on,” I bellowed, reaching for my dressing gown to cover whatever set of embarrassing pyjamas I currently had on. Glancing down, pink unicorns smirked back, and I wrapped the belt of the gown a little tighter.

I sensed whosoever waited impatiently outside was about to return to the door and used the spyhole. They were dressed in a black tailored suit, belying the grizzled beard and tired eyes that sat atop it. I clicked back the lock, opening the door a crack. The three chains ensured there was not enough room to slide anything more than a slip of paper through. Or ID.

“What the hell do you want? Have you never heard of a phone?”

“Sorry, Miss Watkins.” He genuinely did sound sorry, and the fact he used Miss in an Irish accent set the hairs on the back of my head tingling. “But it’s urgent. Mr Grendil demands your immediate presence. You need to pack an overnight bag ASAP. The car’s waiting.”

“Eh? It’s a bloody Saturday. Since when …” My mind was addled, still sleep-ridden and the thoughts rushing around just swirled into an amorphous mass of ‘what the fuck’?

An ID slid between through the crack; one I gave a cursory glance over. Stern Oil security, no surprise there. He then slid a piece of paper through, one with my signature highlighted on it. The non-disclosure agreement I’d signed way back when I first started, and beneath it the ‘do whatever I say, whenever I say’ contractual add on for fill-in staff like me. I didn’t look at the last paper. It was unsigned, and I figured I’d be checking that out in the car to wherever I was going.

“Give me ten minutes,” I said, shutting the door as Ronan, the security guy, started to argue.

I’d like to say I’ve never packed that quickly in my life, but truth be told, I had piles of clothes stacked all over, either unpressed or ready to wash. Everything gets saved for the weekend. I had sod all else to do other than stare at yet another intermittent digital dating app that sent me Dick-Pic-Dave from accounts on a daily basis. Throwing random crap together, I swept the collection of useless hair control products into the bag and chose two pairs of shoes—one for the bag, the other for my feet. Sniffing my armpits, I checked the time, deciding a flannel was about as much as Irish Ronan was going to let me have.

Clothed and as near to sweet smelling as I could manage, I jerked open the door, Ronan talking excitedly to himself with one finger in his ear as I exited.

“This way,” he said. No formality there, and I went to go down the stairway when he took one step upwards and looked back. “Up,” he said.

Up. Oh my.

By the time I got to the top, I realised what I’d taken to be thunder was a helicopter perched on my apartment block’s roof. Guessing no one had ever rated the 1960s building for anything that heavy, I ran over to jump in the back after the door slid open. Ronan got in next to me and proceeded to adjust my straps and retrieve a set of ear defenders from behind the seat. The blades sped up, the noise a near roar despite them. I held on as we lifted off from the roof, glancing back as we hovered over the alleyway. Something told me my life was about to change. That, and the fact I’d been practically kidnapped from my cosy Saturday.

After the initial build up, the noise reduced, and my supposed ear defenders started talking to me. Irish Ronan poked my arm, and blinking quizzically back at him, he reached out and adjusted the mic for me to speak.

He instantly regretted that as we dropped a few feet.

“Here,” he said, collecting a clipboard and placing the unsigned papers in front of me. Mr Grendil wasn’t old school. He loved his tech, but insisted on contracts remaining on paper for his personal staff. Either way, Ronan tapped away at the clipboard. “You should have read this before leaving. Now you’re a bit stuck, Miss Watkins, because the schedule is squeaky tight and if you say no, we may have to drop you off here.”

His smile was quite endearing, and I believe he was joking with me, but with the clatter and excitement, I wasn’t going to trust my instincts. Besides, he didn’t have the shark-toothed smile of Dick-Pic Dave. I smiled, feigning a laugh, and started to read.

It wasn’t a long contract. I tracked to the end, pulling out the waiver at the back, which also had to be signed.

“I—”

“Sign it, Miss Watkins. There’s not one person on this burnt-out shit of a planet who wouldn’t swap places with you. You just drew the golden ticket.”

I closed my mouth, deciding the goldfish look wasn’t going to impress, and stared out of the helicopter window. Edmonton passed us by, the temperature hitting 35C today, despite it being October. The mountains had no snow, and the people below sweated away, hoping the dry spell would break without the predicted storms.

Why wouldn’t I sign? What was there keeping me here? No kids and no chance of any soon. A shithole of an apartment, and my money pouring into my mother’s Aberdeen nursing home. Could I leave her? She hadn’t recognised me in the last five years. Is that abandonment? To leave behind someone who raised you, pulled you up by your hair with a screech and a yowl until you realised she was right?

Ronan tapped the contract, eyes on me all the time. He could have a family at home, kids, a loving partner. Everything I thought I wanted. But for how long?

I took the pen from his hand and signed.

“Sorry, Mum. I will love you forever, Mrs Sally Watkins. I promise.”

◆◆◆

The helicopter swept down the valley, turning in a lazy arc as it approached the Drathken plantship nestled into the ground. The walls being built around it had intermittent watchtowers, weapons protruding outwards. The US and Canadian Army taking dual roles as they patrolled the nearby roads. Like everyone else, I had watched the strange ship on television when it had first settled onto the Earth. Roots lashing out from beneath, digging their way down, declaring the aliens’ intent to stay and save those who called Earth home. The Scorching still raged a decade later, the equatorial zone creeping towards a no-go area of floods and extreme heat, the rest of the world’s population slowly shifting north or south towards the poles and higher ground as the seas rose.

They said the plantships were ten kilometres long, formed from genetically modified plants and a home from home for the majority of the Drathken who remained inside. Others had landed in South America, South Africa and China. Each committing to the Earth and our future. Well, apparently, it’s going to be a much longer road to recovery than hoped, one fraught with political and terrorist upheaval.


Here we are, six months after I first learned of the forced nationalisation of all major industries, and the momentum is unstoppable. Cracks have formed that the Human Rights Front are desperate to exploit—the anti-alien political party having originally emerged in Europe after feeding off the dissatisfaction of being ignored by the Drathken. Word was they would be outlawed soon, and with that, chaos. The liaison parliaments already discussing a form of ‘world police’ using Drathken tech as a necessity, rather than expedience.


I eyed the seething outer skin of the plantship. Beetle-like creatures hurrying over the surface, either feeding off the plants there or tending to them. Possibly both. In specific places, they piled on top of each other, reminding me of ants as they came across a morsel to share. I placed my hands on shaking knees as the runway came into view, and there sat an old 747 jet with a human-built shuttle attached on top. I swallowed, imagining myself aboard, and wondered if I’d brought enough underwear.

We landed softly on the huge H, Ronan unbuckling and helping me off the vibrating craft and towards a waiting Humvee. He stopped to hand over my overnight bag.


“Good luck, Ms Watkins.” He turned away, heading for the helicopter and whatever life he had left to lead when his bosses pissed off into the ether, taking this mouse with them instead.


I turned back, walking over to the car to see the rear door open. Mr Oil-Exec-of-the-Year stepped out, bags under his eyes and appearing less like the smooth operator that I remembered from the last time I had seen him. He was dressed casually and held out a hand for my bag.

“No, Mr Sternman. I’m fine. Where’s Mr Grendil?”


“Not coming. He has decided to remain on Earth and see to the transference of our assets and maximise the efforts with the Drathken.” The voice was as tired as his face. “I am to head up the colony ship Stern Oil. And, by the fact you are here, you are my new PA.”


“Yours? But Antony?”

“Decided to stay with his partner Andre, and to look after his ill father. We had no room for his family.” There was genuine regret in those words, and it clicked why he was so exhausted.

“And I have no such ties,” I said, though it wasn’t true. Just not important enough when you are a temp. I got in beside my new boss, taking a last look at the plantship before closing the door on my past.

“You okay with this, Jenna? It’s been sprung on you, I guess.”

I took a moment, the image of my mum staring vacantly at me, mouth moving as she fought her addled mind for any wisp of memory of who I may be. “Yes, Mr Sternman. I appreciate the opportunity. Not much left for me on this planet.”

Sad, and I told myself it was true.

“Davison, take us to the prep unit please,” he stared ahead as we drove, eyes fixed on a distant spot, though his attention appeared focused on making me comfortable. “You’ve only got one night before we depart. You’ll be allocated specific clothing for the flight and transference. Once on board, we can change, but I understand you’ve little with you? One of the other PAs has ordered a set of clothing and, hopefully, enough of everything else you’ll need. We are all weight limited, and down to the barest of essentials.”

I smiled my appreciation, hoping on hope there were sweatpants and hoodies on that list.

Shit. I’m going to space.


2. Jenna Watkins

 Six Months Earlier


“Ahhhh! What’s the point?” I stared into the bathroom mirror, one half of my dry hair flying out sideways, the other flat and unyielding to the brush. I tried again, digging the bristles deep and twisting the handle to try to drag some life into it.

“Look at you.” I stopped, placing the brush on the side of the sink, grabbing the hair bobble and wrapping it around tight at the back for the umpteenth time in my life. Staring back into the mirror, the thirty-something, approaching forty and lonely spinster stared back. A single, frizzy lock had sprung from the bobble, and wrapped itself over my ear. There were a billion women out there who could carry that off.

“But not me. Sod it.” I grabbed my glasses, the most expensive item I owned, and bent the left arm a little while holding my breath, hoping it wouldn’t snap. Satisfied, I slid them into place, peering out from behind the protective windows at my own reflection. Blue eyes, freckled, slightly upturned nose to contrast with cheeks that sported the odd blemish.

“How did Mr-Last-One-in-the-Bar describe this face? Plain Jane. Twat.” Admittedly, it had passed me by at the time. These conferences were all the same. A multitude of high-powered execs and their underpowered lackeys looking for a shag while away from their spouse of choice. A free-for-all, and everyone knew it. “And here I bloody am, along for the ride … no. Careful. Along with Mr Oil-Exec-of-the-Year, and seemingly, despite appearances, game for it. Lovely.”


I twisted my lips, adding bland lipstick and practising my opening lines for when the Boss started probing who I’d taken to my room, or which room I’d been taken to. That, of course, is an assumption. My real boss, Mr Grendil, would take great glee in hearing my stoic answer while I squirmed on the inside. Bastard. I shouldn’t assume Mr Sternman would do the same. Either way. Calm the swearing, keep the face unemotional and, above all else, your eyes on the misogynist asking the questions. Be the mouse, head down, aware of what’s going on without getting your head blown off. No other way for a PA to act, especially when every ambitious shit beneath you wants your job and will use anything to pull you down.


“Plain Jane.”

I dressed, keeping the neatly pressed grey trouser suit clear of any possible lint until finally grabbing the hotel key card from its slot. As the lights clicked off, I turned back to stare at the suitcase on the floor, the baggy joggers and hoodie I craved slumped across the top.

“One more night.” I let the door close behind me, knowing it would shut and daring myself not to go back and check. I’d reached the elevator four doors down before turning back, the nagging in my brain refusing to leave me alone. After returning to rattle my hotel door, and finding to my lack of surprise that it was locked, I headed back, watching the lift doors close while Mr Last-in-the-Bar gave me a bloody wave from inside. A wave.

“Breathe. Just breathe it out. Count.” I counted ten shots, each bullet causing a bloodflower in the centre of Last-in-the-Bar’s head. On reaching zero, the second elevator pinged, and the doors slid open. Empty, I stepped in, the laptop bag on my shoulder swinging as I pressed for the ground floor while counting to ten for a second time, this time for the fun of it, each bullet producing a different shocked expression.

◆◆◆

“Meeting Room Six,” replied the receptionist, his baggy eyes ready for a day’s sleep. Checking my watch, the screen flashed with a preset alarm—a 7.30am and ‘why haven’t you set up yet?’ message from myself.

“And breakfast?” I asked, as gently as I could, though urgency tinged every word.

“Prepared to your instructions, ma’am.”

Ma’am. He called me bloody ma’am.


I glanced in the mirror behind the desk. Brown hair, one section still escaped, a freckle here and there. No natural grey, a bonus. But ma’am?


“That’s good. You know who this is for, right?”

“Mr Sternman, ma’am.”

Hold it in.

“That’s right. The most powerful man in Stern Oil, right? Which also makes him one of the richest people in North America. So, when you say, ‘to your instructions ma’am’, it’d better be to the exact letter with bells and whistles on. Yes?” Not a swear word slipped in. A win.

Bloody ma’am.

His tired eyes dipped down to the badge at my lapel, and the security pass around my neck. I half expected an acerbic comeback, but instead he nodded. “I’ll call through and remind them of its importance, Mrs Watkins.”

“Miss. But thank you.” I nodded his way, then picked up the keycard he proffered and headed off towards the meeting room. “Six? So, who has the first five?”


As I walked along, I ticked them off. Five of the biggest gas and oil giants in the USA, each a notch up from Stern Oil, but all beholden to each other. Not that they announce their loose ‘collaboration’ to anyone, mind, as that would be something for the regulators to act on. Well, it would, if they didn’t downright own several members of the ERB. How else would they be churning out enough hydrocarbons to send the world to shit and still be allowed to increase production?


Each of the rooms were silent, still dark. No tantalising smells of breakfast seeping out.

“Ahead of the game,” I whispered, my new and probably temporary motivation phrase slipping out. I reached Room Six and slid the card through the lock. The door sprang open. Inside, the room was sterile, clean—how Mr Grendil liked it. No distractions from the business at hand. It was, as he so often liked to say, why he chose me as his PA. Whether Sternman was of the same mind was another matter. His PA, Antony, was a jealous bastard and only let slip minor details. Mouse, you see. Pushover. Except you don’t get to be where I am by really being that way. Outwardly, yes. The face you show the world and your boss. But I am a thinker, a schemer, if you will. I read people, but don’t rely on it—I do my research. So, I skipped awkward Antony and went to the previous PA, who was only too happy to do the dirty and provide the lowdown on Mr ‘Oil-Exec-of-the-Year’, Paul Sternman.

A knock at the door had me turning, letting a smile hit as the hotel porters entered. Fruit, a few of his favourite flowers, and the bitter smell of Sternman’s exact brand of coffee wafted through the door. Placing it down next to a locally sourced milk brand just in case he has one of his ‘au lait’ mornings he favoured if he’d found himself a warm bed to share. Yeah. One of those ‘smooth’ operators, apparently. Though not married, or, according to Marlena, one who paddled in his own pond with staff. A relief.

I checked the air con, the screen indicating a warm 22C and turned it down a degree. Then I went to the large picture window, easing myself to the other side of the opaque white curtains to stare out on the city. Thirty years ago, I would have been glaring out onto Houston—oil capital of the USA when I was born. But not now. Then it was hot in the summer, tolerable in the winter. Now those who could afford to, had left. Summer temperatures were hitting 38C for months in a row, the winters wet and wild but still in the high twenties. Texas weather was intolerable for the rich and predicted to worsen before the Drathken could have any impact. Mexico was suffering, the El Niño effect was worsening and there were more and more people fleeing the cities and the other countries in the equatorial bands. The Caribbean was fucked, torn apart by the increased hurricanes that had devastated Florida, and wiped New Orleans from the map.

So where to go?

Canada. Source of much of the oil and bought up by the shift in money north. Now anyone with a mind would have chosen Montreal, except it wasn’t at the ‘centre’ of things in Canda anymore. Not since the Drathken landed their plantships. Vancouver? Good choice. Except, well, as the sea rose, it was more screwed than most and predicted to be completely fucked soon enough.

So glorious Edmonton it was. At least, the new and improved Edmonton with tonnes of US/Canada dollars accelerating its development while the oil continued to pour. And of course, the change in climate made it pleasant all year round. A win-win for oil.

“Glorious.” I let my eyes wander over the skyscrapers, old and new. It had to be said, they knew how to spend their dollars. Well, until priorities changed. Maybe that would be discussed today. Hidden behind the façade were multiple empty offices or half-finished tower blocks. The money hadn’t run dry, just re-prioritised.

The door opened, and I forced myself away from the window and out from behind the curtain. I expected it to be breakfast. Instead, Paul Sternman stood there, his suit sharp, but not near as keen as the brown eyes that crinkled with the same level of mirth as his smile. His hands were in his pockets, crumpling his jacket sides in a casual manner that I read as disdainful to match the grin. I automatically smoothed down my own suit, and let a thin smile return his.

“Mr Sternman,” I said. “Good morning.”

Don’t let him ruffle you.

“Good morning, err, Jenna, is it?” That caught me off-guard. I was a last-minute replacement for Antony, his broken wrist from a trip and fall excluding him from his normal role. I was Mr Grendil’s usual stand-in, and now Paul Sternman’s. A mouse. Anonymous to most.

“Yes, Mr Sternman. Jenna, Jenna Watkins. Miss.” I have no idea why I said it in that order, but he simply nodded in return, walking over to pour himself a cup of coffee. His hand hovered over the milk before taking the small blue jug and adding a little to his cup.

“Want a cup?” he asked, turning to look back.

“No, thank you Mr Sternman. I’ve had my one cup of the day.”

“Just one? My Jenna, you have more willpower than me. I need several just to function.” He walked over to the table, one hand in pocket before setting the cup down and taking a seat. He proffered his hand to a chair opposite. “Sit, will you? I need to go through a few things before the delegation.”

I forced my legs to act, taking the seat and steepling my fingers in my lap.

“What has Antony told you?” he asked, looking at me from over the lip of the cup.

“Just that the conference is over, that this is a side meeting but of great importance, with the heads of the big six corps. That I am to act upon instructions, liaise with the hotel, and ensure you have everything anyone asks for. I am not required to take notes, and he doubts I’ll even be allowed to stay in the room.”

“Mmm,” he replied, taking a sip before placing the cup down. “He’s a tight-lipped, self-important asshole. Good at his role, but jealous. He’ll have had you pegged for wanting his job. Fair enough assessment?” The smile had gone, and I had to decide whether this was a trap, though for what purpose was beyond me. I was just staff.

I nodded, looking down at my hands afterwards. “I would say he was vaguer than necessary.”

“Hah. Carefully put. Jaden Grendil has you marked as a safe pair of hands. That’s what I need, Jenna. Someone with zero ambition other than to do her job. Understand?”

I nodded in reply. “Perfectly. Do my job. See and hear nothing. And ensure the security team follows the detailed instructions Antony provided. So, am I to be in the meeting?”

“Yes. There will be no electronic devices present, that’s why security will be liaising with you. We’re dealing with high-powered people who are not used to being searched or questioned. They will huff and puff, but ultimately, they want to be in on this meet. Each will bring their own assistant to witness and provide information. All on paper.”

“I’m not privy to … ”

“That’s all good. For all Antony’s issues, I have that, and we prepared everything by hand. You might feel like a paper jockey, but I need you there.”

The knock was followed by the familiar voice of the receptionist.

“Breakfast,” I said, getting up.

“Good. I’ll eat while you prep and meet the security team. Antony told me they are thoroughly professional, used to dealing with high-ups.”

◆◆◆

“Hey, watch the cloth, man.”


That had to be Hal Barton, the attitude in those words matching his profile. I turned around as the first of the security team smiled brightly at the Executive, his smile wide and sporting a menace that, from all reports, he wielded like a club to anyone in his way. He’d raised his hands in mock expectation of being searched, the eyes threatening retribution if the petite security woman even breathed on him. Even the use of the word ‘man’ was a clear slight, aimed to degrade. A lovely man. A self-made legend.


“Only here to scan you, Mr Barton. If you’d be so kind …?” She held her hands up, palm out, with the hand scanner flashing away. The smile, if possible, widened a little more, and he waited with fake patience as she ran the long, thin probe over his torso and around the legs. The green LED and beep of approval were a relief to us all. “Thank you, sir.”

“This way, Mr Barton.” I showed him to the door, and he passed me by without a first glance, never mind a second. Just a menial and of no consequence. A mouse.

When he was inside, I could feel Marta, the chief security woman, sag with more than a little relief. If he’d shown up as carrying, there would have been hell to pay. Likely with both our jobs. His own PA followed, skirt wrapped tight around her backside, glasses perched on a fully made-up face and hair pinned back. I put her at late twenties and recognised the look she was more than successfully pulling off. A trophy secretary, and I was betting a week’s wages she was far from that in reality. There would be degrees plastered on her bedroom wall, and money in the bank that didn’t quite match her ambition. She passed the security scan, smiling towards me as she approached.

“Miss Watkins?” she said. I smiled back, feeling diminished in her presence and letting that show with a wan smile and a faint nod. “I assume everything is prepared? I understand you are a stand-in?”

“Everything is fine, and all in place. I was well briefed, Miss Woodburn.” Her eyes flashed, matching the smile, which was professional and fake. It felt good to score a point, though the animosity was about to rise. “Err, did Marta scan everything?” I added, sensing the security guard glance back on hearing her name. I stared at the PA’s hand; the message clear as she twiddled with a pen.

Miss Woodburn was a professional, and I could see the calculations pinging away behind the glasses I was betting were just a thin veneer. Without a word, she handed it to me, reducing the potential scene as she walked on through. I nodded to Marta, who returned her focus to the next exec approaching, now scanning their hands first.

Two birds with one stone. But an enemy likely made. Ah well.

The rest passed through without incident, Marta and her two back-ups ensuring everything was scanned and went ultra smoothly. With the last PA and exec combo inside, I thanked them, knowing they’d be outside this door while the rest of the team monitored the one room that joined to this in addition to the one above and the external access via the picture window. And they were carrying advanced detection tech to boot. Whatever was to be discussed, there was a shroud of secrecy about it.

I entered, checking on the two waiters who finished serving the last of those around the table. I surveyed the room with a final check, and with everyone happy, showed them out. As satisfied as I could be, I took my place, eyeing the platters and coffee cups but reassuring myself they’d all been scanned earlier.

Paul Sternman dropped the first set of papers in front of me, and I was hopefully about to get a handle on things. I had images of a new supersized oil or gas field discovery. Perhaps they’d finally cracked an alternative to petrol or found a way to minimise its impact. I had to control the excitement, not let it show. Mouse.

“Welcome,” Sternman said as I circled the table, placing the papers in front of the ten waiting people. Not one looked my way, all locked onto my temporary boss. “Have a glance through the summary.”

Silence filled the room for a good fifteen seconds.

“Really?” interjected Hal Barton. “That bad?”

“You weren’t expecting anything positive, were you?”

“But they’re talking decades. And no guarantees of success?” added Marianne Pentrich, Chief Executive of the Canadian Oil Pits Company. Her grey eyes piercing and fastened onto Paul.

“None. The resource expectations are huge. We knew it would take a global effort, but the Drathken are talking of a complete monopolisation of industry. A restructure the likes of which would take one of our companies years to complete on its own, never mind across the northern and southern hemispheres. There are similar meetings going on in Peking, Johannesburg and Rio right now. You know why they’ve brought this to us first? Our history.”

“There’ll be chaos,” said Pentrich.

“There’s already chaos. Bloody coffee riots in Brazil, food riots in middle Africa. Did you hear about Russia this morning? Forcibly removing the nomads from northern Siberia due to the fucking methane release from the permafrost. This is about bringing order, at our cost.” Hal Barton sneered as he spoke, Mrs Pentrich keeping her face neutral but nodding along.

“Mass nationalisation. Any governments still functioning will break down like those near the equatorial ring. We’re screwed.” Kieran Knight slammed his fist on the table, face reddening with every word. He was young, probably late thirties, yet KnightCon was one of the oldest petroleum companies on the planet with thumbs in just about every oil producing country across the globe. I also agreed with every word he said, but didn’t let it show.

Paul Sternman held up his hand, asking for calm. To my surprise, he got it. When he had all their attention, he rose, leaning forward with both hands on the table.

“None of this is a surprise,” he said. “Is it? We knew, but now we have the assessment and proposed plan, we need to decide what comes next. The Drathken have offered those likely dissenters to the proposals an option. One that will be presented to the rest of the world very differently. It will smooth the globalisation of industry into their planned pathway and provide some hope.”

“And that is?” said Barton, his tongue coiled around his perfect teeth, coiffured eyebrows raised above the surgically perfected eyes.

“Colony ships. Back to the 1400s, except this time we are the ones going out to seek new lands. A new world to start again, where we will be the ones to shape it to our vision.”

“You mean, like outer space? You’re insane,” added Pentrich, though I have to say her face didn’t agree with the words spilling out. To my mind, she already knew. A stooge.

“The Drathken are adamant it can be done. Instead of hoarding our money away for it to dwindle as the demand for our resources grows and the world collapses and dies around us, we get to start again.”

“We?” said Knight.

“Us, our families. I know how much that means to you, Kieran. Those close to us and the ones we value. Ten ships, nine thousand people per ship. Arks to take us to a new beginning. They build them, we just need to invest in the space tech for transfer. We perpetuate the human race while they try to save those who remain.”

“And the big sell?” continued Knight, hands flat on the table, steadying a noticeable shake.

“That the Drathken are ensuring the great and the good survive what is to come, prepare a new world. And a commitment to try to save the rest by staying behind and working with the restructured industries. And a lottery.”

“What?”

“There’ll be ten thousand places for the unwashed masses. Except, those chosen will have to be vetted. The aim is to keep the sheep as calm as possible, leaving the governments to deal with those who choose the opposite. The details are broad, to be refined as we go. But we’re on a tight timescale. Once the remnants of the world governments understand the implications of controlling major industry, we are screwed. Our resources will be frozen, and we’ll no longer be the players in the game. Just the watchers, subject to whatever madness follows.”

“Well,” cut in Barton, “that was unexpected. When they arrived, they rooted to the Earth. Our saviours committed to this fucking hellhole of a planet. And now, they say we can leave?”

“Only a chosen few,” replied Mr Sternman. “No one else. If others get ahead of us, they get to define the terms and conditions. We take the lead, then we can dictate policy. Get the best of the best for ourselves. Kieran, Hal, we’re talking ten kilometres of the best schools, restaurants and accommodation money can buy. Our families safe, and we get to be pious about it. Pioneers, saviours even.”

At this point, I felt his eyes fall on me, and I couldn’t help but glance over. There was a sadness there, a hollowness within his own words causing something to waver maybe, or break? He looked away, swiftly slipping on a professional mask, smiling back into the jabber of noise that had arisen as the proposals flew back and forth. I sat as an outsider, my mind trying to push away the words and concepts that had been announced. Numb, perhaps. To me it felt like abandonment. Yet if the Drathken were offering to save a few, wouldn’t I be pushing myself to the front of the queue? And if I had a partner, and a family to protect, that need would be all the more powerful. These had all that, and currently the power and money to barge others out of the way. For all the bluster, I knew where their choices would land, and likely I’d have to agree.


3. Seth Knight

 Four days before plantship take off


“What the fuck is this?”


“Keep your voice down,” hissed Reena. Or mom, as she so desperately wanted me to call her. I still felt she lied every time her mouth opened, and there was no fucking way she was twenty-the-fuck-eight, like she claimed. I was thinking twenty-one at a push, and the wine in the silver stemmed glass barely legal.


“I’ll try that again. What in fucking hell is this shit?” I put a nice emphasis on every word, louder on my swearathon, whispering the words between. Yeah, I’m pissed. Who would bring someone this angry to a fancy restaurant? Only the stepmom and the venal dad from hell.


“Seth, please stop swearing.” Ada eyed me from across the table, the gap between her teeth filled with a piece of spaghetti that was refusing entry. Seven years old, but already enjoying more culinary delights than ninety-nine-point nine percent of the population. She was a good kid, a great sister and an easy target. At least someone in this family was worth being around.



“Okay. What the bleep in hell is this bleep?” she giggled. That always made me feel better.


“It’s pan-seared duck breast,” answered Mr Kieran Knight, daddy-dearest.

“And how much did it cost?” I asked, knowing full well he wouldn’t tell me. This placed sucked balls. Fancy tablecloths, waiters who looked down their noses at you, and meat that cost heaven and earth to produce while the masses ate vat grown shit.

“It doesn’t matter. Look, Seth. I can’t ask them for a burger in this place, I just can’t. That’s organically grown, free roaming prime duck. As rare as a virgin in a whorehouse.” Reena had a way with words that I had to admit, gave her more of a personality than I had first laid at her feet. Didn’t make me like her any more, but at least it was fun teasing some of the spicier sayings from between those plumped lips.


I cut a slice, holding it up to the candle flaring in front of me, letting it cook a little beyond the pink before taking a bite. By my thinking, this would be the last time they would bring me to Giovanni’s, leaving only four more restaurants Dad favoured before I was home free. Not that I’d have a home soon. Or friends. Or anything but walls and cold, cold space.
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