
        
            
                
            
        

    
	I have edited Clive Gilson’s books for over a decade now – he’s prolific and can turn his hand to many genres: poetry, short fiction, contemporary novels, folklore and science fiction – and the common theme is that none of them ever fails to take my breath away. There’s something in each story that is either memorably poignant, hauntingly unnerving or sidesplittingly funny. A Solitude of Stars is no different. With deft turns of phrase and an imagination that would make Philip K. Dick jealous, Gilson foresees a dystopian future, the seeds of which are definitely being sown right now. The story is a chilling glimpse of what may come to pass, warmed by a thread of love that raises the narrative beyond despair. A riveting read.
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	Transcript

	(Jeung Xhou’s Story)

	Recomposed and interpreted from fragments (stat data, end text), heuristic recognition (AI enhanced). Output: personal record (interestingly stylised). Zhou, Jeung (LT PCorp), MIA - Pres. Dec. 

	 

	You wake up with the subliminal hum of engines in your head. Shifts are changing. Hot-bunking. Space is at a premium, the notion of which loses its humorous appeal after a few days and nights on the ship. Not that you can tell day from night here. There are no windows in the pressure hull. There is nothing to see beyond the infinitely shaded greys of bulkhead and console, beyond the mnemonics, codes and glyphs that shine upon screens and control pads. Star-shine seen with the naked eye, burns retinas to a crisp. And then alarm bells ring. A weary looking head appears, poking through the curtains that screen your bunk bed from this grey-green world beyond. Rough hands nudge you awake. You pull the curtain fully back and see a gaunt face covered in stubble and grime. 

	We live in world where regular time is measured by eight hours on and eight hours off, an endless rotation of bodies filling spaces too small to be anything other than a brief and fitful respite from the grind of the watch. Life on board is about orientation. You learn quickly not to sit up. The bulkhead above the top bunk dents your skull. After a couple of days nursing a headache, basic instinct cuts in. One man rolls onto his front, swings his legs out of the bunk and another man climbs into the stinking warmth of the bed. Eventually you become so tired that you’re asleep before your head hits the saliva-stained pillow. This is daily life on K-47, a Hunter-Killer, Dirigiste Seventh Fleet, on convoy attack patrol right out at the edge of the Kuiper Belt, a lone wolf hunting amid the ice worlds. We are all at sea in a silent storm, on the very edge of our slowly revolving, ecliptic star-ocean, where our still intrinsically flat earth civilisation meets the terrible, mechanistic reality of the Outworlds.

	Get a profession, my parents said, something safe, a way to earn a living without venturing off Gaia. It’s a cultural thing, I guess. A desire for solidity and stability. A direct attempt to head me off from that fly-by-night military jingoism. Journalism is my bag. After college, I spent two years as a cub reporter on independent network news and then came the inevitable conscription. I have a profession, a track record. I spent those heady two years as a civilian reporter drinking and screwing my way around navy ports; two years of reporting on ship movements, tragic losses and heroic returns. I loved the dirty bustle of the space ports, where life is black and white. You learn or you burn. When the call up came, the recruiters smiled sweetly and told me to join one of the Dirigiste Navy Tri-D crews. My first assignment? Embedded on a glory ship. My name is Jeung Zhou. This is shit.

	*

	You have an image in your head as a kid; shiny surfaces, flashing lights, metallic voices and red-shift, of something clean and bright and deadly. That’s just science fiction. Sure, the big guns, the capital ships, they look impressive on the surface, and complex systems do have a beauty all their own, especially when they ride across the skies in vast tonnage, but the reality of war is never like those old films. This is the cutting edge, the exposed blade, serrated and notched, unsheathed and inimically bloody. There’s a smell about the place, a rotting drift that you would think impossible to live with, but it only takes a day or two to get used to the stink.

	I am, technically, a junior officer, one of thirty-one souls on board the K-47, which makes the mess spaces a little cramped. A K-Ship runs double-banked shifts of fifteen officers and engineers at most; the officers comprising the Captain, First and Second Watch Officers, and the Chief Engineer. Only the Captain gets a cabin. The rest of us make do with bunks slotted in around machinery that never sleeps in its effort to keep us alive. The designers of this bucket made some allowances for the necessities of life, though, and the heads are clean and sufficient, although showers are rationed to one per crew member every four days. Grey water. Nothing beats the simple luxuries. In truth, we can keep clean in other ways, but there’s something incredibly humanising about a hot shower, so long as you don’t dwell on the fact that everything on board is recycled.

	The officers’ ready room, which doubles as our small but reasonably private mess, is in the central section of the ship, just to the rear of the main control room. What passes for breakfast is already underway when I swing myself through the pressure door bulkhead. Silence. The Chief is concentrating on spooning soup into her mouth, and the Captain is scanning through daily orders. Lewis, the Second Watch Officer has already eaten and hit the sack. Dewey, our good ‘ole Louisiana homeboy First Officer, is on the bridge. You have to be thankful for small mercies in a place like this and elbowroom is definitely one of those mercies. As I slide into the space recently vacated by Second Officer Lewis, the replicator panel is already rising at the far end of the table. The soup is hot, but that’s about all you can say in its favour. Food is basic out here, full of the necessary proteins, carbohydrates and vitamins needed to sustain a body, but hardly a highlight of the day.

	The Captain, who is generally referred to as the Boss, looks at me and grins. “So, Newbie, sick and tired of all these drills?” Standard Dirigiste inflected Anglo. Germanic undertones. 

	We’ve been on patrol, wandering across and around the ecliptic for six weeks without a sniff. To keep the crew on their toes the Boss has had us on crash drills, attack drills and emergency manoeuvres almost every shift. You can tell when he’s planning something. There’s a look that passes between him, the Officer of the Watch and the Chief, a wry little smile that marks the moment when the alarm is sounded, orders are coded and the core AI broadcasts messages across the ship’s communications system: 

	“Cloak! Run silent! Brace for impact!”

	These sequences and call-outs are a throwback, an accommodation for frail bodies, a means of galvanising and reassuring a hairless ape who has the audacity to travel the heavens. We are, this skeleton crew, insurance, a maverick thought amid the Artificial Intelligences that run the ship. We can do the unexpected, and it’s precisely those random variations that will bring us home alive and kicking. At least, that’s the theory. 

	It’s also a commentary on the comparative norms out here. The Apparat, or as we generally call them, the ‘Iceheads’, have been our enemy for some three hundred years now, and have chosen to go down the route of augmentation and adaptation. They are, allegedly, one organism, some sort of hybrid organo-tech bent on some weird evolutionary jihad. To be honest, no one I’ve spoken to on the ship really believes these extremes of Dirigiste propaganda, and I’ll probably earn myself a bout of political reorientation for saying it, but out here, right now, no one cares. The Iceheads are just people, like us, trying to survive the best way they can. We’ve kept the human element essential and fragile and unaugmented because we outnumber the Iceheads by sixty-to-one. We can afford the luxury of our apparent mutability.

	The Boss makes a couple of audio notes to the daily orders, folds and tucks the tablet into his jacket pocket and slides out from the table, heading for the bridge at the prow of the ship. Before he disappears forwards through the next pressure hatch, he turns and says, “We’ll see whether you’ve got the stomach for the navy eh, Kinder?”

	The Chief wipes the last of the soup out of her bowl with a hunk of shroom bread and sucks it dry before swallowing it. She wipes her chin with the back of her sleeve and she too slides out from the table. She raises an eyebrow as she leaves the mess, muttering, ‘Poor sod,’ to herself. She goes aft to check on her beloved field generator. I don’t know if she means me or the enemy. 

	That’s it, the sum total of the morning’s conversation, so I finish my soup alone, feeling the heat of the liquid settling in my stomach as the daily butterflies start to rise. The excitement of the chase. God alone knows what the kill will feel like. There is no God, of course, not in Sol Dirigisme. I guess I’m really praying to my inner demon…

	*

	By the time I’ve finished my breakfast the hum from the engines has risen in volume, and so has the general buzz in the atmosphere. The sound of boots on the raised metal gangways is more urgent than at any time since I came aboard. I can hear an edge in every conversation. Faces that have been showing signs of fatigue and boredom are harder and more focussed today. I can hear the Chief up in the control room running through systems checks. A couple of ratings from the previous shift have taken up station by one of the heads to make sure they don’t get left out of the action. Like a choirboy at his first Sunday morning service, I straighten my uniform jacket before seeking permission to enter the bridge.

	“Permission to come for’ard?”

	A look. Dewey grins. “Granted.” New Orleans. That unmistakably lilting southern drawl.

	I have adopted a small space by the navigation workstation, somewhere I can perch and watch the bridge crew in action without getting in the way. The bridge is wider than the main concourse, filling nearly the whole width of the ship’s cobra-cowled forward deck. The Boss sits in the command chair amidships, surrounded by consoles and touch screens showing tactical and status data for key operational systems. To his rear, the Chief will take up station at the main engineering control. To his left and right are the navigation and weapons systems supervisors and in front of him is the main helm. Behind us and along the ship’s length the remainder of the crew attend to sub-controls and workstations dedicated to the art of concealment and death.

	Dewey takes a couple of paces towards me and leans into my cubbyhole. “Convoy. Five hours dead ahead. Fat and slow.”

	The Boss sits impassively in the command chair watching figures and tactical displays spin and fall. “Port one-four-seven, vertical two-zero. Vectored.”

	Dewey breaks off from our brief conversation and repeats the order to the helmsman. “Port one-four-seven, vertical two-zero. Vectored”.

	From the helm comes a direct reply as the new coordinates are entered onto the touch screen console. “Port one-four-seven, vertical two-zero. Aye Sir.”

	The cycle repeats. “All ahead, mark one-five; All ahead, mark one-five; All ahead, mark one-five. Aye Sir.”

	This bit is like some of those old, flat films and early Tri-Ds, except that this far out from our target, the commands are actually plotted by the ship’s AI and merely confirmed by a human voice. It’s a fail-safe, another throwback designed to keep the human element relevant. The skill of the helmsman only ever really matters when we’re about to die.

	The hum from the field generator bursts through the sound-proofing under our feet and we can feel the ship being hauled through space by the energy field that encases us, providing motive power, defensive shielding and, if invoked, our cloaking device.

	The Chief enters the bridge and reports. “All systems A-One, Captain. Ready for deployment.”

	The Boss turns in his chair, looks at Dewey and nods. “Cloak!”

	The Chief sounds an alarm and we hear computerised communications bounce off the thick metal walls of the hull. The lighting code shifts to pre-attack blue. While I try to adjust to the subtle change in the ambient lighting, First Officer Dewey relaxes and leans against the bulkhead from behind which I am recording the activity on the bridge and adding my verbal mark-up. 

	“D-E-W-E-Y. Make sure you get that right, Newbie. I want the girls to know what a hero I am, get my drift?”

	The Chief snorts audibly in the background. There is a new sense of urgency about everyone’s movements and I ask Dewey about the attack.

	“You’ve got to remember this baby is built for speed. Basically, she’s one fucking big engine and we’re riding piggyback. Right up until we attack it’s all pretty much machine code. The convoy is making mark zero-one. He looks at me, assessing the depth of my navigational knowledge, and adds, “For the record that’s one-percent of light. Anything else in our fleet would take twenty, maybe thirty hours to make contact from where we are. We, on the other hand, will be sitting right up their pretty little ass in under five. That’s why we’re cloaking now. At this speed we’d light up on their far-scans way before we get in range. So, what we do is pull the skies around us nice and tight, then we go hell for leather until we’re about two-hundred thousand clicks out, tucked up in our own little world. 

	“Then, Newbie, we slow it all down and ease in underneath their exhaust signatures. They’re freighters, old tech, atomics and fusion-ion drives. Perfect cover if the cloak is working properly. There’ll be a bit of cat and mouse with the escorts, but we’ll get right in and, depending on the landscape, we’ll do them one way or another. Then, Newbie, then you’ll see just how good the Boss is. When their escorts get over the shock they’ll be pretty mad. Getting all of us in this very expensive cigar tube out of there, that’s what the Boss gets paid for.”

	I nod and blow out my cheeks. It’s all recorded and filed.

	“And if I were you I’d get your stories bedded down snugly in that little black box of yours. If the Boss fucks up, then your wee, indestructible bag of tricks is about all that’ll be left of this old girl.” He pats the bulkhead above my head, grins and returns to his station next to the Captain, who has been listening in on our conversation and is grinning at me too.

	I check my screens. Everything I see and hear is recorded by my eyewear, which also provides a limited set of command and control mechanisms for the devices secreted about my body. I get data readouts from ship systems too so that I can flesh out the story. I check that the recording icon is active and that the connection to my Q-Spin storage is still coherent. The Q-Spin is the little black box that Dewey was referring to. Systems in the green.

	The peace of the bridge, the peace that wraps itself around me with the hum of the engines, disintegrates slowly as my sense of true fear rises, and the cool blue light turns ice cold. I feel sick and make my excuses, saying something about the report, gulping in stale air as I stumble back to the officer’s mess. On the way to the mess a couple of time-served ratings wink at each other as I pass. I hear something about sorting the men from the boys and I try to smile, but I can feel that facial expression only as a child-like grimace, as a juvenile death mask. As the Captain said over breakfast, we’ll find out if I have the stomach for a life in the navy, and given the cold sweat pooling under my armpits, I pray once again to that singular and largely forgotten God to make sure that these infernal bloody machines break down long before we get anywhere near the killing zone. The Chief, damn her soul, makes sure that the machines work perfectly. 

	*

	I spend thirty restless minutes in the officers’ mess with my eyes shut, and then try to shock my body back into some sort of shape with two thick, black espressos. I have no idea if there is actually any real link back to the coffee bean aboard the K-47, but the machine delivered synth does the trick anyway. I start to feel stupid and ashamed of myself. I spend another half hour re-running recordings, editing and splicing, adding my own notes and thoughts to the media collected so far.

	I’m in two minds about whether I should report back to the bridge when Lewis pokes his head through the doorway fresh from his bunk. He can’t sleep. He tuts, loudly. He joins me over a third coffee, complaining about all this bloody noise. His body odour mingles with the bitter smell of the strong and supposedly Colombian brew.

	I unburden my soul to a fellow comrade in arms. “What’s happening to me? It’s all so bloody confusing. I feel like I’m suffocating under a blanket of white noise… like snow… that, or it’s the sound of the blood pumping in my temples and I’m about to have a stroke.”

	Lewis slowly stirs sweetener into his coffee. “Too much caffeine. Don’t worry. It gets to us all. My first time out in one of these – K-94, a Type One – I had to change my trousers after my first counter-attack. Bloody awful. Pissed myself. It’s okay, though. You get through it. You won’t believe the punishment these old girls can take. Mind you, the Type One was pretty basic. No cloaking. Pure, raw speed: in, kill and get the frig out. It was okay in the early days, but the Icehead tech-heads worked out how to deal with us. This little baby, though, she’s tough. This is our third patrol.” He runs a loving hand over the alu-mix wall. “Type Three. As fast as you get and you can’t beat the field generator. State of the art.”

	My left eye blinks instinctively as I reactivate the main recording device and download this last conversation from the incidental buffer. This is history. I want to make sure I’ve got it all. “What I don’t understand is why it’s so cramped, so basic?” I ask.

	Lewis sips hot coffee and mulls it over for a few seconds. “The exigencies of war, my friend... Or, to put it another way, we’re losing. We haven’t got much time left now. Iceheads have stepped up their game. K-Ships might make the difference, though, if we can build enough of them quickly, but it’s going to be touch and go. So, what’s important? Crew comfort or tonnage destroyed? The equation is simple. Make the machines as quickly as you can and strap the fewest number of men into them to get the maximum bang for your buck. 

	“You do know, don’t you, that sixty percent of crews don’t make it through a five-year tour?” From his jacket pocket he pulls out a hip flask. “Take a shot and get back up there. And remember, this is the Boss’s fifth excursion in a third-gen K…”

	I taste brandy. Aromatic and soft. I’ve drunk enough port-side synth to know excellent, real-world quality when I get the chance. I feel the warmth of the VSOP coating my throat and gullet before settling in my stomach. The pounding in my temples sparks once, twice, and then starts to recede as basic alcoholic biochemistry gets to work. I smile at Lewis, take another quick nip, and make my way to the heads.

	*

	A while later, the Boss spots me on the threshold of the bridge before I have time to request permission to enter and he waves me into the room. As he does so, I am met by a sea of faces, most of them leering at me. Initiation. The Boss nods a couple of times. 

	“Our new boy has balls, ladies and gentlemen!” He laughs dryly and resumes his watchful surveillance of the tactical displays. 

	I settle into my cubbyhole, feeling a wave of embarrassingly warm camaraderie wash through me, although that might also be due to the lingering effects of Lewis’s shot of brandy in the mess.

	The ship burns with expectancy. The engines purr as we hurtle through black space, cocooned within our field, a field that, to anyone on the outside, looks just like any other patch of emptiness. In moments and circumstances like these, when the ghosts in the machine are nowhere to be seen, you really start to believe. It takes three massive Q-Luminal multi-processor arrays controlling a series of field generation blisters on the outer hull to mimic the full expanse and density of empty space. Nearly one third of the ship is dedicated to the field control system. The rest of the ship comprises the field generator itself, the weapons systems and one long, thin deck on which the crew exist for months at a time.

	Over the next three hours we close in on our prey, and as more thick black coffee does the rounds, I begin to see why the crew draws so many parallels with those old stories of the wolf packs operating in the Atlantic at the beginning of the Anthropocene. Names and designations. Terminology. The whole kit and caboodle. We have become quantum-electro-mechanical wolves.  

	A succession of manoeuvres, of course plots and subtle shifts in our field engagement, lead us to a point where the AI begins the attack run. The Boss grows visibly paler as we approach the convoy, as though he is replacing the blood in his veins with iced water. Behind him the Chief is scanning the field status monitors and barking orders back to the midships field control room. She works directly with the AI, and occasionally she trims the ship manually to achieve subtleties of balance across every system. The Chief will give us the best advantage that she can.

	The ship has become a single entity, a calm and efficient little universe; a universe of command and order. The Boss finally assumes manual combat control.

	“Ahead, zero-six; Ahead, zero-six; Ahead, zero-six. Aye, Sir.”

	The ship decelerates rapidly and I can feel basic Newtonian force acting on the contents of my stomach despite the corrective action of the inertial G-dampers. The Boss lines us up. 

	“Chief, have you got a handle on the exhaust signature? The big beast, third left of the main group, dead ahead.”

	“Calculating... Got it. Aligning phase-in for shields, give me a second... ready, on your mark.”

	“Number One, get us to the edge and feed us in nice and slow.”

	It begins. AI and human at the cutting edge. We have become a symbiotic dealer in death. We tag onto the wake of the convoy and gently merge our cloak with the exhaust signature of the heavy metal in front of us, mimicking all the while every subtle shift in our immediate environment. We use near-scan to keep a weather eye on the escorts, which number three destroyers and two fast pickets on flanking duty. Twenty thousand clicks become fifteen, then ten, seven, six. At five thousand clicks we are in absolute, nightmarish range and the Boss calls up the tactical weapons display, relaying orders to the weapons operator, who enters tactical options into the command system so that the AI can run plot simulations and make ever more refined tactical recommendations.

	Four thousand clicks. The walls start to close in on me as the bridge crew work silently and efficiently, every one of them focused, running on pure adrenaline and the certainty drilled into them by hundreds of attack drills. I can feel the heat rising and looking down, I can see wet patches blossoming on the shirt underneath my open jacket. Running my finger around my collar simply distributes the sweat more evenly. The liquid seeping out of my body has drained my mouth dry. My tongue feels like old shoe leather. Looking around the bridge I am comforted by the fact that everyone else in shirt-sleeves is as damp as I am. Still no firing plot. Three thousand clicks. 

	“Shit!” The Boss leans forward. AI tactical scan data flashes brightly to his left-hand side. “Run Silent!”

	Lights shift to red. Computer minds grind in fantastic whirls of hard light and shaded subtlety. Unlike ancient submariners, silent running means that all external scans and counter-measures are killed. Sound is immaterial. We exist within our all-encompassing cloak, blind as a bat, but with our ears cocked for the sound of heavy footfalls over our shoulder. 

	“Destroyer peeling off and dropping in behind us,” Dewey explains. “Thing is, we don’t know if it’s seen us or if it’s routine. They drop back in rotation every couple of hours to see if anyone is following. Standard defensive tactics.”

	I struggle to make my mouth work, swallowing hard to force the glands in my mouth to produce saliva. My heart is thumping in my chest. “How do we know...?”

	“If you see a very bright, white light…” Dewey pauses – I nod my head involuntarily before he deigns to complete the sentence – “…then you’re dead.” 

	Bastard!

	He laughs out loud. “Only way to know for sure. If you’re still looking at my perfectly chiselled features in ten minutes time, then chances are they’re none the wiser. Tick-tock, tick-tock.” The bastard is grinning like the proverbial Cheshire cat.

	*

	A kilometre is an arbitrary measure of distance out here. The destroyer remains on station at the rear of the convoy for twenty minutes before swinging back out into a standard defensive flanking position, during which time we drift underneath the boardwalk, crawling ever closer to the tight little knot of ships bobbing around at the edge of the inner Sol planetary system. I can’t take my eyes off the ship’s chronometer. With every minute watched I feel a weight settling upon my shoulders. I yawn. Nerves. I feel embarrassed again.

	Warfare at this distance is a strangely quiet affair. Commands are almost whispered on the bridge. We manoeuvre slowly to protect our cloak of invisibility, careful not to distort the empty view of the universe that our enemy is watching so intently. One false move, one sudden jerk or jolt, and the reflective patterns woven by our cloaking shield will fluctuate for a microsecond, breaking us out of the galactic weave in that minimal time lag between the generation of our computerised simulation and our physical reality.

	The Boss strokes his stubbled chin and checks the tactical displays for the thousandth time this morning. He knows the game inside out but he wants reassurance. “Weapons, give me firing patterns.”

	“Range five-forty clicks. AI reports too close for energy field burst. Torpedoes armed and ready. We’ll have five seconds from reveal, two full patterns of eight, then, this close, we’ll have to crash.”

	At the answer, the Boss lets his head fall so that his chin rests on his chest. He rubs his eyes with the palms of his hands. He turns to look at Dewey. “What do you think?”

	Dewey is tense and watchful. “We could drop back, manoeuvre around them and burst from a safer distance.”

	“We could. Nav, what do you think?”

	The navigation officer checks readouts on his screens. “Too close to the Belt. Field echo would be too strong.” He points at a series of markers on the near-scan monitor. “And the escorts are on permanent defensive rotation. Too many negative variables.”

	“Damn bloody escorts. They’re getting too good, ja? I don’t fancy torpedoes from this position. Five seconds is enough for a fix. We’re too exposed back here. Scheiße!”

	The bridge is silent save for the hum of air-conditioning fans and the quiet ticking sound-effect of the digital chronometer on the wall above the firing position. The Boss fixes me with a cold look through tired eyes and speaks softly. “Is the cloak good, Chief?”

	She mumbles an affirmative. 

	“Make bloody sure it is. Inch us in Dewey, right into the middle of the hen house. Nice and slow, I don’t want any unexpected interference with the field.”

	This attacking option means weaving in and out of the shadows. We manoeuvre slowly, oh so slowly, with every course correction timed with AI precision to ensure that our cloak remains undetectable. The convoy occupies approximately five hundred cubic kilometres of space, with the freighters running in fixed but staggered positions as we glide into their midst like a fingersmith. The Boss is going to pick their pockets clean. With nothing but passive near-scan, stealth, and a mixture of intuition and long years of experience it takes half an hour for the ship to reach our ideal firing point. Our position right at the heart of the convoy makes the destroyer’s response to our attack all the more difficult because of the freighters all around us. The air on the bridge is stifling now that the pressure doors in the bulkheads have been sealed for the attack. I have a splitting headache.

	First Officer Dewey has to wipe sweat from his forehead with his shirt sleeve as he reports that we are ready to commence the offensive.

	“Right,” says the Boss. “Torpedoes – lock targets. Two patterns of eight. On my mark. Ready Chief?”

	The Chief is standing by her console, her hand poised over the controls at the engineering station. AI readouts confirm the optimum kill patterns.

	“Display code red!”

	“Code red, aye, Sir”

	The Boss is hunched forward over the tactical display. 

	“De-cloak!” The pattern of sound coming from under the floor panels lowers in tone. “Pattern one, away!” The ship shudders. “Pattern two, away!”

	It’s like being at sea in a small dinghy in a heavy swell

	“Deep-scan!”

	A pulse of sound bounces off the outer field.

	“CLOAK!”

	The background hum rises half an octave

	“Damn you, Dewey, get us out of here!”

	The G-dampers are on full, but we are all slammed to port as the ship starts to corkscrew, picking up speed as the field generator screams and creates extreme measures of field energy, hauling us down into the vortex on multiple AI deduced evasives.

	*

	Disorientation. The world around me becomes a riot of red lights, flashing crystal displays, alarms and shouts. It takes a few seconds for me to realise that I’m holding my breath. I’m staring at the hive of activity on the bridge with my mouth open, catching flies. In the moment that it took to fire our torpedoes, the crews on the destroyers stared at their displays in disbelief, then hauled themselves back into the well-worn groove of military procedure as their own AIs begin automated defensive responses. Our deep-scan, which confirms the kills, triggered automatic return firing patterns, which, with our own torpedoes, are ripping the convoy to shreds. Even though we have energy shields and cloaking, even though we’re bending the carcass of our dear old girl in two in an attempt to magic ourselves away from the slaughter, we can feel shock waves breaking over our hull as ships explode and as lives cease. Our cocoon is compressed to hell and back, again and again. It feels like the heavens have split apart, and I grab hold of Dewey, unable to speak, looking wildly up into his eyes, but he shrugs me off.

	“Evasive seven! Counter-measures! Where are the fucking counter-measures?”

	The Boss is sitting in the command chair, gripping its arms so tightly that the blood has drained from his knuckles. He looks as though he is straining to hear the destroyers through layers of bucking metal and squalling energy.

	The Chief is hitting one of the control consoles on the engineering panel and yelling over the communications link to the control room. “Get a diagnostic on counter-measures right now!”

	The Boss whistles sharply, cutting through the noise, and holding up his pale left hand, he whispers, “Quiet, people, quiet. How’s the cloak, Chief?”

	She slams her hand onto the counter-measures console. “Cloak is A-one. Fucking shite counter-measures. Offline completely.”

	“Okay, Dewey, evasive three and bring us to port two-nine-zero, relative level, ahead slow, mark zero-zero-one.”

	There is a momentary sparkle on the main AI tactical display as the ship’s computers assess and then confirm the validity of this unexpected change in evasive approach. Dewey repeats the order and instructs the helm. I can feel the ship gliding, softening, slowing under my feet. A moment of calm after the storm. How far out are we? I begin to relax, and turn to Dewey to ask if it’s always this easy and then all hell breaks loose once again.

	Broad pattern energy bursts. The enemy can’t see us, can’t scan  us directly, but they can employ broad sweeps of high intensity energy fields using any one of multiple, coordinated offensive programs, programs designed to give them an optimum chance of finding us. The destroyers work as a team, creating vast cubes of space within which they basically irradiate everything. The energy bursts are modulated so that we have little or no time to tune our cloak to their diffusion patterns as they wash over our position. The net effect is that if the energy burst interacts with our cloak we get lit-up like a fairy light on a Christmas tree. For good measure, each and every energy burst is accompanied by a sweep of proximity warheads.

	Dewey, that good-looking arsehole with the permanent Louisiana grin plastered across his face is suddenly looking like death. He is holding onto the bulkhead by the navigation station and asks me whether I have been recording everything.

	“Yeah, never stopped,” I reply. “Pictures, sound, you name it, it’s all down.”

	He nods once, smiles and says, “Hold on tight. The Boss is going to fool them. They’re expecting us to run, so we’ll hold here, let them blast at nothing and then sneak out.”

	The air seems to fizz and crackle. I hear what seems like someone knocking on a pipe in another room, except the knocking is getting louder.

	The Boss is standing now. “Scheiße! Brace for impact!”

	The knocking sound is starting to echo, then to boom, and the ship starts to rock. My bowels are suddenly full to bursting and burning me with violent cramps. A dull thud. A second later and the shock wave hits. The shield absorbs the impact but the ship is pushed back, throwing bodies across the floor. My feet slip out from under me and I grab at the wall, catching hold of a power conduit to prevent myself flying into the Captain’s chair. Sirens wail. My eyewear slips and falls from my face. As I grope forward to try and retrieve the device, the ship’s lights flicker on and off repeatedly. The Boss crabs forward to the helm and crouches down by the helmsman. There are groans coming from the weapons operator. I can just hear the Boss as he gives orders.

	“Ahead three, vertical seven, evasive nine. On my mark…”

	I swear that he can hear the bastards, that he can read their minds. The evasive pattern is designed to slide us underneath the sweep of energy bursts with a sudden surge towards maximum velocity thrown in for good measure. Another thud and the ship keels to port, violently. Sparks and smoke fill our red shadowed world. People are crashing around the room. Strobe effects. You want to run but there’s nowhere to go. You want to pray. You want proof that bastard God exists. You suddenly and desperately search for the miracle, but all you get is a mouthful of acidic smoke and smarting eyes. I think of my mother and try to force my thoughts all the way back to her in New Shanghai, but nothing escapes the thin metal walls of our glory ship.

	The Chief is calling for damage reports from the aft sections. Another alarm starts to sound. The Boss looks around and the Chief shakes her head. 

	The Boss turns back to the helm and speaks calmly to the helmsman. “Starboard two-twenty, negative vertical one-thirty. Hold it... hold it, ahead three. Remember, on my mark give it all she’s...”
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	Arkland

	(A Covenanter Story)

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Coastal drifts – a soundtrack for a life of serious endeavour. A world bound by the languid curl of surf wrapped in the thin blanket of an early autumn night, surf rolling across sand and pebble and rocky pools, driven by a sliver of moon and a light but persistent breeze. A chill in the small hours heralding the winter yet to come. A cloud covered night, the darkness almost absolute in the absence of coastal lights and curtained windows and headlight reflections. Waves ventured landwards, waited a moment, as if checking to see how much higher they could still rise, and then drew back in a noisy scurry, with just a hint of white foam visible under the sleeping sky to mark their steady, invasive progress.

	A broken coastline; broken by cliffs and rock falls and the half-submerged remains of the lost, landward foundations of a saturated and submerged society. Thirty metres of sea-rise on this exposed southern coast. A landscape desolate now, dark and pitted with craters. Even so blighted, it was still a relative place of safety compared to other, gentler inclines, where waters and boots and ‘fugee terrors still washed ashore on a tidal heartbeat. In this sector, the southern slopes comprised washed limestone and sandstone bridges. A mixture of tangled beaches, small bays and narrow inlets beneath towering avalanche layers of mudstone and shale, lifted and buckled by the colliding worlds of Pangaea and Laurasia three hundred and twenty million years previously. This was a place once beloved of retiring gentle folk, but was now a last sentinel post for the superannuated soldiers of The Covenant.

	To be precise, according to a satellite fed, tactical geolocation display perched on an overturned plastic beer bottle crate, these were the ruins inland of drowned Weymouth. These badlands were the last sentinel post for Jack Hunter, a latter-day limitanei, a veteran and now semi-retired sergeant in the Covenant Defence Force. Weymouth was a  generally quiet sector. A ghost land. A shallow puddle, adrift with scraps and fragments of former worlds. A shoreline knee deep in plastic bags and refuse. A shoreline suffused with blood and bone and so many forgotten ‘fugee remnants. A shore line littered with bricks and concrete and rebar palisades. Jack Hunter was fifty-two years old. He was now two years into a five-year stint as a Covenant reservist. An old soldier; a time-served mucker on light duties now that he was declining in his material faculties. Jack Hunter was a battle scarred Centurion born of this archipelago, this new way of being, awaiting his pension and his next, hard-earned step up The Covenant’s ladder of slippery privilege.

	These lengthening autumnal nights, with the breeze whipping in off of the Channel, driving spikes of arthritic pain into his joints, were easily as hard to bear as any that he had known when younger. Jack had spent years in dugouts like this, surrounded by the cobbled, sandbagged and bandaged technology that The Covenant used to keep at bay the ravening hordes from across the bloody seas. Back in the day, when he was still vital, when he commanded the elite legions, time passed quickly by dint of order and action. A soldier always had too much time to think, too much time for the cold to seep into his head as well as the fabric of bone and cartilage and tendon, but these days of inaction in literal backwaters seemed worse. Jack shrugged the sense of frustration off. He was hardly alone in contemplating the things that he had done and the things that he had seen and wished he never had.

	These mental stresses and physical disorders were commonplace. The Covenant hinterland bristled with the spikes and the curses of the battle-scarred. Jack blasphemed against the night darks and that slight breeze that somehow found every gap and slit and hole in the dugout camouflages. He reached for a flask set beside the satellite display and shook it. Cold and empty. 

	“Fucking hell!” It was three o’clock on a brisk autumn morning and he was scanning a dark and forgotten corner of the new coastal chaos. Four hours until watch change. “Fucking bone!” 

	Jack closed his eyes, breathed in deeply and switched off, reverting to automaton mode. He sat in a dark, muddy hole in the ground surrounded by patched up tech – scanning monitors, infrareds, motion sensors, flying eyes, night vision, early warning – all of it sitting smugly blank, as if taunting the old man, saying, ‘We don’t feel the cold, Jack. We don’t need to pee on our boots in the dark, Jack. We don’t count the wasted minutes of a dwindling life…’

	Jack opened his eyes wide and forced a yawn. Stimulation. Time to snap out of the three-a.m. jitters. He double-checked the equipment. A status screen for each combat effect sat mounted above a target plotter and the main ops controller. Dragonflies: air drones with light arms and medium cluster ordnance types; Orcas: sea drones sporting an array of micro-torpedoes, bomblets and erratic, waterproofed machine guns; Grizzlies: auto-killer gun emplacements lining the shore with their autonomous motion detectors and their extreme prejudice, so long as the ammunition lasted; Scorps: autonomous mobiles, each one sporting twin machine guns, sniper ordnance and grenade launchers. Behind the dugout there was an array of automated mortars covering Jack’s sector. As a final line of defence Jack patted the stock of his automatic carbine. He felt the weight of his combat pack full of taped together magazines. Snug.

	Systems all reading in the green. Jack could sit here, one man buried in the sand, and launch the equivalent fire-power of a combined arms regiment at any ‘fugee desperate and stupid enough to try and sneak into this Covenant Arkland. Jack logged the emptiness and the silence dutifully on his wrist pad. This was how they protected the Ark. Hard and brutal and necessary. He was getting long in the tooth, that was certainly true, but he was an expert sector commander. When questioned by the kids and the folks back home, as he did the dutiful rounds of communes and schools, he always said publicly that he still got a pretty fundamental kick out of protecting something so special. Except that Jack no longer felt quite so certain about that feeling of satisfaction that should come with a job well done. He could rationalise. He frequently did with the cadets that they sent him, the youngsters destined to switch from apprentice-mode killer to the full-blown berserker. 

	Jack’s sector backup on this watch was a young girl from the Elmet Collective, far to the north of these southern coastal wastelands. Janet Mustafi. Not so sweet-sixteen; a volunteer squaddie. One metre sixty-two of rapidly emerging, gym- and steroid-enhanced brawn under a puppyish mop of blonde, scraped-back hair. She still sported childishly full cheeks full of rosy charm, but Janet also had coal black eyes that sparkled when she stripped down and cleaned her personal firearm. She was Covenant all right, and brimming with teenage confidence and certainty, just like Jack had been, back in the day.

	Ten minutes until check-in. Ten minutes until the inevitable text tirade from Janet. Standard operating procedures. Squads on watch checked in with each other just before the hour. A five-minute window in which the youngster invariably exercised her texting fingers and thumbs on her personal cell. Unofficial. Unapproved. Hackable. Jack carried a cell too. Everyone did. Jack used his single digit lack of dexterity as a way of throttling back the conversation. The Zobs back in the headshed turned a blind eye, so long as you didn’t abuse the situation. Ten minutes to rehearse the conversation. Ten minutes to mentally rehash Covenant mantras and catechisms before the latest batch of insufferable teenage gobshite.

	*

	The official protocols. Earpiece and mic linked via wrist-pad. Embedded subcutaneous military issue transponders. The itch in his wrist. A faint hiss of static as the earpiece popped into life. Jack Hunter initiated the check. 

	“Hunter Four Four. This is Hunter Four Four. Radio check, over.”

	“Hunter Four Four, this is Juliet Mike Five Niner. Loud and clear. Five by five, over.” 

	“Hunter Four Four, copy. Request Watch Station Beta sit-rep, over.”

	“Watch Station Beta. Sit-rep: all clear landward. All clear mobile. All clear aerial. All clear seaward. Way too much zero-dark-thirty, Bossman. Over.”

	Hunter caught a stifled laugh just before Janet Mustafi lifted her finger off the send icon on her wrist-pad. Bloody kids.

	“Juliet Mike Five Niner. Concentrate and cut the crap. Stay frosty. Hunter, out.”

	Telemetry readouts on his screens confirmed Five Niner’s manual observations. He killed the connection just in time to feel his cell vibrate in his shirt pocket. Old school. Patched into a sub-carrier on the military circuit. Texting time.

	‘Hey Bossman.’ 

	Bloody kids. No respect. He half-smiled in the darkness. He liked Janet. She wasn’t wired properly yet, but she had more balls than most of her male cadet colleagues. He waited for the next instalment.

	‘Tell me ag. Why we freeeeeeezing butts out here? No dice. No game. I ken nuthin smiler. All bone…’

	Slow fingers. Cold joints wrapped in thin cut-off woollen gloves. Single digit messaging.

	‘Orders, girlie, orders. We do wot Ruperts say coz we r good boys n girls. Eyes peeled. Not in mood for nuvva hist less.’

	A moment staring at the display. Basic icons. Most of them redundant. Email. A music app but he had nothing to upload out here. Major mistake. Camera. Disabled. Calendar to count down the days on shift. A clock. Likewise the minutes. A health app. Funny. Weather. Even fucking funnier. Calls. There hadn’t been a working public cell network in decades. But still they made the phones and the kids patched them into sub-carriers and redundant loops on government networks. Just like he had done way back. Just like he still did.

	The screen dimmed. Another second or two passed. The screen lit up and Hunter’s cell vibrated once again.

	‘Shirt on Bossman. Got any new jokes?????????’

	‘Yeah – u hear about the teenage girl who shut the fuck up????????’

	‘OOOOOOHHHHHHHH! Scary. Who gonna come around here?????? You????? And whose army????? AHAHAH xxx’

	A sound. A single wail. A synthesised ghost trail. The faintest flicker on a needle dial. A screen waking. Readouts. A wide-eyed moment in time. Then flatlines. A gull, perhaps? Another tech glitch? Hunter waited for confirmation. Nothing. Silence. The breeze tugging vainly on the camouflage. Feeling the cold ache in his bones, he shifted, sitting up and hitting active scan controls. Everything reading in the green. A second flash and a half-smoked vapour trail across the monitored horizon. Fingers suddenly warm and fast forward.

	‘You got anything up there? Left flank? Just a slight…’ Before Hunter finished typing out the message his cell vibrated in his fingers. 

	‘Flash. Burton Island. Inside Portland ring. Point beyond Chickerell landings. Single burst. No intel on top scans. Birds?’

	‘Hold.’

	Hunter killed the cell and opened up main ops comms.

	“Hunter Four Four. This is Hunter Four Four. Attention, Bincombe Down. Request scan drone. Portland Ring. This is Hunter Four Four. Attention, Bincombe Down. Request scan drone. Portland Ring, over.”

	Static. Vital seconds. Screens blank but brooding. Hunter could feel his pulse rate rising. He felt a heaviness bite across his chest. His eyes were turning to grit. He wiped his hand across them. Hard. A break in the static.

	“Hunter Four Four. This is Bincombe Down. Roger that. 

	Telemetry correlation. ETA three minutes. Activate counter-measures. Repeat. Activate counter-measures, over.”

	“Bincombe Down. This is Hunter Four Four. Roger that. Over and out.”

	One of the local command sub-frequencies lit up an icon. Incoming. Hunter flicked his wrist-pad screen to the right to connect. As he listened, Hunter was already spinning up controllers and pulling up the battlefield holo-projection. 

	“Hunter Four Four, this is Juliet Mike Five Niner. Loud and clear. Copy that too. Activate counter-measures, over.”
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