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    A Mind Supreme 
 
      
 
    Jade watched as a pair of rainbow parakeets flitted across the jungle canopy. Their multi-coloured feathers cut a swathe through the mist as they ducked and weaved their way through the vapour clinging to the trees. Such was the humidity of the jungle that the large viewing pane was almost completely obscured by condensation. The air inside the interview room was a perfectly controlled twenty-four degrees, unlike the stifling heat of the lush jungle outside. Jade found herself wondering what it would be like to run barefoot through the trees, sinking into the soft mud with the humidity pressing down on her like a damp blanket. 
 
    ‘Are you alright, Ms McIntosh?’ 
 
    Jade cleared her throat. Adjusting her wire-frame glasses she ran her hand through her shoulder-length hair. Picking up her pen, she looked up at the newest arrival at the Mercer Institute. 
 
    His name was Quentin Sims. He had sandy brown hair, large blue eyes and a freckly complexion. Dressed in a pair of denim shorts and a slightly frayed t-shirt, he looked like any other five-year-old boy. Except that there was something different about him, an unidentifiable quality which set him apart from the other gifted children. 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m fine. I’ve also asked you to call me Jade.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, Ms McIntosh.’ 
 
    ‘Jade.’ 
 
    Quentin smiled. It was the type of smile that looked completely out of place on a face so young. 
 
    ‘Very well. Jade.’ 
 
    ‘That’s better.’ 
 
    It was a small victory but it made her feel slightly more in control. For most of their discussion she had felt like he had been in control. Which was ridiculous, given he was only three and a half feet tall. If they were standing up, he’d barely reach to her elbows. Yet there was something unsettling about him that made Jade wary. A certain detached coldness unlike any other child she had ever encountered. 
 
    ‘Tell me about school, Quentin. Do you like going to school?’ 
 
    He made a face. 
 
    ‘It’s okay, I guess. A bit of a waste of time, though.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘The teachers treat me like a child, as if I don’t know anything.’ 
 
    Jade considered her words carefully. 
 
    ‘Quentin, you are a child.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s true. But I already know everything they’re trying to teach me,’ Quentin said. ‘It’s so frustrating. Why doesn’t anyone believe me?’ 
 
    ‘I believe you.’ 
 
    He stared at her intently. Jade forced herself not to flinch, as his eyes bored into hers. While Quentin had the body of a five-year-old his eyes told a different story. There was something there, something that did not fit with the child persona: a knowledge and understanding beyond that of any child. 
 
    As Jade felt herself being drawn into those large blue eyes, Quentin suddenly looked away. 
 
    ‘Thanks. You’re probably the only one,’ he said. Looking around the interview room, he asked, ‘What is this place?’ 
 
    ‘The Mercer Institute is a centre for the development of brilliant minds. Those who show exceptional intellectual abilities at an early age are brought here for evaluation and training.’ 
 
    ‘Training for what?’ 
 
    ‘Medicine, science, psychology, literature; whatever a particular candidate demonstrates an aptitude for. We’re privately funded and free of government and political influence, which is one of the main reasons the institute was built deep in the jungles of Venezuela. To date we’ve trained dozens of Nobel Prize winners who have made phenomenal contributions to humanity.’ 
 
    Quentin nodded. Then he frowned. 
 
    ‘So why am I here?’ 
 
    That surprised Jade. For a moment, she thought he was playing with her. Seeing the questioning look in his eyes she accepted that he was being sincere. 
 
    ‘You are perhaps the most gifted candidate we have ever come across.’ 
 
    ‘Me? Why?’ 
 
    ‘You possess knowledge and understanding far beyond that of a five-year-old child. It’s almost as if ...’ 
 
    ‘As if what?’ Quentin asked. 
 
    Jade decided to take a chance. 
 
    ‘It’s as if you are a lot older than you appear physically.’ 
 
    She watched as Quentin slumped forwards. Staring at the floor, he swung his feet back and forth. For a moment, he appeared like a frightened child. 
 
    Without thinking, Jade reached out and put her arm on his shoulder. It was a natural instinct, something that was deeply ingrained in her very being. 
 
    Quentin took a deep breath. Letting it out slowly, he said, ‘I don’t know how or why but I remember things.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of things?’ 
 
    ‘The moment I was born. I remember it clearly, as if it had happened only a few seconds ago.’ 
 
    Jade felt her breathing increase, as she realised she was finally getting closer to the truth behind this mysterious child. Ignoring the impossibility of what he had just told her, she pressed him further. 
 
    ‘What else do you remember?’ 
 
    Quentin took another deep breath. 
 
    ‘I remember how my parents were overjoyed the day they found out my mother was pregnant with me. My father telling everyone at work that he was going to have a son, my mother getting the nursery ready.’ 
 
    ‘You realise what you’re telling me is impossible? You can’t remember anything before you were born.’ 
 
    Quentin smiled. 
 
    ‘I know. Yet I do. Clearly, vividly, as if it had all happened to me. I remember what my parents’ life was like long before they ever met. How they grew up and even before that. The lives my grandparents led and their parents before them.’ 
 
    Quentin’s face became more animated, as his words tumbled out at an increasing rate. 
 
    ‘I remember the devastation brought by the avian flu, the marvels of the digital revolution and even the atrocities of the world wars.’ 
 
    Quentin stopped to catch his breath. Staring at him, Jade knew what he had told her was impossible. How could a five-year-old child remember something that had happened over a century ago? 
 
    She decided to try a different approach. 
 
    ‘Do you read much, Quentin?’ 
 
    He seemed surprised by the question. 
 
    ‘Read?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, read. You know, books and e-books.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so,’ Quentin replied. 
 
    ‘Have you read much about history?’ 
 
    ‘A little bit. I find fiction more interesting, particularly stories dealing with the future.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s possible that you’ve simply read about all the things that you think you remember?’ 
 
    Quentin shook his head. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘How can you be so certain that the memories are real?’ 
 
    ‘Because I can remember vivid details: sights, sounds and even smells. It’s as if I was there.’ 
 
    Jade frowned. 
 
    ‘You mean you remember what it felt like during the wars?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Jade was beginning to suspect that someone was playing a practical joke on her. Certainly, Quentin seemed intelligent beyond his years and he possessed a detailed knowledge of human history. But she was simply unable to accept that he was somehow imbued with hundred-year-old memories. 
 
    ‘You’re telling me that you remember what it was like during World War II, something that happened over a hundred years ago?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Quentin whispered. 
 
    ‘What do you remember, exactly?’ 
 
    Quentin’s eyes took on a troubled expression, as he recounted his memories of the Second World War. 
 
    ‘I remember being trapped in a small village near the Polish–German border with the acrid stench of smoke and burning flesh in the air. I remember the taste of dust in my mouth as I crawled on my hands and knees through thick mud. I remember days without food while I hid inside an old abandoned shed, the sound of tanks and heavy footsteps outside.’ 
 
    Listening to his voice, Jade could almost feel the fear and exhaustion of living through that particular nightmare period in human history. Her eyes began to water when he described the thick smoke in the air. Wiping the tears away, she could only sit and stare at him. 
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ Quentin asked, after a moment. 
 
    ‘Yes, it’s just …’ 
 
    ‘I know. It was horrible.’ 
 
    Wiping her eyes again, Jade looked at the diminutive figure seated across from her. 
 
    ‘How can you stand to carry around such memories?’ 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Quentin’s face took on a more relaxed expression. 
 
    ‘They’re not all like that. While the catastrophes, man-made or otherwise, stand out the most, there are equally powerful memories that showcase humanity’s finer moments.’ 
 
    ‘Such as ...?’ 
 
    ‘Exploration, fuelled by humanity’s unquenchable need to search the unknown, has led to innovations in modes of travel, from the earliest sailing vessels to space flight. Achievements in literature, science, the arts and every other field imaginable have also helped to inspire and unite humanity. The development of language and culture in itself was a shining example of what humanity is capable of.’ 
 
    Quentin paused to take a breath. 
 
    ‘Yes, the memories of disasters, war and famine are horrifying but they pale in comparison to those moments when humanity has transcended itself. I can still remember the completion of the Great Pyramid of Khufu in ancient Egypt. The workers toiled in unimaginable conditions, under the sweltering heat of the sun, surrounded by endless swarms of flies and mosquitoes. Yet, once that final stone was placed, even the slaves fell back in awe of their achievement.’ 
 
    Jade’s eyes remained open as she experienced the suffocating heat of the Egyptian desert, her hands blistered from hauling gigantic stone blocks. She could see the Great Pyramid towering above her, its apex shimmering in the morning light. 
 
    Blinking, Jade looked around the interview room. The large viewing pane was clearer now and she could see the jungle canopy stretching out towards the horizon. Adjusting her glasses, she checked the notepad lying across her knees. She hadn’t written a single word. 
 
    ‘That’s incredible,’ she finally said. 
 
    Quentin smiled. 
 
    ‘That’s only one of many—no, countless—memories. I could tell you about the lives of some of the most famous people and their influence on the world. Then there are the truly fundamental events that have shaped humanity, such as the birth of language, civilisation and even the discovery of fire.’ 
 
    Jade had now given up trying to understand how Quentin knew the things he did. He seemed to have a complete understanding of the entire history of humanity. On top of that, his recollections were so vivid and so compelling that she felt like she was reliving them with him. She knew she had been right about him earlier. The other children at the Mercer Institute were gifted. Quentin was extraordinary. 
 
    There remained only the question of whether there were any limits to his abilities. 
 
    ‘How far back do you remember?’ 
 
    Here, Quentin’s smile disappeared as he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Staring past her, his eyes took on a haunted expression as he deliberately avoided looking at her. 
 
    Jade repeated her question. 
 
    Finally, Quentin answered. His words came out slowly, as if he were reliving a terrible nightmare. 
 
    ‘There are memories, strands really, incomplete images at the edge of my consciousness. They’re more like vague sensations of light and dark, warm and cold. I feel like I am floating in some sort of liquid. I’ve tried to focus on them before and each time I feel as if I am becoming less than I am. It’s almost as if I must sacrifice a part of myself in order to experience those memories. It is a terrifying experience.’ 
 
    Listening to his voice, Jade felt herself regressing. She experienced a moment of panic as she felt her limbs and body dissolving in an endless sea filled with nutrients and amino acids. 
 
    Her perception of the world changed. 
 
    She could no longer see, for she had no eyes; no longer smell, for she had no nose. Her sense of touch was limited to a distant sensation of an occasional bump against her body. It was a sensation at once frightening and at the same time liberating. 
 
    This was the beginning, the source of all life on the planet. From her would flow all others: fish, reptiles, mammals … and then who knows? 
 
    Perhaps Quentin was the next stage of evolution. More likely he was a one-in-a-trillion mutation that meant he was born with the genetic knowledge of all that had come before him. Either way, such thoughts were beyond her ability to form now. 
 
    Floating deeper into the ocean, she felt herself splitting in two. Each part retained a portion of the original and yet was unique in its own way. Soon she would fill the oceans of the world and then the process would begin anew. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    Time Distilled 
 
      
 
    Like a freight train running through an endless tunnel, Nathan Cartwright’s heart pounded in his chest. Dark shapes oscillated before his eyes as he stumbled out of his apartment and onto the street. A young couple moved to the side, eyeing him warily. He ignored them. The only thing that existed for him was the scene in his bathroom: Jenny’s body lying on the floor, her face lacerated by countless shards of glass, the pool of blood blossoming like an exotic flower around her immobile form. 
 
    Jenny? No, not Jenny. Christine. His wife’s name was Christine. But—who was Jenny? 
 
    A light flickered somewhere at the edge of his awareness as he frantically looked around. It was dark. Streetlights shone at irregular intervals, illuminating the once familiar terraces and apartment blocks of Riley Street in Darlinghurst. They had changed just enough over time to dispel any sense of association. It was as if he had never been there. 
 
    A silver taxi drove by, its lit sign attesting to its availability. Instinctively, he raised his hand. The taxi stopped. Opening the door, he slid into the worn leather seat, its surface cratered with cigarette burns and scuff marks. 
 
    ‘Where to?’ the cabbie asked. 
 
    ‘Penthurst Street in Glebe, number 725.’ 
 
    ‘Sure thing.’ 
 
    As the cab sped off, Nathan leaned back against the seat and took a deep breath. He still could not erase the sight of Christine’s (Jenny’s?) body lying on the bathroom floor or the feeling that something terrible had just happened. He only hoped that Dr Yakov could help him. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    ‘Good morning,’ the toaster chimed, as Nathan placed a slice of bread in its rectangular slot. 
 
    ‘Good morning to you too, kitchen appliance,’ Nathan replied. He still wasn’t sure why anyone had thought a talking toaster would be a good idea. Its only purpose was to apply heat to a piece of bread to make it more edible. Was there really any need for it to also provide a greeting? 
 
    ‘The usual setting?’ 
 
    Not only did this toaster talk but it asked questions too. He was too tired to argue with it. Another sleepless night had seen to that. How many nights had it been since he’d slept now? 
 
    ‘Surprise me,’ Nathan said, as he rubbed his eyes. 
 
    The first rays of dawn shone through the slits in the kitchen blinds as he walked over to the refrigerator. Bracing himself for another chirpy programmed greeting, he was pleasantly surprised when the refrigerator remained silent. Grasping the chrome handle, he pulled the door open. What he saw inside made him recoil. Staggering backwards, he knocked over the toaster. 
 
    ‘In order for me to operate correctly, please position me on a clean, dry surface away from other appliances,’ the toaster instructed from the floor. 
 
    Nathan didn’t hear it. His eyes were locked on the inside of the refrigerator. What he remembered as fresh eggs, cheese, fruit and vegetables were unrecognisable. The stench of rot and decay made his nose wrinkle up in disgust. The colours were all wrong too: dark brown, green and blue. Mould had overgrown everything. 
 
    ‘No, please, not again ...’ Nathan whispered as he sank to his knees. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Multicoloured neon lights flashed by on either side as Nathan stared blankly through the silver cab’s passenger window. Faces stared back at him from the sidewalk, eyes searching to meet his. He turned away. 
 
    Shifting in his seat, he looked through the front windscreen. It had started raining. Individual drops of rain registered on the windscreen for a split second before the relentless pace of the windscreen wipers pushed them aside. Still they continued to fall, more rapidly now and with more force. Soon the wipers were unable to hold them at bay as the world outside disappeared in a wall of water. 
 
    A light flickered somewhere at the edge of his awareness. He turned his head trying to locate its source. It eluded him. Like a whisper carried on the wind it was there yet not there. 
 
    A bright light blinded him. The sun was shining though the torrent of water rushing through the broken windscreen. Shards of glass were everywhere. Nathan struggled against his seat belt, trying to reach Christine. Her face was a bloody mess, the dark-red liquid flowing across her seat. Pushing harder, Nathan tried desperately to free himself. It was no use. The seat belt had locked in place and his legs were pinned under the ruined steering column. He began to panic, thrashing from side to side, trying desperately to free himself. 
 
    ‘Hey buddy, are you alright?’ a voice fractured his reality. Nathan saw the cab driver staring at him in alarm. 
 
    ‘Sorry, yes, I’m fine,’ he managed to say. 
 
    ‘We’re here. That’ll be forty-eight dollars.’ 
 
    Pulling out a fifty-dollar note, Nathan paid the cab driver. Getting out, he found himself on a well-lit street in the back of Glebe. Walking towards number 725, he absently noted the plaque on the front door. It read simply Dr Yakov and, under that, Neuroscience. 
 
    He pressed the bell and waited. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The lift was out of service. Again. No sign, no apology. The switch lit up but nothing happened. This was the third time this week. 
 
    ‘Sorry about this, Jenny. They usually fix it quickly,’ Nathan said. 
 
    ‘It’s alright, I don’t mind walking.’ 
 
    ‘After you, then.’ 
 
    Nathan waited as Jenny moved past him and started up the stairs to his apartment. Five foot six and of slim build, she had curly blonde hair and a cheerful disposition. 
 
    ‘It’s a good thing you live on the second floor.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you liked walking?’ 
 
    ‘Not that much,’ Jenny shot back with a smile, as she darted up the remaining stairs. Reaching his front door, Nathan quickly found his keys and opened the door. Ushering Jenny inside, he closed the door and locked it. 
 
    ‘So what did you want to do ...?’ Nathan asked but was cut off as Jenny locked her lips onto his. She tasted sweet—a mix of peach and strawberry. He savoured the sensation as they shared the same breath. 
 
    ‘This,’ she replied with a giggle. 
 
    ‘No argument here.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Now wait here while I go freshen up a bit.’ 
 
    Nathan watched her disappear into the bathroom. Dropping his keys on the coffee table, he sat down on the couch. Flicking the television remote on, he leaned back as the sound of the evening news drifted across the living room. 
 
    ‘And in latest news, authorities are still searching through the devastation of the latest earthquake to rock the Solomon Islands. A tsunami alert has also been issued for all surrounding …’ 
 
    Nathan opened his eyes. The TV was off. It was dark outside. A light flickered somewhere at the edge of his awareness as he stood up and ran to the bathroom. Throwing the door open, he felt his body seize up. Jenny’s eyes stared up at him as the pool of blood crept across the white tiles. 
 
    ‘No, no, no …’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    ‘It happened again, doc.’ 
 
    ‘How long?’ 
 
    ‘A week, maybe two.’ 
 
    ‘Are you certain?’ 
 
    Nathan took a deep breath. Expelling the air slowly, he looked up at the man seated across from him. With silver-tinged hair, black reading glasses and a red cravat, Dr Yakov looked like a stereotypical villain from a bad crime novel. The dimly lit study with high-back leather chairs and wall-to-wall bookshelves completed the look. His one saving grace was the Nobel Prize hanging above his desk. 
 
    It was also the reason he was there. 
 
    ‘Yes. I bought fresh groceries. Then when I checked the refrigerator the next morning everything was mouldy, decaying.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the longest one yet. This is getting worse.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the worst part, doc. Not only can’t I remember anything that happened in the past week or so but I found a dead body in my bathroom.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying ...?’ 
 
    Nathan let out a long breath before replying. 
 
    ‘I think I may have killed someone.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Stepping outside, he savoured the warmth of the sun as it washed over him. He felt it renewing him, flowing through his body, chasing away the cold. Taking a deep breath, he looked around. 
 
    The bunker-like two-storey medical facility dominated the landscape. A small plaque read: East Sydney Experimental Research Facility. The parking lot was filled with cars he didn’t recognise. Must be the latest European models, he surmised. Walking across the bitumen surface, he saw the entrance to what looked like a park. 
 
    ‘Welcome, sir. Please stay on the marked paths and refrain from feeding the animals. Have a nice day.’ 
 
    Looking around in surprise, Nathan realised the voice had emanated from the entrance gate. Clever. Making his way along the narrow gravel path, he marvelled at how fresh everything smelled—the trees, the grass, an array of multicoloured flowers and shrubs. There were sounds too, birds and small marsupials scuttling through the underbrush. Breathing in deeply, he felt himself relax as the sun continued to warm his body. Reaching a fork in the path, Nathan deliberated for a moment and finally struck off to the right. 
 
    ‘The path less travelled,’ he mused to himself. 
 
    The trees were denser here and Nathan found himself walking in partial shadow. A light flickered somewhere at the edge of his awareness as the sunlight vanished. Craning his neck upwards, he searched for the sun. 
 
    ‘How ...?’ 
 
    Fear gripped his body as he ran to the edge of the trees. Here a series of small park lamps cast their light in waves across the manicured grass. He was unable to understand what had happened. Hearing footsteps behind him, he spun around. 
 
    The path was empty. The sun was gone. He felt suddenly cold. Shivering, he ran back to the parking lot. All the cars were gone. Making his way back to the building he had exited only moments earlier, he found it locked and deserted. 
 
    That was the first time it happened. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    ‘I was afraid of this,’ Dr Yakov said. 
 
    Strapped to a dark metallic chair, his head covered in electrodes, Nathan felt like a lab rat. A rather large one with a unique problem but a lab rat nonetheless. 
 
    ‘What is it, doc?’ 
 
    ‘The rate of decay is accelerating. What you’re experiencing as time lapses is in fact a symptom of cellular degradation.’ 
 
    ‘In English, doc, please. What does it mean?’ 
 
    Dr Yakov raised his glasses as he stepped away from the monitor. His eyes looked genuinely concerned as he said, ‘It means, Mr Cartwright …’ 
 
    ‘Please, call me Nathan.’ 
 
    Dr Yakov nodded. 
 
    ‘Nathan, it means you’re dying.’ 
 
    ‘That’s impossible.’ 
 
    ‘These scans don’t lie. Your cells are disintegrating at an accelerating rate, including your brain. I honestly don’t even know how you’ve managed to survive for this long.’ 
 
    ‘No, doc, I can’t be dying,’ Nathan insisted. Sitting up, he removed the electrodes from his body one by one. When he was finished, he said, ‘I can’t be dying for one very simple reason. I’m already dead.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Ghostly shapes floated before him. Twisting and weaving, they sought a way inside him, into his very soul. He tried to scream but could make no sound. Tried to move but a terrible cold paralysed his body. It permeated every part of him, from his arms and legs, through his chest, to his head. He knew with certainty that he was dying. 
 
    His thoughts were harder to form now. He felt himself, his very being, slipping away into nothingness. Images from his life flashed before him at the speed of thought. His childhood, that painful period one must endure before being thrust into the perils of adulthood. Working and studying, finally meeting someone he couldn’t live without. Then that fateful day when a rain-soaked road had changed everything. 
 
    His mind reeled. The images of the crash flashed before his eyes: the windscreen shattering in slow motion, the water rushing in, his wife’s face being lacerated by a thousand pieces of glass. The blood glistening as it seeped into the front seats of the car. Then, nothing. Darkness. Ghostly creatures trying to steal his soul. 
 
    Now the end was finally here. He could no longer form any thought; the cold and the darkness had closed in all around him. Gripping him tight. Squeezing the final ounces of life out of him. Why fight it? 
 
    But something inside him refused to give up. He struggled once more—trying to breathe, trying to move, to feel. Slowly the ghostly shapes began to recede into the void of nothingness around him, relinquishing their hold on him. 
 
    A sliver of light cut through the darkness. The cold was already dissipating, warmth returning to his body. He could feel life returning to him, filling him with thoughts and images. His limbs grew stronger as his skin began to experience the sensation of touch once again. 
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    ‘He’s awake,’ a female voice called out. ‘Can you hear me? Don’t move. Your body is extremely fragile.’ 
 
    He tried to speak but could only cough. Looking up at the person next to him, he saw a young woman with curly blonde hair. A name tag read Senior Technician Jenny Latham. After a moment, he managed to speak. 
 
    ‘What happened to me?’ 
 
    ‘You were involved in a horrific car accident. You managed to survive long enough for a medical helicopter to transport you to the closest hospital. There you were pronounced dead on arrival.’ 
 
    ‘Dead? But I’m …’ 
 
    ‘Alive? Yes,’ Jenny said. ‘They didn’t have the technology to heal you back then. We do now.’ 
 
    ‘You mean ...?’ 
 
    ‘You were cryogenically frozen at the point of death. The development of nanotechnology permitted us to repair all the damage to your body and mind while you were frozen. Unfortunately, the damage was extensive and it took many years for even such advanced technology to heal you.’ 
 
    Reaching out, he grabbed Jenny’s arm. 
 
    ‘How long was I frozen for?’ 
 
    ‘Fifty years. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    Nathan felt numb. It couldn’t be true. There was something else he needed to know, already knew the answer to but was too afraid to speak the words. 
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ Jenny asked. 
 
    ‘Christine … my wife. She was in the car with me. Is she alive?’ 
 
    Jenny looked sad for a moment. She slowly shook her head. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. She died in the collision.’ 
 
    Nathan buried his head in his hands and wept for the first time in half a century. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    ‘How is this possible?’ Dr Yakov asked. 
 
    ‘I died, in 2021. Then I was frozen, for fifty years, until they finally healed my body and brought me back,’ Nathan explained. ‘Only problem is, I don’t know how much of me they brought back or whether they ever really brought me back at all. From the moment I left the cryogenics facility, I’ve been experiencing time shifts. One moment it’s day, the next it’s night. I go out and buy fresh food; the next morning it’s two weeks old. Help me, doc. What am I? Am I alive or am I dead?’ 
 
    Dr Yakov leaned back in his plush leather chair. Scanning his notes, he closed the worn leather folio and looked up. 
 
    ‘I honestly don’t know. Your body is alive, at least for a little while longer. The cellular degradation is real but it can be arrested if we act quickly. The problem is your mind. It’s been altered.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Take a look at these scans I took earlier. I’ll pull up a normal scan on the left. See how these parts of the brain here and here show the most activity? Now look at your scan on the right.’ 
 
    Nathan looked at the ghostly image of his brain. 
 
    ‘It’s completely different.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. The parts of the brain that are active in a normal, conscious person are nearly dormant in yours. Those parts that normally are never used, or only touched on during deep sleep, are active in your brain. I’m amazed you can move around, talk, or do anything that a normal, fully conscious person can. I suspect this also explains the time lapses you’ve been experiencing—your mind is struggling to reconcile the events before the accident with what’s happening to you now.’ 
 
    ‘So what am I?’ 
 
    Dr Yakov considered the question. 
 
    ‘I honestly don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like this before but, then again, we’ve never had anyone stay in cryogenic suspension for so long. It could be that, beyond a certain point, the mind simply cannot survive. Or alternatively, they got you too late. You were, as you said, already dead. While they repaired your body, they couldn’t heal your mind. Simply too much time had passed and now time is moving against you.’ 
 
    ‘So what can I do?’ 
 
    Dr Yakov shook his head. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Nathan. You died a long time ago. It was wrong of them to attempt to bring you back. Vanity in the name of science. I truly am sorry.’ 
 
    Nathan nodded. Standing up, he held out his hand. 
 
    ‘Thank you, doc.’ 
 
    Shaking his hand, Dr Yakov asked, ‘What will you do now?’ 
 
    ‘What I should have done fifty years ago.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The road hadn’t changed much in half a century but then roads seldom do. The barrier had been fixed, of course, and the tyre marks were gone but he knew this spot like the back of his hand. A hand which he no longer recognised as his own. 
 
    A light flickered somewhere at the edge of his awareness. He knew it was somehow connected to the moment of his death. A portal to the past? The threshold to the afterlife? Whatever it was, he no longer feared it. He welcomed it, in fact. The ghostly shapes were less frantic now. They sensed his will to live weakening. His tenuous link to this time was crumbling away like ancient ruins under the weight of time. 
 
    The road where he and his wife had died fifty years ago stretched out before him as the waves lapped at the rocks below. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    Then he let go. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Price of Identity 
 
      
 
    John Sinclair shivered as the wind picked up. Reaching for another newspaper, he absently noted the headline, which celebrated Dr Hector Landenberg’s latest achievements in helping the homeless. A picture of an older man with steel-grey hair and dark-brown eyes wearing an expensive tailored suit was placed next to the article. Directly underneath was a story about an unprovoked attack on a food depot. Glancing over both, John brought the newspaper up and added it to those already on his back. 
 
    Lying on a wooden bench underneath an old oak tree in Hyde Park, he watched as a young couple arrived at the Grand Sheraton-Hyatt Hotel. They were greeted with cold professionalism as the porter took their belongings. The young man tipped the porter several bills and walked inside. John remembered a time when that had been him. 
 
    ‘Mind if I sit down?’ 
 
    Startled, John looked up to see a man standing next to him, dressed in a dark-grey suit with a black shirt and tie. He could barely make out the man’s face in the sparse light offered by the park lamps. 
 
    ‘Sure,’ John replied, sitting up and looking at the man closely. 
 
    The man removed his jacket. Folding it over one arm, he sat down on the bench. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties. With short brown hair, looking clean-shaven and well presented, the man could have been any one of the city’s thousands of corporate workers. Except that there was something about him, an indefinable quality that made John wary. 
 
    ‘Been here long?’ the man asked, breaking the momentary silence. 
 
    ‘You mean in the park?’ John asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘About three days.’ 
 
    ‘And how long have you been on the streets?’ 
 
    John’s eyes darted around as he looked for any sign of the police. While not technically illegal, it was understood that homeless people were not generally tolerated inside the city centre. 
 
    ‘How do you know I’m homeless?’ 
 
    The man smiled. 
 
    ‘Most people with homes don’t use newspapers as blankets.’ 
 
    ‘Good point,’ John replied. ‘Are you a cop?’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing like that, I promise you,’ the man assured him with a laugh. 
 
    Feeling a little better, John thought for a moment. 
 
    ‘I lost my job about six months ago. I’ve been on the streets for almost three.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you lose your job?’ 
 
    ‘When they brought in the new automated laser assembler it removed the need for any manual input. Our whole engineering division was dissolved.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ the man nodded his understanding. 
 
    ‘The worst part was the way in which they released us. No face-to-face meeting—not even a phone call—just a simple two-line message informing us that our employment had been terminated. Can you believe that? After fourteen years of service.’ 
 
    ‘I can only imagine how you must have felt. Have you tried to find work anywhere else?’ 
 
    John nodded. 
 
    ‘I spent two months going from one corporation to another trying to find work. Unfortunately, my time at the Gemini Corporation counted for nothing out in the world. So I ended up here.’ 
 
    ‘What about your family?’ the man asked. 
 
    ‘My wife, Julia, left me after they repossessed our house and car. She took both our boys, Ben and Michael, with her. She never said where she was going or if she would be back. I didn’t ask.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ 
 
    John spread his hands. 
 
    ‘I can’t really blame her. She did what she thought was right and what was best for the boys. I’ve got nothing left to offer them. My ident chip is about the only thing I have left.’ 
 
    The man nodded his understanding but didn’t say anything further. After a moment of silence, John’s curiosity got the better of him. 
 
    ‘What do you do, Mr ...?’ 
 
    ‘Zash, Gregory Zash. I help people in need.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    The man named Gregory Zash reached into his jacket pocket. Withdrawing a white business card he handed it to John. Turning it over, John saw that the word ‘Farm’ was written on it beside a telephone number. 
 
    ‘I work for an organisation that provides people with free healthcare, clothing, shelter and food. We call it the Farm.’ 
 
    John’s heart soared. 
 
    ‘Free?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. All you need to do is call that number, reverse charge of course, and our team of dedicated drivers will find you wherever you are and transport you to our country estate.’ 
 
    ‘And anyone is eligible?’ 
 
    ‘As long as you do not hold a valid contract of employment and do not receive funding from any source then you are eligible for the Farm.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the catch?’ 
 
    Gregory Zash stood up. Donning his suit jacket, he turned to look at John. 
 
    ‘There is no catch, Mr Sinclair. We merely ask that you commit yourself fully to getting back on your feet and finding a job.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know my name?’ 
 
    ‘Think about what I have offered you here today, Mr Sinclair. Think about what the Farm can do for you.’ 
 
    With that Gregory Zash walked away. John stared after him for a while until he could no longer make out his retreating figure in the sparse park lighting. Realising he was still holding something in his hand, he looked down at the Farm business card. After a moment’s thought, John stood up. Walking towards the nearest phone terminal, he picked up the receiver and dialled. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Senior Detective Jane Silsteen was pissed off. She had spent the last three months carefully orchestrating an elaborate undercover operation only to see it unravel because of a junior officer’s mistake. They had been so close to penetrating the supposedly benevolent organisation known as the Farm. Now they would never get another chance at getting that close and she knew it. Her dark-blue eyes were narrowed dangerously and her raven-black hair swept from side to side as she walked into the Sydney CBD police HQ. 
 
    ‘Someone buy the farm, Silsteen?’ a senior constable called out. 
 
    ‘Get lost,’ Jane responded, without turning to look at whoever had made the snide remark. People actually moved out of her way as she stormed across the thirty-second floor of the austere black glass police HQ located on the corner of Martin Place and Elizabeth Street. A far cry from earlier generations, the police of the twenty-second century were well equipped, highly trained and heavily armed. Ever since the global riots of 2125, governments had pushed police funding to the top of their agendas. Half a decade on, the police had restored order to the world. Crime still occurred but it was put down with such a vengeance that it seldom had a chance to infect any area for long. 
 
    Or so everyone thought. 
 
    Jane was convinced that the Farm, an organisation created by the Nobel Prize winner Dr Hector Landenberg, was responsible for a number of well-organised and alarmingly successful criminal actions. There was no proof, of course, nor anything that could link the respected medical researcher and pioneer of a viable cure for cancer to any illegal activity. Everyone hailed him as the saviour of humanity. 
 
    But Jane knew better. 
 
    A series of tip-offs and detailed surveillance work had led her to Hyde Park, where homeless people were supposedly assisted by the Farm. A well-disguised undercover officer positioned in the right place at the right time should have been able to get in. But then it had all gone wrong, a rookie had moved too soon and the operation had been blown. Alerted to their presence, she doubted they would return anytime soon. 
 
    ‘What the hell happened?’ Commissioner Karl Huuger demanded as Jane walked into his office. Sitting down on a rather uncomfortable leather chair, Jane took in the commissioner’s appearance. Fifty-two years old, he looked like a man who had spent his entire life outdoors. Broad shouldered, with a thick neck and close-cropped hair, he always looked rather uncomfortable in a suit. Despite his thuggish appearance, his grey eyes betrayed the intelligence that had led him to become the foremost police officer in the city. 
 
    ‘Johnstone broke cover, sir,’ Jane replied, barely managing to keep her tone civil. 
 
    ‘What? That little shit. I’ll have him on traffic duty for the rest of his career after this!’ 
 
    Jane smiled despite herself. 
 
    ‘Something funny, Silsteen?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir.’ 
 
    ‘You know you’ve managed to tie up a number of valuable resources on this little pet project of yours. So far I haven’t seen any tangible results.’ 
 
    ‘Sir, I know I’m right. If I could just—’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry but I can’t afford another three months of police work by an entire team with no arrests. I’m reassigning you to the food depot attacks.’ 
 
    ‘But sir—’ 
 
    ‘Silsteen, you’re one of my best. I’d hate to see you waste your career chasing after something that simply isn’t there.’ 
 
    Jane managed to stop herself from responding with her initial reaction. Instead, she said, ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Now go take over from Leung before he stuffs something else up. I swear if that boy wasn’t the mayor’s son I’d have him out directing traffic along with Johnstone.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    Walking out of the commissioner’s office, Jane felt her heart sink. The last thing she’d expected was to be reassigned and the investigation into the Farm dropped completely. She knew she had been close, very close, to uncovering the truth. 
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    Looking up, Jane saw Detective James Streeter standing in front of her. His dark skin was marked by several light scars courtesy of an angry rioter. Fast and powerful, Streeter had never been one to back away from a confrontation. Five years ago he’d almost paid the price for his bravery when he’d jumped in after a group of rioters who had managed to drag Jane out of her police vehicle. She was infinitely glad he had. After three years together they were still close and had worked on numerous cases. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m alright.’ 
 
    ‘I heard what happened,’ Streeter said, carefully. 
 
    Jane paused and let out a deep breath. ‘It was the biggest stuff-up I’ve ever seen. I mean, who assigns a rookie to that level of operation anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Who did assign him?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the thing: I’m not sure. He showed up about a week before we began setting up for the final part of the operation. He had a valid transfer so no one questioned him. He seemed to have the right training as well. I guess everything usually looks fine right up until it falls apart completely.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Streeter agreed, nodding his head. ‘But it does seem a bit odd. What will you do now?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been reassigned to the food depot attacks.’ 
 
    Streeter smiled, revealing a row of perfect teeth. 
 
    ‘I’m sure Leung will be thrilled. You going to head down there now and give him the good news?’ 
 
    ‘No. After what’s happened today I need a few hours to think. If anyone asks tell them I went over to Records.’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Take it easy.’ 
 
    ‘You too.’ 
 
    Stepping into the elevator, Jane pressed the button for the lobby. The turbo-lift took less than eight seconds to travel thirty-two floors. Arriving on the ground floor, a female voice announced, ‘Lobby. Have a nice day.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right,’ Jane mumbled, as she stepped out. Walking out of the building, she stood on the footpath for a moment. Staring at the park, she couldn’t help but recall the failed operation. Somehow the park was the key to getting into the Farm. 
 
    Walking across the road, Jane reached the entrance. The sun was already low in the horizon and it would be dark soon. She took a seat on one of the benches facing towards the centre of the park and waited. Her civilian clothes weren’t exactly the latest fashion but that would make her more believable. She knew it was a long shot but it could just work. 
 
    As she waited, dusk turned to night and the park lamps slowly switched on. They illuminated the trees and grass with a milky white ambience. A few people moved here and there, mainly office workers on their way home. Nothing unusual or even remotely out of the ordinary. Jane decided she’d wait another five minutes and then head home. Closing her eyes, she leaned back. 
 
    ‘Mind if I sit down?’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The Lafayette Forum was undoubtedly the best residential address in the entire city. Situated on the corner of the financial and legal districts, it overlooked the park. Dr Hector Landenberg paused as he stepped out of his private chauffeured limousine. Craning his neck up, he took in the residential tower’s cobalt glass exterior. Seventy-two floors high, its impressive façade was interrupted only by a pair of wind turbines halfway up the building. Fifty feet in diameter each, they provided all of the building’s energy needs. A wonder of modern engineering and design, the building provided every amenity imaginable. Prices started at just over fifty million dollars for the first floor. If you had to ask about the price on any other floor, you knew you were in the wrong place. 
 
    ‘Good evening, Dr Landenberg,’ the concierge chimed. 
 
    ‘George,’ Hector inclined his head towards the elderly concierge. ‘How have you been?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t complain, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Glad to hear it. Give my best to the wife and kids.’ 
 
    ‘Will do, sir. Enjoy your evening.’ 
 
    Walking into the elevator reserved for the penthouse, Hector barely managed to blink before the doors opened on the seventy-second floor. Stepping out into the marbled foyer, he took his coat and scarf off. He dropped them on a large wooden table and walked into the main living area. 
 
    Picking up an antique carafe, he poured a hefty amount of scotch. He took a long swig, savouring the taste of the single malt. Looking out of the full-height windows, he took in the sight of the park and distant harbour. 
 
    It had been a long day. After numerous official appointments and events, he’d finally managed to get away. His days seemed to be filled with never-ending social events and tedious functions. He barely recognised the man he had become. He was certainly a long way from the dedicated young scientist who had finally discovered a cure for cancer. A cure that had come a month too late to save his wife Eleanor. He had never really forgiven himself for that. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Zash is here to see you.’ 
 
    Turning around, Hector saw his personal assistant, Joe Nister, standing next to the doorway. A man of slight build with a rather unattractive face, his intellect was, nonetheless, to be reckoned with. Hector had hired him almost twenty years ago and had never regretted the decision. Joe had proven himself on numerous occasions and was a tireless worker. His organisational skills were also unmatched and he ran Hector’s schedule with near military precision. 
 
    ‘Alright, show him in.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    Watching Joe leave the room, Hector’s thoughts turned once more to the day’s events. The only interesting part had been the tour of the new biotech research facility near the docks. A state-of-the-art laboratory with integrated quantum-signature computer analysis, it was populated by the world’s foremost scientists—molecular biologists, physicists, computer technicians and psychologists all working together to enhance and evolve the human body. Being a major contributor to the project, Hector was the first to visit the completed site. He felt it his duty to give back to the scientific community, to rekindle the spark of innovation. But walking amongst the research staff had made him feel old. He knew that his greatest achievement was behind him. All he could hope for now was to be acknowledged by the next generation in their acceptance speeches. 
 
    ‘Hector, are you alright?’ 
 
    Snapping out of his moment of self-pity, Hector saw Gregory Zash stride into the room. He was dressed in his usual dark-grey suit with black shirt and tie. 
 
    ‘Yes, Gregory. I’m just a tired old man yearning for the freedoms of youth.’ 
 
    Zash smiled. It was a warm smile, one that made people instantly like him. 
 
    ‘Nonsense, you’re still young and with today’s medical technology you’ll live for a long time yet.’ 
 
    ‘But I feel old,’ Hector said. Letting out a slow breath, he sat down on a deep leather sofa. Lifting his hand, he motioned for the other man to sit down. Zash obliged. 
 
    ‘What’s really bothering you, Hector?’ 
 
    ‘It seems the more I try to give back, the more problems it creates. Take the Farm, for instance. When I was younger, I always knew I wanted to help the homeless, to give them a chance at a normal life. My wealth has allowed me to do that.’ 
 
    ‘You have achieved so much.’ 
 
    ‘Then why do people always expect the worst? The rumours about the Farm are multiplying. Just the other day I was harassed by a number of protesters claiming we had taken people off the streets by force.’ 
 
    ‘You are a high-profile person. Unfortunately, these sorts of attacks, whether genuine or orchestrated by those who would see you removed from power, are inevitable.’ 
 
    Hector put his glass down and leaned forwards. Fixing his eyes on Gregory’s, he asked, ‘So there is no truth to any of the rumours about the Farm?’ 
 
    ‘What rumours are those?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t play coy with me, Gregory. We’ve known each other for far too long and don’t forget that I know what you are. Now answer me.’ 
 
    Zash smiled again. 
 
    ‘No, there is absolutely no truth to any of the rumours. The Farm has one purpose and one purpose only: to help the homeless. It feeds, clothes and medicates them and reintegrates them into society.’ 
 
    Hector leaned back in his seat. Somehow that made him feel better. Zash would never lie to his face. He knew the Farm would be something that he would be remembered for long after he was gone. It was an initiative which helped to restore faith in humanity and create a world where everyone was given a second chance. A world in which there would no longer be a need for men like Gregory Zash. Until that day, he had to put up with his kind. 
 
    ‘Now, what did you want to see me about?’ 
 
    Zash’s smile disappeared. 
 
    ‘We may have a small problem.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    John opened his eyes. Blinking several times, he waited until his eyes focused on the ceiling. It was painted in an off-white colour with a double-layered fabric light fixture providing a warm glow. Sitting up, he looked around. 
 
    He was inside a small room, with a bed, a table and a closet in the corner. The walls were painted a slightly darker shade of white, while the floor had a knotted timber covering. There was a faint hint of freshly mown grass and pine bark in the air. Daylight streamed into the room through a large window on the other side of the room, next to a wooden door. Standing up, John walked over to the window. 
 
    Opening the solid timber-framed window, the first thing he felt was a warm breeze. It carried with it a variety of fresh plant scents. Breathing in deeply, he marvelled at the sensation. It filled him with a sense of peace and wellbeing. Looking around, he saw a number of tall trees and patches of multicoloured flowers. Interspersed between them were single-storey wooden houses. He guessed they were the same as the one he was in. Hearing the sound of stones crunching underfoot, John pulled back. Peering out from behind the window frame, he watched as a man dressed in white overalls walked past. He was clean-shaven, with thick brown hair that was neatly cut. His face showed a faint smile of contentment as his green eyes stared at something in the distance. 
 
    John waited until the man disappeared between two large trees. Walking over to the door, he tried the handle. It opened with the faintest click. Pushing the door outwards, he stepped through. The moment his feet touched the grass, he realised he was barefoot. Looking down at his feet, he wondered what had happened to his shoes. He stared at them, unable to remember. 
 
    ‘You’re John, aren’t you?’ 
 
    Looking up, John saw a man dressed in a black shirt and dark-grey pants. His blond hair was cut short and he had sharply defined facial features. His smile was reflected in his grey eyes. 
 
    ‘I …’ 
 
    ‘It’s alright, take it slow,’ the man said. 
 
    John frowned as he tried to remember where he was and how he had gotten there. Try as hard as he could, he was unable to remember either. 
 
    ‘What happened to me?’ 
 
    The man looked at him for a moment before replying. 
 
    ‘You don’t remember, do you?’ 
 
    John shook his head. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘You were in a terrible car accident which claimed the lives of your wife and two children. You sustained severe head injuries and we had to operate extensively to save your life.’ 
 
    John touched the back of his head. He could feel a long scar running from the base of his skull to the top of his head. Surprised, he tried to remember the accident but again there was nothing. 
 
    ‘I can’t remember any of this.’ 
 
    ‘You’re suffering from an acute case of amnesia brought on by the traumatic nature of the accident and the severity of your wounds.’ 
 
    John considered that for a moment. It made sense. 
 
    ‘So where am I? And who are you?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Dr Michael Balto. You are at an advanced medical recovery institute for people who have suffered extreme physical trauma. It’s set amongst almost twenty hectares of pristine woodland and fields. We try to create a healing environment, away from the pollution of the city, to help you to recuperate and regain your strength.’ 
 
    ‘There are others like me here?’ 
 
    Dr Balto smiled. 
 
    ‘Yes, John. In fact, here comes one of them now.’ 
 
    Turning around, John saw the same brown-haired man that had walked past his window earlier. He watched as the man walked over and stood next to them, waiting. 
 
    ‘Simon, this is John. He’s another car-accident survivor like you,’ Dr Balto said. ‘I thought you could show him around.’ 
 
    The man named Simon looked at John. His eyes focused on him and he said, ‘Hi. My name is Simon. I’m pleased to meet you.’ 
 
    Something about the way he said it struck John as odd. Nevertheless, he offered his hand in greeting. 
 
    ‘Hi, Simon, I’m John. It’s nice to meet you.’ 
 
    The other man stared at his outstretched hand for a moment without moving. 
 
    ‘It’s alright, Simon; go ahead and shake John’s hand. I’m sure he won’t bite,’ Dr Balto chimed in. 
 
    Almost reluctantly, Simon shook John’s hand. 
 
    ‘Good. Now, I need to go and see a few other patients. Simon, if you could show John where the bathrooms are and where to get food, I’d appreciate it.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Simon replied. Turning to John, he said, ‘Follow me, please.’ 
 
    John watched as Dr Balto walked away. There was something very odd going on here, he realised. The doctor seemed genuine enough but this other patient was acting very strangely. If only he could remember what had happened to him. Trusting that his memories would return in time, he reluctantly followed Simon down a well-worn path. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Things hadn’t gone exactly as planned, Jane thought to herself. Seated in the passenger seat, she was holding onto the side door of the speeding van with one hand. The other held her Magnum P-1000 police-issue rapid-fire handgun pressed against the driver’s temple. Sweat mixed with blood was streaming down the side of the driver’s face. His knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel. Jane was beginning to worry that he could pass out at any moment. Losing control in a fast-moving vehicle was the last thing she needed after the night she’d had. 
 
    It had all gone completely wrong from the moment the stranger in the grey suit had sat down next to her in the park. She had played the part of a recently fired office worker to a tee. She’d even managed to throw in a few convincing names and phrases, courtesy of a police backstory uploaded into her ident chip. The stranger seemed to buy it and told her about the Farm. Jane felt a sense of elation as she realised that she was close to finally finding a way in. That was when something changed in his demeanour. He suddenly excused himself and grabbing his jacket, moved to walk away. Realising she was losing her only chance of getting into the Farm, Jane made her move. 
 
    ‘Wait, I want to know more.’ 
 
    The grey-suited man, who had introduced himself simply as Mr Zash, paused. Turning around, his grey eyes looked at hers. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Ms Hayes, but I don’t think there is anything the Farm can do for you. Now if you’ll excuse me, there are others who require my attention.’ 
 
    Jane drew her handgun. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I must insist, Mr Zash.’ 
 
    The grey-suited man stopped. Turning around, he faced Jane as a smile slowly spread across his face. It was a warm and inviting smile. Jane felt strangely at ease despite the situation. 
 
    ‘There is no need for that, Ms Hayes. Or should I say Detective?’ 
 
    ‘How did you …?’ 
 
    ‘You almost had me, Detective. Your ability to tightly shield your emotions is to be commended. A pity you were unable to contain your excitement.’ 
 
    That’s when Jane realised what he was: an empath. A dangerous and unpredictable side effect of the ident chip in some people was the development of powerful empathic abilities. Jane attempted to hide her feelings behind a blank wall of police conditioning. 
 
    ‘Very good, Detective. I see that you have finally realised what you’re up against,’ Zash said. ‘I’m afraid it will do you little good though.’ 
 
    As he said it, Jane felt an overwhelming sense of despair rise up within her. So strong was the sensation that tears began to flow down her face. Her handgun fell from her hands as she buried her head in her hands and wept. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid our time is up, Detective, and I really must go.’ 
 
    Jane could actually feel Zash walking away as the cloud of despair gradually lifted. Finally, it was gone and she regained control. Picking up her handgun, Jane stood up. Looking around, she could find no sign of the mysterious Mr Zash. 
 
    ‘Damn it!’ she exclaimed, as she began to walk back towards the city. Moving along a well-used pathway, she walked past a telephone terminal. A ragged-looking man with dishevelled brown hair, dressed in faded jeans and a dirty t-shirt, was speaking into a receiver. Jane stopped. Looking closely at him, she saw that he was holding a small white business card in his hand. Her police training kicked in, making her suspicious. Walking further past the terminal, Jane positioned herself behind several trees and waited. 
 
    The homeless man finished his conversation and replaced the receiver. Looking around, he began walking across the park. Jane followed close behind, keeping to the shadows and dense bushes on the edge of the paths. After a while, the man reached a narrow arterial road that cut through the park to allow maintenance crews access. He stopped at the edge of the road and waited. Jane positioned herself about ten metres behind him, completely concealed in the undergrowth. She held her handgun in one hand, while she thumbed the safety off a stun grenade with the other. 
 
    A dark van slowly drove down the narrow laneway. Its lights dimmed, it appeared little more than a faint shadow within the sparse light of the park. Pulling up next to the homeless man, it stopped. A rear hatch slid open and two men jumped out. One moved towards the homeless man, while the other stood near the door. Both were dressed in dark clothing and had closely cropped hair. Jane instantly recognised their movements and mannerisms. They had been professionally trained for combat situations. She tightened her grip on her handgun. 
 
    ‘Mr Granger?’ one of the men asked in a polite tone. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ the homeless man responded. 
 
    ‘We’re from the Farm. Please come with us and we’ll take you to the country facility.’ 
 
    The homeless man hesitated. 
 
    ‘I … don’t know. I think I’ve changed my mind.’ 
 
    The Farm operative closest to him reached inside his jacket. He withdrew a handgun. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I really must insist, Mr Granger.’ 
 
    The homeless man raised his arms in a defensive gesture as he shied away. 
 
    ‘Don’t hurt me, please.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not here to hurt you, Mr Granger. We’re here to help you,’ the operative said, putting away his weapon. ‘Please, come with us.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ 
 
    As Jane watched, the homeless man moved towards the open van. She now had proof that the Farm was forcibly taking homeless people off the streets. She also realised she was running out of time and braced herself. Then she sprang into action. Hurling the stun grenade at the van, she sprinted out of the bushes. Bringing her handgun up to a firing position, she targeted the Farm operative nearest to the homeless man. Firing a quick burst, she watched his body fly backwards. The other operative pulled out a powerful-looking handgun just as Jane flung herself at the homeless man, pushing him to the ground. Looking up, she watched as the second Farm operative aimed his weapon at her. 
 
    The stun grenade exploded with a shrill noise which rattled Jane’s teeth. Her police conditioning made her immune to its powerful sonic vibrations. The Farm operative was not as fortunate, as he caught the full brunt of it. His body convulsed and he dropped his weapon. Moments later, he toppled forwards. A dark pool of liquid formed around his head. Jane checked the homeless man. He appeared to be unconscious but alive. Standing up, she walked over towards the cabin of the van. Opening the door, she fell backwards as the driver lunged at her. Grabbing his arm, Jane threw him out of the van and onto the ground. Dropping onto his throat with her knee, she put her handgun to his head. 
 
    ‘You’ve got one chance at this,’ she said in a calm, even tone. 
 
    ‘Get off me, you bitch!’ the driver shouted, as he spat blood at her. 
 
    Wiping her cheek, Jane backhanded him across the face. Pushing the barrel of the rapid-fire handgun harder against his skull, she said, ‘As I said, you’ve got one chance only. Take me to the Farm.’ 
 
    It hadn’t taken Jane much more to persuade the driver. After concealing the two bodies in a dense thicket in the park, they set off back down the arterial road. It took them just over an hour to get out of the city. Before long they were speeding up the M1 Pacific Motorway towards Newcastle. Jane looked out of the window just as dawn broke over the horizon. She could see a dense forest sprawling out on the right-hand side of the road. Turning to the driver, she asked, ‘How far?’ 
 
    ‘Not far … just up the road on the right …’ 
 
    Jane looked at the driver. He appeared to be in a bad way, barely keeping his eyes open and starting to drift out of his lane. She realised he must have taken some internal damage from the stun-grenade attack. Jane reached a decision. 
 
    ‘Pull over.’ 
 
    Without a word, the driver moved the van over to the side of the road. A shudder ran through the vehicle as its tyres left the sealed road and struggled for traction on the loose dirt by the side. Jane lurched forwards as the driver stomped on the brakes. The van came to rest by a large tree, the engine idling quietly. 
 
    ‘Which way?’ Jane asked. 
 
    ‘Go about … half a kilometre through … the scrub and then turn hard … right. That should get you … to the hidden road.’ 
 
    Jane nodded. Opening the door, she stepped out. Looking back inside the van, she watched as the driver slumped forwards. Holstering her weapon, she reached in to check for a pulse. There wasn’t one. The driver must have suffered internal injuries from the stun grenade, bleeding out unnoticed. She turned the key in the ignition. The engine stopped. Climbing back out, she stretched her arms and legs. Straightening up, she set off into the trees. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The Brandt Institute was located in the heart of the industrial zone adjacent to the international airport. Its dark-grey concrete exterior was in stark contrast to the sparkling world of metal and glass contained within. Three heavily armed, black-clad security staff greeted everyone at the main entrance. Everyone, that was, except for those who really mattered. 
 
     Dr Landenberg walked straight past them, escorted by the head of the institute, Professor Klaus Scheigl. A Nobel Prize winner like himself, Scheigl was in his late seventies. His square-rimmed glasses covered surprisingly clear blue eyes. His hair was white as snow but remained steadfastly attached to his scalp. His movements were sharp and precise, a testament to his years as a professional athlete. Fortunately for the world of medicine, he had found his true calling in life. 
 
    ‘I’m glad you could join us, Dr Landenberg. I’ve wanted to meet you for some time,’ the towering figure of Klaus Scheigl said in a deep voice. 
 
    ‘Please, call me Hector.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Hector. And I trust you will extend me the same courtesy? Your research into cancer and its ultimate cure was remarkable; a breakthrough truly worthy of worldwide recognition.’ 
 
    Hector shrugged his shoulders slightly, as he said, ‘When one has the right motivation, anything is possible. Your achievements are no less extraordinary. The work you and your team did on neural transplants was groundbreaking.’ 
 
    ‘You flatter me, Hector,’ Scheigl dismissed the compliment with a wave of his hand. Ushering Dr Landenberg into a chrome elevator, he pressed an unmarked silver button. The elevator promptly accelerated down. 
 
    ‘So what did you want to see me about?’ Hector asked after a moment of silence during which he watched the LED display in the lift counting down the basement floors. Scheigl’s blue eyes narrowed slightly as he appraised his fellow Nobel Laureate. 
 
    ‘It’s a rather serious matter, I’m afraid. But let’s wait until we reach the lab before discussing it. This elevator is not as secure.’ 
 
    Hector nodded as he went back to watching the LED display. It now read B45. Basement 45. He began to wonder where exactly Scheigl was taking him. 
 
    ‘How far underground are we going?’ 
 
    ‘The lowest levels of the institute reach almost three hundred metres into the ground. It’s where we conduct our most sensitive experiments.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of experiments?’ 
 
    Scheigl smiled. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid that information is classified. Despite your standing in the scientific community and government connections, I am not at liberty to reveal any details.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ Hector said with a nod. In truth, he was beginning to feel a little uncomfortable with the whole situation. He’d received a call that morning from the Brandt Institute informing him that Professor Scheigl wanted to see him. When he asked what it was about, the caller simply informed him that it was urgent and that Scheigl would meet him at 10.00 am. 
 
    Following a brief moment’s hesitation, Hector had called his driver and informed him that he was heading to the Brandt Institute. Finishing breakfast, he quickly changed and was downstairs and in the car in ten minutes. A short drive through mid-morning traffic and he was standing outside the imposing concrete structure. He had heard rumours about the institute, that it was simply a front for government operations. Now it seemed the institute was real. Whether it was conducting research on behalf of the government or someone else was yet to be revealed. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ Scheigl announced, as the lift finally stopped. Holding the door open with one arm, he motioned to the other occupant. Stepping out of the lift, Hector cast a quick glance at the LED display. It read B100. 
 
    ‘The main lab is just down the hall.’ 
 
    The underground looked much the same as the ground floor of the institute. Gleaming metal and thick blue-tinged glass made up the majority of the finishes. One notable difference was the presence of a number of electronic fixtures at regular intervals. They appeared to be some form of security device, with a camera lens and several other apertures. Whoever was behind the Brandt Institute certainly valued their privacy. 
 
    The corridor abruptly turned to the right. Here the metallic sheen of the walls was replaced by a darker, more solid-looking, finish. Hector had seen enough government installations to recognise military-grade armour plating. A powerful alloy of synthetic metals, it was able to withstand incredible amounts of force. Virtually indestructible, it was used in nuclear power stations and maximum-security detention centres. It was designed to keep anyone from getting in. Or, in the case of the detention centres, from getting out. 
 
    Reaching a double glass door, Scheigl typed in a code on the wall-mounted panel. He then leaned forwards as a series of green laser beams splayed across his face. Apparently clearing the security checks, Scheigl continued when the door slid open. Stepping through, Hector found himself in a high-tech medical laboratory. Robotic surgical equipment, human-growth tanks and numerous wafer-thin LED units filled the sizeable room. A number of scientists in white lab coats were occupied throughout the lab. 
 
    ‘This way, please.’ 
 
    Hector followed the head of the institute to the far corner of the room. Here, another glass door blocked their path. Unlike the others, this one was completely opaque. It appeared as if a thin layer of metal had been inserted inside the glass. 
 
    ‘Titanium-bonded glass. About a hundred times stronger than safety glass,’ Scheigl explained, as he once more went through the process of passing a security check. This one appeared even more elaborate, as it also required an additional password and fingerprint. Finally, the door slid open. 
 
    The room inside appeared similar in size to the one they had just left. The walls were covered in the military-grade armour plating while the floor appeared to be solid concrete. Hidden light sources provided a steady illumination. A dozen metallic surgical tables were positioned in even rows of three. Men and women of various ages lay on the tables, while a handful of white-clad researchers hovered over them. Seeing the visitors enter, the researchers stopped and turned towards them. 
 
    ‘This is Dr Hector Landenberg. He’s here at my request to assist us,’ Scheigl explained. 
 
    One of the white-clad researchers stepped forwards. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, with sandy brown hair and green eyes. Sharp, angular features hinted at his Eastern European heritage. 
 
    ‘I’m Dr Lesnicki. Please, let me know if there’s anything you need.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Doctor,’ Hector replied. He watched as the other man returned to his duties. Surveying the medical lab, his attention was drawn to the bodies lying on the tables. His feelings of apprehension returned as he saw that what he had assumed were cadavers were still moving slightly. 
 
    ‘Alright, what’s going on here?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I must apologise for all the secrecy. An unfortunate condition of my employer,’ Scheigl explained. 
 
    ‘You mean the government?’ 
 
    A smile slowly spread across Scheigl’s lips. 
 
    ‘Very perceptive of you, Hector. Yes, this is a government installation. It is used for experimental medical treatment and analysis.’ 
 
    ‘That still doesn’t explain why I’m here or who these people are,’ Hector said, as he pointed at the bodies. 
 
    Scheigl’s blue eyes bored into his, as he said, ‘You’re here because of them. Every single one of them has had their ident chip removed and replaced with a sophisticated implant we’ve never seen before. It’s so advanced, in fact, that it’s still keeping these bodies functioning despite each of them having suffered fatal wounds.’ 
 
    Looking closer, Hector realised what the professor was talking about. The bodies all showed significant evidence of blast and flame damage. Yet they were still moving to some degree. 
 
    ‘I still don’t see how this relates to me?’ 
 
    ‘Each of these people was designated as homeless. As far as we can tell, they were all taken in by the Farm.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The meal had been simple yet filling and surprisingly satisfying, John thought to himself as he walked back to his room. Grilled meat, with a side of roasted vegetables and fresh salad served on a white plate. He’d eaten in silence, sitting at a narrow wooden table in the food hall. Simon, the other recovering patient, had sat across from him. Neither of them had made an effort to speak to the other. That had suited John just fine. 
 
    Having finished his meal, John deposited his plate in a cleaning receptacle and made his way past the dozens of other people towards the exit. Stepping outside, he breathed in the fresh air with the scent of flowers and woodlands. Locating the path back to his room, he set off without saying goodbye to Simon. He figured Simon wouldn’t mind or even notice for that matter. There was definitely something vague and unsettling about his demeanour that made John uneasy. He was glad to leave the other man behind. 
 
    Opening the door to his room, John was surprised to find two people inside. One he recognised as Dr Balto. 
 
    ‘John, come in, please,’ Dr Balto said with a smile. 
 
    Stepping inside, John looked at the other man standing next to the doctor. He was clean-shaven, with short-cropped black hair and steel-grey eyes. He wore a dark-grey business suit which was tailored to fit his powerful frame. There was a certain detached coldness radiating from him that made John wary. 
 
    ‘This is Mr Frank Lester. He’s one of our top medical researchers,’ Dr Balto explained. ‘He’s here to make you a very generous offer.’ 
 
    Still hesitant, John found he was now more curious than concerned. 
 
    ‘What kind of offer?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘If I may, Doctor?’ Frank Lester asked. 
 
    ‘By all means,’ Dr Balto said. 
 
    ‘John, wasn’t it? It’s nice to meet you. I’m here to offer you a place in our advanced medical program. It’s an opportunity to take advantage of our latest breakthrough in neural synaptic implant technology to assist in your recovery.’ 
 
    ‘Umm ... Excuse me, Mr Lester, but what kind of technology?’ 
 
    ‘Neural synaptic implants allow a patient to access parts of their mind which have been blocked or damaged by trauma,’ Frank explained. ‘In your case they would allow you to access your memories. From what I understand, you are unable to remember anything about the accident or what happened before?’ 
 
    John nodded his head. 
 
    ‘This technology can help you, John. Wouldn’t you want to have your life back, to be able to remember who you are and where you come from?’ 
 
    John nodded again. Then he frowned. 
 
    ‘Does this mean I’ll need another operation?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so. But don’t worry; the procedure is quite quick and relatively painless.’ 
 
    ‘And I’ll remember everything?’ 
 
    Frank Lester smiled. 
 
    ‘Yes, John. From your earliest childhood memories to what you had for breakfast a week ago. It’s all there, waiting for you.’ 
 
    Closing his eyes, John considered what he had been told. It sounded almost too good to be true. A technological marvel that would allow him to remember everything. But why hadn’t they offered it to him earlier, he wondered. And who exactly was this mysterious Frank Lester? 
 
    ‘Well, John. What’s your decision?’ Frank asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure, I—’ 
 
    ‘John, you need to understand that this is not something we offer to all of our patients. The opportunity to be part of the advanced medical program is a very rare chance given to only a select few patients,’ Dr Balto explained. 
 
    ‘I understand; it’s just that—’ 
 
    ‘I think we’re wasting our time here, Doctor,’ Frank said abruptly, as he moved towards the door. ‘Please let me know if there is someone else who would be willing to take up this offer.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, please,’ Dr Balto said. Turning to John, he lowered his voice and said, ‘John, I know you’re worried and unsure. But trust me that this is the best thing for you. Without this you may never fully recover and be able to have a normal life again.’ 
 
    A dozen thoughts went through John’s mind. He still felt as if something was wrong, like he was unable to wake from a dream. Then there was the fact that he couldn’t remember anything, including the alleged car accident that had claimed the lives of his wife and children. He also realised he had no idea where he really was or who these people were. Yet they seemed to be offering him the answer to all his problems. With great reluctance, John turned to the medical researcher. 
 
    ‘I apologise for my hesitation, Mr Lester. If you are still interested, then I would be very happy to receive this implant you’re offering.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It had taken Jane about half an hour to reach the hidden road. Crouching in a dense thicket, she realised that the term ‘road’ was probably an overstatement. Dirt track was more accurate. It was about the width of two standard cars and completely overgrown by trees. She was beginning to suspect that the entire Farm operation was hidden amongst the vast expanse of native forest north of Sydney. It certainly explained why the police satellites had been unable to find any evidence of its existence. 
 
    Jane had to admit that she had begun to question the existence of the Farm herself. Publicly, Dr Hector Landenberg was recognised as a benevolent and charitable man who was donating considerable amounts of money to help those less fortunate than himself. The Farm was touted as a place for homeless and disadvantaged people to receive the help they needed to get back on their feet. Yet for all its publicised assistance and benefits, no one had actually ever seen anything relating to the Farm. No buildings, no staff, no programs, nothing. 
 
    Then the rumours had started; stories of people getting taken against their will, families catching glimpses of those that had been taken in a crowd. That’s when Jane’s obsession with the Farm began. She started interviewing the families of those that had disappeared and reappeared. She took an active role in monitoring any incidents that cropped up. The attack on the Reserve Bank had sealed the deal. Although the government agents had vehemently denied that those involved were the missing homeless, Jane knew better. 
 
    She convinced Commissioner Karl Huuger to open an investigation into the Farm. Although reluctant at first, he eventually agreed. The moment he said yes, Jane dove in headfirst. She organised around-the-clock surveillance of known disappearance areas and detailed profiling of families of those that had been taken. She even got the authority to use a police satellite solely for tracking suspected Farm movement within the city. Her work led her to Hyde Park where the carefully planned operation fell apart at the last minute. Recalling her feelings of frustration, Jane was glad she’d given it one more shot. 
 
    Glancing up, Jane watched as a dark van sped past, kicking up dust high into the air. It looked identical to the one she’d hijacked in the park. Probably another group of homeless being transported to the Farm, she thought. At least it meant she was definitely getting close. The anticipation was making her heart race. Remembering her encounter with the mysterious Mr Zash, she forced herself to relax. There was no telling how many more empaths the Farm had in its employ. She needed to tread very carefully. 
 
    Moving along the edge of the road, Jane watched for any sign of movement. Everything appeared calm. Even the air was perfectly still. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for her police training, she would have been dead. 
 
    Something made her pause. Then she dove to the ground just as a bullet from a high-velocity rifle flew through the space she had been standing in moments ago. Rolling behind a tree, Jane drew her rapid-fire handgun. Breathing steadily for a moment, she carefully peeked around the edge of the trunk. 
 
    The trees on the other side of the road were dense and only sparse light filtered through. Whoever had fired at her was well hidden. But they hadn’t counted on the police ident chip’s ability to replay information and analyse it in detail. A slow-motion replay of the bullet trajectory flashed before her eyes. Pausing it in mid-flight, she recalculated its point of origin. Then she fired. 
 
    A single shot and she heard a muffled chocking sound as something heavy fell out of the trees and landed in the undergrowth. Satisfied the sniper was dead, Jane holstered her weapon and continued along the side of the road. This time she kept to the trees. 
 
    After another twenty minutes, Jane reached a sign that read Deliveries. Next to it was an opening in the trees as the road forked off. Moving to the side, she soon found herself standing next to a low-lying timber building. Once more she was impressed by the ingenuity of whoever had orchestrated the Farm. Constructing buildings from wood meant that police satellite imaging programs wouldn’t detect them. They would simply assume they were part of the forest and move on. That, more than anything, convinced her she was in the right place. 
 
    Another van sped down the dirt road as Jane crouched behind a dense patch of shrubs. Turning off the main road, the van stopped near the wooden building. Its side door slid open and two black-clad Farm operatives jumped out. 
 
    ‘This way, please,’ one of them said. 
 
    As Jane watched, four slightly befuddled people stepped out of the van. The first two were male with thick facial growth, while the second two were women in their mid-thirties. They were all wearing ragged clothing and had a look of desperation about them. The Farm certainly could pick them, Jane thought to herself as she shifted position. 
 
    ‘Follow the corridor until you get to the elevator. One of our staff will meet you there and instruct you where to go,’ the black-clad operative said. ‘Welcome to the Farm. Believe me when I say you’ve made the right choice and your lives are about to change for the better.’ 
 
    The four homeless people nodded enthusiastically as they walked inside. Jane waited until the two deliverymen got back into their van and sped off before moving towards the side of the building. Leaning against the rough wooden exterior, Jane realised she was taking a huge chance. Without any surveillance equipment or even backup, she had no way of knowing what was waiting for her inside. Yet her burning desire to expose the Farm made her set aside her concerns as she inched towards the door. Slowly, she peeked inside. 
 
    The building was empty. Several narrow halogen lights illuminated a bare concrete floor covered in dirt. There was no sign of the corridor or the elevator that the Farm operative had spoken of. 
 
    ‘What the …?’ Jane whispered, as she stepped in front of the doorway. She had to be missing something. Those four people couldn’t have disappeared into thin air. Ignoring her instincts and police training, she took a step inside. 
 
    The moment her foot touched the concrete floor, the inside of the building changed. She found herself standing in a narrow corridor lined with military-grade armour plating and illuminated in a bright white light. A metallic door denoting a turbo-lift was visible at the end. Jane’s heart skipped a beat as she realised exactly what she had just experienced. Her ident chip confirmed that what she was seeing now was real. The empty warehouse had been a holographic interference pattern but one so advanced that it had effectively obscured reality completely. Jane had only ever heard of the potential for such technology. The problems were numerous; from creating a stable wavelength, hiding the image refresh cycle through to the sheer power required to compute the masking effect. Whoever was behind the Farm had access to technology beyond that available to the police. That concerned Jane greatly as she set off down the corridor. 
 
    Reaching the turbo-lift, she saw that it too was military-grade equipment. Fabricated from a titanium alloy with beryllium support shafts, it would continue to operate even if the entire structure around it collapsed. Pressing a circular call button, Jane drew her handgun and waited. Exactly ten seconds later the doors slid open to reveal a man dressed in a dark-grey suit with a black shirt and tie. His light-blue eyes looked directly at Jane. Then he smiled. 
 
    ‘Welcome, Detective. We’ve been expecting you.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dr Hector Landenberg leaned back into the plush leather of his private limousine. Expelling a long breath he looked out through the tinted windows. They were driving along one of the elevated overpasses next to the CBD. On one side were the towering glass and metal skyscrapers of the financial and legal precinct. On the other was the sea. Hector found himself staring at the waves breaking along the shore. His mind was racing with thoughts of what he had just learnt. The implications were obvious although the exact means and purpose slightly unclear. He knew what he had to do. Reluctantly, he pulled out his cell phone and pressed a button. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ a voice on the other side asked. 
 
    ‘The situation has become highly volatile. I’ll need your help,’ Hector said. 
 
    ‘I’m rather busy at the moment, can this wait?’ 
 
    ‘No. Meet me at my apartment in twenty minutes.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try but it may take me longer than that.’ 
 
    ‘Alright.’ 
 
    Hector pressed the button on the phone again and it switched off. That was the easy part. Taking a deep breath, he cleared his mind. Any distraction, any random thought, could be fatal. Satisfied that he wouldn’t give himself away, he pressed another button on his phone. 
 
    ‘Hector, what can I do for you?’ Gregory Zash’s voice asked. 
 
    ‘There’s something I need to discuss with you. Can you meet me at my apartment in twenty minutes?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just around the corner; I can be there in ten.’ 
 
    Hector kept a tight shield on his reaction, as he replied, ‘That’s too soon. I’m in the car at the moment and won’t be back for another twenty minutes. Meet me then.’ 
 
    ‘No problem.’ 
 
    Hector switched the phone off and placed it back inside his breast pocket. Knowing what Zash was and what he was capable of made him no less dangerous. He knew he had to tread carefully despite his advantage. He almost considered calling Zash back and asking him to come later but he realised there was no way he would be able to hide his emotions a second time. Looking out of the window, he watched as the limousine turned off the overpass and onto a main street. 
 
    Ten minutes later the car pulled up outside the Lafayette Forum. Another two minutes and he was upstairs in his living room. Pouring himself a decent amount of scotch, he stood by the window as the sun began to set over the harbour. A few minutes later Joe Nister walked into the room. 
 
    ‘Sir, Mr Zash is here for your appointment.’ 
 
    ‘Show him in,’ Hector replied. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    Finishing his scotch, Hector waited. Moments later Gregory Zash walked into the living room. He was dressed as usual in his dark-grey suit with black shirt and tie. Smiling, he held out his hand. 
 
    ‘Hector, good to see you again.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for coming at such short notice,’ Hector replied, as he shook the other man’s hand. As always, he felt a sense of calm, which he knew was a feeling generated by the empath when he smiled. Zash’s ability to manipulate other people’s emotions was frightening. It had also been extremely useful until now. 
 
    ‘So what did you want to see me about?’ 
 
    Hector looked directly into Zash’s eyes as he said, ‘I want you to tell me the truth about what the Farm has been doing with the homeless.’ 
 
    Zash’s smile widened as he spread his hands. 
 
    ‘As I’ve told you many times before, the Farm has only one purpose and that’s to help the homeless get back on their feet.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s true,’ Hector said, ‘how do you explain a dozen homeless that were taken in by the Farm turning up dead?’ 
 
    ‘Dead, you say. How did they die?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not important. What is important is how a sophisticated combat implant replaced their ident chips.’ 
 
    Zash’s smile faded as his face took on a serious demeanour. 
 
    ‘If what you say is true, then there has been a major breach of security at one of our rehabilitation centres. I was not informed of this.’ 
 
    Hector considered the other man carefully. While Zash’s ability to read those around him was a tangible side-effect of his ident chip, his own ability was something more innate. He knew Zash was lying. 
 
    ‘Your job is to oversee the running of all the Farm facilities and you’re telling me that you knew nothing about this? I find that very hard to believe.’ 
 
    ‘I assure you this is the first I’m hearing of this.’ 
 
    ‘Damn it, Gregory, I trusted you to make sure nothing like this ever happened!’ Hector exclaimed, realising he was dangerously close to losing hold of his emotions. Forcing himself to calm down, he continued, ‘In fact, I question how it could have happened without your involvement.’ 
 
    Zash’s eyes narrowed slightly. 
 
    ‘Are you accusing me of something?’ 
 
    Hector glanced towards the doorway. It was a quick look, one that would have gone unnoticed by most people. Unfortunately, Gregory Zash was not most people. 
 
    ‘Expecting someone?’ 
 
    ‘No, I was just checking whether Joe was still around.’ 
 
    Zash’s eyes bored into his as he stared unblinkingly. Hector met the other man’s gaze without flinching. He repeated the complex formula for damaged cell regeneration in his head. He visualised the individual molecules reforming. He even estimated their rate of growth. Anything to stop himself from thinking about where—damn it! 
 
    ‘Interesting,’ Zash said in a low voice. 
 
    Hector realised he had made a fatal mistake. Glancing at his watch, he calculated it had been about twenty-five minutes since he had made the call. Hopefully that was long enough. Looking back at Zash, he suddenly felt dizzy as dark shapes swam before his eyes. He experienced an overwhelming sense of despair, such as he had not felt since losing his wife. Tears began to form in his eyes as he buried his head in his hands. Then it stopped. 
 
    ‘Now that I have your full attention, tell me. Who were you expecting?’ 
 
    Wiping the tears from his eyes, Hector looked up. Zash was leaning forwards in his seat, his eyes staring intently at him as if he could tell what he was thinking. Hector was fairly sure his abilities did not extend that far. 
 
    ‘I already told you, I was checking if Joe was still around.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ Zash said, shaking his head. ‘But it seems you have outlived your usefulness either way. Such a pity, you truly were a great man. Goodbye.’ 
 
    As he said it, Hector felt the feelings of despair and anguish rise up within him once more. This time they were so intense that he felt streams of tears falling from his eyes as he gripped the sides of his head. Falling backwards into the chair, he rocked back and forth as his entire body convulsed from the emotional overload. Just as he began to taste the metallic tinge of blood in his mouth, everything stopped. A strange calm settled over him. Opening his eyes, he watched as a confused Zash looked around. 
 
    A single shot rang out. Zash cried out and dropped to the floor, blood pooling around his shoulder. Looking up, Hector saw a red-haired woman walk into the living room. She lowered the handgun she was holding as her green eyes appraised him. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I got caught up,’ she said. Then she added, ‘Dad.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    John stared at the mirror. The face that stared back at him was at once familiar and strange. Running his hand along the light stubble on his cheek, he took a deep breath. Expelling it slowly, he turned away and looked around the apartment. It was a two-bedroom unit in one of the CBD’s premier addresses. Full-length windows provided a view of the park and Eastern Suburbs. They were partially opaque to prevent direct sunlight from entering the apartment. The furniture was tactful, if a little bland, with predominantly white and beige colours. A series of dark-grey suits and black shirts hung in the open closet. Everything looked new and fresh. John didn’t recognise any of it. 
 
    Following the car accident that had claimed the lives of his wife and two children, John had spent several months at a rehabilitation facility outside the city. Even now he recalled the hours of gruelling physiotherapy and medical procedures. At times it had seemed as if he would never fully recover. But the dedicated staff had helped him through the worst of it. Now he was back in the city and ready to start his life again. 
 
    Reaching into the closet, John pulled out one of the dark-grey suits. The material was soft yet durable. He marvelled at the quality of the fabric. Whoever his new employer was, they certainly had considerable financial resources. The closet full of tailored clothes was easily worth half a million dollars, not to mention the apartment which was probably north of one hundred million. John selected a pair of black shoes from a shoe rack and a titanium Omega watch from the bed stand. Checking his reflection in the mirror, he smiled slightly. 
 
    ‘Not bad,’ he said quietly to himself. 
 
     Walking into the kitchen, John picked up a piece of paper that was lying on the granite bench top. Unfolding it, he read through the letter once more. 
 
      
 
    Dear John, 
 
    Welcome to the Nexus Corporation. Please arrive early on your first day so that you may have time to familiarise yourself with our policies and procedures. One of our HR representatives will meet you at 9.00 am. On behalf of the company I’d like to welcome you to the team.  
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    F. Lester 
 
      
 
    There was an address printed at the foot of the letter. Checking his watch, he saw that it was 8.30 am. Plenty of time, John thought to himself as he poured a glass of orange juice from the refrigerator. Finishing it quickly, he placed the glass in the dishwasher. Checking his watch once more, he picked up the employment letter and placed it in his pocket. Exiting the apartment, he held his finger over the security reader until he heard a satisfying click. He proceeded towards the turbo-lift. A few seconds later he stepped out onto the street. 
 
    Checking the address against the CBD map stored in his implant, John was about to hail a cab when he realised it was only a few blocks away. Walking at a brisk pace, he made his way along the edge of the park. Several people hurried past him, while an emergency siren wailed somewhere in the distance. None of it registered with John as he enjoyed the feeling of being outside. There was something about the smell of the trees that reminded him of his childhood, those years of growing up in the countryside, following which he’d finally made the decision to move to the city. Then that fateful day when he’d lost his family and almost his own life. Now he was starting anew, given a second chance at life. 
 
    ‘John? Is that you?’ a female voice asked. 
 
    Looking around, John saw a woman in her early thirties staring at him as if she’d just seen a ghost. 
 
    ‘Yes. Do I know you?’ 
 
    ‘John, it’s me, Julia. Oh my God, I’m so glad you’re okay!’ the woman named Julia exclaimed as she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. 
 
    John experienced a dull ache at the back of his head as he tried to recall where he knew this woman from. Images of the inside of a car tumbling over and over flashed through his mind as he watched his wife and children die. The similarities between his wife and this woman were unmistakable. But that was impossible. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry but I think you’ve got me confused with someone else,’ John said in a calm voice, as he detached the woman’s hands from his neck. She fell back a step, a look of surprise on her face. 
 
    ‘I understand,’ the woman said, after a moment. ‘You’ve managed to start a new life now and there’s no excuse for how I treated you. If you ever change your mind I’m staying with my parents. If not for me, at least come and see Ben and Michael so they know their father is alright.’ 
 
    John felt the pain at the back of his head intensify as he struggled to accept what the woman had just said. The physical resemblance was incredible and how did she know the names of his children? Feeling dizzy, John decided he’d had enough. 
 
    ‘Look, I don’t mean to be rude but I’m not the person you think I am. My family died in a car accident several months ago. I’ve only just gotten my life back together and the last thing I need is some crazy person messing with my head,’ he said in a firm tone. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m late for my first day at work.’ 
 
    The woman looked like she was about to say something but decided against it. Brushing past her, John walked away at a brisk pace. Reaching the edge of the street, he didn’t have to look back to know that the woman was still staring at him. Putting her out of his mind, he felt the pain in his head subsiding as he focused on getting to work on time. Glancing at his watch he saw it was 8.45 am. Still time, he thought. Crossing the road, he double-checked the street address. He was in the right place. Walking through the automatic doors, he was greeted by a man behind the concierge desk. 
 
    ‘Welcome to the Lafayette Forum, sir.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jane considered disabling the Farm operative. He appeared to be unarmed and they were alone in the oval-shaped turbo-lift. Yet there was something about him that made her hesitate and ultimately decide against it. Besides, she had no idea where the lift was going or what was waiting for her on the other side. They had tried to kill her once before but failed. She was fairly certain they could succeed at any time, which made her wonder why they hadn’t simply done so. Whatever game they were playing, for the moment, she was prepared to play along. 
 
    ‘A wise decision, Detective,’ the grey-suited Farm operative said. 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ Jane asked. 
 
    Turning towards her, the man smiled. 
 
    ‘I was referring to your show of restraint in not resorting to physical violence. It is reaffirming to see that modern-day police officers have evolved beyond their twenty-first-century counterparts.’ 
 
    ‘Do me a favour and stay out of my thoughts.’ 
 
    The man seemed confused for a moment but recovered quickly. 
 
    ‘Ah, I see that you have met Mr Zash,’ he said. ‘I must assure you, Detective, that I am not an empath. My comment was based simply on an observation of your heightened respiratory functions and rapid ocular movement.’ 
 
    ‘My what?’ 
 
    ‘You appeared agitated. Which, given your profession and armament, could only mean that you were contemplating some form of attack.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ Jane said, as she watched the lift’s LED display. It read B50. Just how large was this facility? 
 
    ‘So, have you always talked like this or is it part of the job description?’ 
 
    ‘I am unsure of your meaning, Detective,’ the man responded surprised. 
 
    ‘Never mind.’ 
 
    Jane turned back to watching the display. The number continued to increase until finally it stopped at B75, a quarter of a kilometre underground. This was going to be interesting. 
 
    ‘After you, Detective.’ 
 
    Stepping out of the turbo-lift, Jane found herself inside a well-lit room. The ceiling appeared to be a single luminous cell that provided a steady white light. The walls were made of military-grade armour plating and there were a number of glass partitions throughout. Men in white coats moved among an array of medical equipment which was arranged around a series of surgical tables. Jane recognised the four homeless people she had seen earlier. It appeared they were being prepared for brain surgery. 
 
    ‘What are you doing to those people?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘We’re removing their ident chips,’ the Farm operative explained. ‘What many people don’t realise is that the ident chip becomes fused to the temporal lobe by the age of ten. At this point it’s fully integrated with the recipient’s brain and stores all of their memories and personality traits that define who they are. Severing that connection and extracting the ident chip is a delicate and dangerous procedure.’ 
 
    ‘Removing their ident chips?’ Jane repeated to herself, the shock of what the Farm was really doing overwhelming her momentarily. ‘But that’s tantamount to stealing their identity!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, a necessary step in achieving our ultimate objective.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘Follow me and I’ll show you.’ 
 
    Taking one last look at the homeless men and women lying on the surgical tables, Jane reluctantly followed the grey-suited man. Reaching the right side of the room, they entered another turbo-lift. This one appeared to be a horizontal travel model. As the doors closed with a soft metallic hum, Jane turned to the Farm operative. 
 
    ‘Why are you showing me all of this?’ she demanded. 
 
    ‘Isn’t this what you wanted to see?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but—I mean, you obviously know who I am. I don’t understand why you would voluntarily demonstrate that you are committing crimes which are punishable by life imprisonment for all those involved.’ 
 
    The grey-suited man smiled once more. 
 
    ‘Detective, we are showing you this so that you may understand what the Farm is trying to achieve. Perhaps then you will judge us differently.’ 
 
    ‘I seriously doubt that.’ 
 
    The Farm operative pressed a circular button and the lift accelerated sideways. As Jane watched the LED display her mind raced with the implications of what she had just seen. The one thing she still couldn’t understand was why. Why would the Farm extract ident chips from the homeless? They had no value except to the person from which they were removed. As far as she could tell there was no black market in ident chips. There was no known way of extracting the information stored in them and, even if that were possible, the chips became inert upon disconnection from the brain. Traditionally, this occurred at the point of death. Now it seemed that the Farm was facilitating that process. But to what end? 
 
    ‘Do you have a name?’ Jane asked, suddenly. 
 
    ‘Certainly, my name is Jerome Slade.’ 
 
    ‘And how did you become involved with the Farm?’ 
 
    ‘I was recruited by Dr Hector Landenberg straight out of university. I was fortunate that my academic achievements attracted the attention of one of the most brilliant minds of our time. He entrusted me with oversight of the Farm’s medical programs.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Jane said. Looking at the lift display she realised they had ascended slightly, as the display now read B50, C25. Then the lift stopped. As the doors slid open, the Farm operative named Jerome held his hand out. 
 
    ‘After you, Detective.’ 
 
    ‘Right, thanks.’ 
 
    Stepping out of the turbo-lift, Jane found herself in a similar medical facility to the one they had just left, with a few exceptions. This one featured a series of VR simulators and an assortment of sophisticated holographic display units. She easily recognised them as military combat simulators. Gripping her handgun tighter, she took a step forwards. 
 
    ‘This way please,’ Jerome said, as he walked past her. ‘This is the weapons integration and training laboratory.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you training?’ 
 
    ‘The homeless. Once we remove their ident chips we fit them with a state-of-the-art combat implant. It then takes about twelve hours to fully integrate the chip with their brain and body. After that they are ready for field deployment.’ 
 
    Jane had seen enough. Seeing her chance, she grabbed the Farm operative by the collar and pushed him into an open vertical turbo-lift. Pressing her handgun against his temple, she hit the switch for ascent. The turbo-lift accelerated rapidly. 
 
    ‘Detective, this really is unnecessary,’ Jerome protested. 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ Jane said. 
 
    The LED display showed their rapid ascent. When it reached 1, Jane moved to the side as the doors slid open, keeping her handgun pointed at Jerome. 
 
    ‘Wait here,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Detective, I really must—’ 
 
    ‘Get on the ground, face down and don’t move.’ 
 
    Jerome reluctantly lowered himself to the floor. Satisfied that he couldn’t jump her, Jane turned around and exited the turbo-lift. 
 
    She found herself in the middle of a forest. Small wooden structures were visible in the undergrowth as people wandered peacefully amongst the wilderness. Jane lowered her weapon as she tried to understand what she was seeing. 
 
    ‘Drop your weapon!’ 
 
    Spinning around, Jane saw a dozen black-clad Farm operatives aiming a variety of weapons at her. Realising she was surrounded, Jane reluctantly dropped her handgun. She watched as it fell to the ground and bounced several times before coming to rest by her right foot. The Farm operatives moved forwards. There was only one thing left for her to do. 
 
    One of the most closely guarded secrets of the police force was the tracking ability in their ident chips. It allowed the police surveillance teams to track and locate any officer anywhere in the country. It also allowed that officer to call for help when the situation became desperate. Jane pushed the panic button. 
 
    The Farm operatives surrounded her. 
 
    ‘Get on your knees,’ one of them ordered. 
 
    Jane cast a glance at the sky above, urging the police response team to hurry up. One of the Farm operatives pulled her hands behind her. He was in the process of tying her hands when the air was suddenly filled with the sound of helicopter blades. Looking up, Jane watched as eight police Raptors descended from the sky. Essentially based on the concept of a twin-seat helicopter, they also featured a pair of retractable wings and a scramjet which allowed them to reach Mach 10. This meant they could be deployed anywhere in the country within a matter of seconds. 
 
    The Farm operatives fell back a step as the black craft landed next to them. A dozen heavily armed police officers jumped out and took control of the situation. Jane was surprised to see that Commissioner Karl Huuger was one of them. Clad in lightweight aluminium body armour, he was rather an imposing sight given the double-barrelled gauss rifle cradled in his arms. 
 
    ‘Am I glad to see you, chief,’ Jane said, as she retrieved her weapon from the ground. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing, Silsteen?’ the commissioner bellowed. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘You were specifically ordered to cease your investigation into the Farm. Was I in some way unclear?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. But if you knew what I have—’ 
 
    ‘Can it, Silsteen; you’ve created enough of a mess for us as it is.’ 
 
    Jane couldn’t believe what she was hearing. After all that she had uncovered about the Farm, to be told to forget about it. Why would the commissioner do that? A sudden chill passed through her as she realised what was happening. The Farm had infiltrated the police force. Their ability to replace ident chips clearly allowed them to subvert anyone. That was why the raid in the park had failed. The commissioner himself had probably assigned the rookie to the team at the last moment. That was assuming the rookie himself wasn’t one of them. 
 
    ‘Sir, I apologise,’ Jane said, after a moment. ‘I disobeyed a direct order and I have no excuse.’ 
 
    ‘You’re damn right you did. I’m going to feel the after-effects of the shit storm you created here for months to come. But you’re a good cop, Silsteen. Take a few days off and come back when you’re ready to do your job properly.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    Turning to the other police officers, Commissioner Huuger ordered them to return the Farm operatives’ weapons and resume their patrol. Watching them climb back into the Raptors, Jane couldn’t shake the bitter taste in her mouth. Then she saw Jerome standing in the turbo-lift. He was smiling. She gave him the finger. Holstering her handgun, she headed towards one of the waiting police Raptors. There was only one thing left for her to do. She had to go to the source. She had to see Dr Hector Landenberg. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dr Hector Landenberg stared down at the body of Joe Nister, unable to accept what he was seeing. Joe’s eyes were open and had rolled back into his head. His mouth was frozen in a grimace and his lips were spattered with blood. He lay on his back, crumpled against a doorway. There was no doubt he was dead. 
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    Looking up, Hector saw his daughter, Veronica, standing in the hallway. Her auburn-coloured hair sparkled in the morning light coming through the windows. Looking at her, he suddenly realised just how close he had come to dying last night. If she had arrived a few minutes later he would be sharing Joe’s fate now. Instead, they’d spent most of the night stabilising and then interrogating Gregory Zash. What they had learnt about the Farm had sent him into a mild state of shock. 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m okay,’ Hector replied. ‘I just can’t believe poor Joe is gone. He didn’t stand a chance against Zash’s empathic abilities.’ 
 
    ‘Not many people do,’ Veronica said. Her green eyes betrayed her exhaustion but she had steadfastly refused to go to sleep. Hector had never been more proud of her. 
 
    ‘Give me a hand. Let’s move him into the bedroom.’ 
 
    Between the two of them they managed to carry Joe’s inert body into the guest bedroom. Placing him on a bed, they moved into the kitchen. Leaning against the marble benchtop, Hector absently watched as his daughter opened the refrigerator. She poured herself a glass of water, closed the door and stood on the other side of the counter. 
 
    ‘So what now?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I honestly don’t know,’ Hector replied, shaking his head. ‘If what Zash told us is true, then everything I tried to create with the Farm has been subverted to such a degree that it mocks the ideal.’ 
 
    ‘That’s assuming he can be trusted.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think he has any reason left to lie. Although I find it difficult to believe that he doesn’t know who is ultimately responsible for what’s happening at the Farm,’ Hector said. ‘Even without his empathic abilities, Zash is highly intelligent and resourceful.’ 
 
    ‘Then he’s lying.’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ 
 
    A low moan followed by coughing resounded from the living room. Turning his head, Hector looked towards the door. 
 
    ‘Speak of the devil, looks like he’s awake. Let’s go see if we can get any more information out of him.’ 
 
    Nodding, Veronica followed him out of the kitchen. Walking into the living room, Hector watched as Gregory Zash looked up. He was tied to a dining chair and his shoulder was heavily bandaged. 
 
    ‘Gregory, I trust you’re feeling better?’ Hector asked, as he took a seat opposite the empath. 
 
    Zash cast him a smouldering look but remained silent. 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a yes. Now, I really need to know who you work for.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve told you too much already. You won’t get anything else out of me.’ 
 
    ‘If that’s the way you want to play it,’ Hector said, as he motioned to his daughter. ‘Veronica, if you please?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
    Hector felt that sensation of utter calm and peacefulness settle over him again. He felt as if he were floating in a body of warm water with the sun shining down on him. Zash seemed to experience the opposite reaction. 
 
    ‘What are you?’ he cried out. 
 
    ‘Veronica is a null-empath,’ Hector explained. ‘Unlike you, her ability does not derive from the ident chip; she was born with it. In fact, she may be the only person on the planet without an implant. And while your ability allows you to perceive and manipulate other people’s emotions, she can mask them. To a normal person this translates into a serene sense of calm. I can only imagine what it does to an empath when they are deprived of their sixth sense. I would imagine it is quite excruciating.’ 
 
    ‘You bastard.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. Now, who do you work for?’ 
 
    ‘I told you already, I don’t know!’ 
 
    ‘Gregory, I find it impossible to believe that, particularly given your empathic abilities. So who is it—the government, a foreign power, a private entity?’ 
 
    The door chime resounded throughout the apartment. Startled, Hector looked up at his daughter. Her green eyes looked back at him with a slightly vague expression. He realised she was still focusing the null-empathy field around them. Despite this he marvelled at how similar she looked to her mother. It always brought a tinge of sadness to him, which is probably why he had avoided her for several years after his wife’s death. Looking back, he regretted that period in his life. Thankfully his daughter’s capacity for forgiveness was matched only by her unique ability and resourcefulness. 
 
    ‘Expecting anyone?’ she asked, through her trance like state. 
 
    ‘No,’ Hector replied, shaking his head. Turning to Zash, he asked, ‘One of yours?’ 
 
    ‘How should I know? I can’t sense anything right now.’ 
 
    ‘Best if we ignore it then. Hopefully they’ll go away,’ Veronica said. 
 
    The chime sounded two more times and then stopped. An eerie silence descended over the living room as the last chord of the doorbell faded away. Just as Hector thought they had given up, a metallic click resounded from the door. Whoever it was, they certainly knew how to bypass complex security systems. Motioning to his daughter, Hector watched as Veronica drew her handgun and positioned herself in the corner behind a cupboard. A moment later a man dressed in a dark-grey suit with a black shirt walked into the living room. His thick brown hair was in stark contrast to the light stubble on his face and piercing grey eyes. 
 
    ‘Dr Landenberg?’ the man asked. 
 
    Hector realised he had stopped breathing. Taking a deep breath, he stood up and addressed the intruder. 
 
    ‘Yes? Who are you and what are you doing in my home?’ 
 
    ‘My name is John Sinclair.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    John stared at the grey-haired man standing in front of him. Something about him seemed vaguely familiar. An image of a newspaper flashed through his mind. He recognised it as one of the papers he’d used to keep himself warm in the park after he had become homeless. The pain at the back of his head returned with savage forcefulness. Suddenly another image overlaid his memory from the park. He saw his wife and children tumbling over and over in a car out of control. Focusing on that memory, John felt the pain subside. Yet he was unable to let go of the other memory entirely. Something about it seemed very real. 
 
    Focusing on the situation at hand, a series of instructions flashed before his eyes. Without thinking, he spoke. 
 
    ‘Dr Landenberg, I must ask you to come with me.’ 
 
    ‘And if I refuse?’ 
 
    ‘I would advise against it.’ 
 
    ‘Judging by your clothing I’d say that you work for the Farm,’ Dr Landenberg said as he stepped aside, revealing the bound figure of Zash. ‘As you can see, I have already disabled one of your colleagues, so I think I’ll stay right where I am.’ 
 
    John stared at the man in the chair. He knew him. His name was Gregory Zash. The pain in his head reached an excruciating level as he tried to recall where he knew the man from. Images of the car accident once more impinged on his awareness, interspersed with memories of himself lying on a park bench covered in newspapers. Instructions suddenly flashed before his eyes, prompting him to act. 
 
    ‘As you wish,’ John said. 
 
    He reached out. The sound of a single shot being fired registered on his senses as he stumbled forwards. Looking down, he saw a patch of blood forming on the right side of his chest even as the pain from the bullet wound registered. Memories of living in the park evaporated as a series of complex icons and schematics flashed before his eyes. Suddenly, the pain was gone. Then John moved. 
 
    Pushing Dr Landenberg backwards with one hand, he spun around. Seeing a red-haired woman aiming a weapon at him, he dodged to the side just as she fired again. The bullet flew past him and embedded itself in a wall on the other side of the room. But John was already next to the woman, such was his enhanced speed. Removing the weapon from her hand, he struck her twice. She fell backwards against the wall, blood glistening on her lips. John turned his attention back to Dr Landenberg. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid you leave me no choice, Dr Landenberg.’ 
 
    John moved back across the room at incredible speed. Grasping the Nobel Prize winner by the throat, he lifted him off his feet. Drawing back his other hand, he prepared to end Dr Landenberg’s life. 
 
    A sudden feeling of calm settled over him. He watched as the complex schematics disappeared from his field of vision. Instead, he saw himself as a homeless man on the streets, begging for change, sleeping in the park and eating scraps of food. He remembered meeting Gregory Zash and making the call to the Farm. He even recalled the van with its black-clad occupants picking him up in the dead of night. Then the operation, waking up in the strange woodland setting and being told he had survived a car accident. Agreeing to the experimental procedure put forward by the mysterious Frank Lester. Finally, he saw himself being trained in an advanced combat-integration laboratory. 
 
    Releasing his hold on Dr Landenberg, John took a shaky step backwards. He knew who he was again. What’s more, he knew what they had done to him. It filled him with an incredible sense of anger. The very thought that someone could take away his memories was unthinkable. Glancing down at the blood on his shirt and hands, he began to shake. He could still see the last instruction that had flashed up in his field of vision. It read simply: Kill Dr Landenberg. 
 
    ‘Please, help me,’ he begged, as he dropped to his knees. He stared at the blood on his hands. He felt the sensation of calm waver, then begin to fade. 
 
     ‘Veronica, no!’ Dr Landenberg cried out. 
 
    Turning around, John saw the red-haired woman collapse onto the floor. A pool of blood expanded around her as John realised with horror exactly how much force he had used. The feeling of calm lifted and John felt his memories, his real memories, fading away. The combat routines reappeared in his vision and he slowly stood up. 
 
    ‘Now, where were we?’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jane Silsteen returned to the city in less than a minute. The black police Raptor had gone to Mach 8 the moment it cleared the trees. Decelerating over the CBD, it lowered to the ground and dropped her off in the park near the fountain. Jumping out, she made her way through the morning foot traffic. A quick check of the police database had revealed that Dr Hector Landenberg’s residence was in the Lafayette Forum, the most expensive and renowned residential address in the city. Checking her handgun was secure, she ran across the street and into the lobby. Looking around, she froze. 
 
    Whoever had killed the concierge hadn’t wasted any time. The elderly man’s head lay on the counter at an unnatural angle. His neck had clearly been broken. Moving further into the lobby, Jane found the lift reserved for the penthouse. Entering it, she input her police override code. 
 
    ‘Police control accepted. Welcome, Detective,’ the lift chimed. 
 
    ‘Penthouse,’ Jane said. 
 
    As the turbo-lift accelerated upwards, Jane drew her weapon. Given what she now knew about the Farm and the dead body in the lobby she really wished she had a stun grenade. Realising she had no idea what she was heading into, she decided to take an extra precaution. 
 
    ‘Disable all voice and floor annunciation,’ she instructed the turbo-lift. 
 
    ‘Silent mode engaged. Are you trying to surprise someone, Detective?’ 
 
    ‘I certainly hope so.’ 
 
    Jane watched as the display reached P-72. Tightening her grip on her handgun, she braced herself as the doors slid open. The marbled foyer was empty. An antique wooden table stood off to one side. Jane cautiously made her way down the corridor. Hearing a muffled sound, she raised her weapon to a firing position. She could hear someone talking in one of the rooms. Walking over, she leaned her back against the wall next to the doorway and listened. 
 
    ‘Wait, what do you want?’ an older man’s voice asked. 
 
    ‘It is not important what I want, Dr Landenberg,’ a younger sounding male voice replied. ‘I am afraid your time has run out.’ 
 
    Jane had heard enough. Stepping into the room, she looked around. Her ident chip processed the scene instantly: the red-haired woman lying in a pool of blood, the elderly man being held by a younger grey-suited man and another man bound to a chair. Without hesitation, Jane fired two shots into the man holding Dr Landenberg. She watched as the grey-suited man released his hold and stumbled forwards. Instead of collapsing to the floor as Jane expected, he spun around and moved towards her. Fast. So fast that if it hadn’t been for the safety override in her ident chip then he would have reached her. Instead, her ident chip engaged the muscles in her right hand. 
 
    As Jane’s mind caught up with what was happening, she had already unloaded her entire clip. As the sound of the rapid-fire handgun dissipated, she watched the grey-suited man falter. For a moment she thought he would lunge at her once more. But it seemed she had done enough damage. He collapsed to the floor. Reloading her weapon, Jane fired a single shot. The bullet hit Gregory Zash right between the eyes. 
 
    ‘Are you alright?’ she asked the grey-haired Dr Landenberg. 
 
    ‘No, all of this is my fault. Oh my God, Veronica! Please, call an ambulance.’ 
 
    Jane looked at the red-haired woman. Even at a distance there was no doubt she was dead. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. There’s nothing we can do for her.’ 
 
    Dr Landenberg slumped back into a chair. Holding his head in his hands, he began to sob quietly. Somehow this wasn’t what Jane had expected. She had come here looking to find the one responsible for the Farm. She had to know why. But now it seemed like that wasn’t so important anymore as she watched a father grieving over the loss of his daughter. 
 
    ‘She died trying to save me, she—who are you?’ Dr Landenberg asked, as he seemed to notice her for the first time. 
 
    ‘Senior Detective Jane Silsteen. Until recently I was assigned to investigate the Farm.’ 
 
    Dr Landenberg wiped the tears from his eyes as he sat up. 
 
    ‘So you’ve come here looking for answers?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I managed to infiltrate one of the Farm’s facilities. What I saw there indicated a complex and detailed process of converting homeless people into combat operatives. Judging by the number of bullets it took to bring this guy down, I’d say he was one of them.’ 
 
    Dr Landenberg nodded slowly. 
 
    ‘That is consistent with what I had been able to learn from Gregory Zash before you rather abruptly terminated his life.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry about that. The last time I encountered Zash, it didn’t go so well. I preferred not to take any chances the second time.’ 
 
    ‘A wise move, Detective. Without my daughter to negate Zash’s empathic abilities he would have easily overcome both of us.’ 
 
    Jane checked the safety on her handgun and holstered it. Looking around the room she realised there would be a mountain of paperwork to fill out. Four dead bodies, including the concierge, took a lot of explaining. Sadly, she doubted anyone would actually ever find out the truth. Pulling out her phone she called for a police coroner to attend within twenty minutes and logged the incident in the central response database. Satisfied she had followed police procedure, she took a seat across from Dr Landenberg. 
 
    ‘There’s one thing I still don’t understand. You started the Farm, how could you not have known this was going on?’ 
 
    ‘I honestly had no idea,’ Dr Landenberg confessed. ‘The Farm was started as a private organisation which would offer extensive assistance to the homeless in our society. You see, Detective, we live in a world where if one loses their means of financial support there is no safety net. The government is unable and unwilling to assist.’ 
 
    ‘And you decided to fill the gap?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I felt it was my obligation to do so after all the success I had achieved in my life. I just wanted to give something back, to help those who had fallen on hard times. For many years the Farm did exactly that—quietly, away from the prying eyes of the media or government bodies.’ 
 
    ‘So what happened?’ 
 
    Dr Landenberg sighed as he ran his hand through his steel-grey hair. His eyes flicked to the dead body of Gregory Zash. 
 
    ‘People like that happened. In order to effectively assist the homeless, we had to bypass certain laws.’ 
 
    Jane’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    ‘Like taking people against their will?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No. The decision to seek assistance from the Farm had to be voluntary. That was my number one mandate.’ 
 
    ‘What then?’ 
 
    ‘Well, clothing, medicating and sheltering the homeless involves breaking any number of laws. You’re a police officer—you must realise that after the global riots, laws changed considerably. Even just housing that many people in one place, people who are unable to support themselves, is technically illegal.’ 
 
    Jane nodded. 
 
    ‘I think I understand. So what happened to the Farm?’ 
 
    Hector spread his hands. 
 
    ‘I honestly don’t know. It seems at some point these operatives, either acting alone or at the bequest of another, subverted the Farm’s ideals and turned it into a training ground for combat operatives.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t know who is ultimately responsible?’ 
 
    Dr Landenberg shook his head. 
 
    ‘No, I’m afraid I don’t. But something tells me you won’t rest until you do.’ 
 
    Jane nodded as she stood up and walked towards the window. Looking out across the park and CBD, she turned her gaze to the sparkling blue waters of the harbour. There was an entire city out there, with millions of people going about their daily lives. Hidden amongst them were former homeless with extremely dangerous combat implants. The police had won the open war against crime. Now it seemed a much more dangerous enemy had managed to establish itself in secret. There was no telling how many were compromised. Turning back towards the apartment, Jane knew what she had to do. 
 
    ‘The police will be here soon. You should leave while you still can.’ 
 
    Dr Landenberg stood up. 
 
    ‘No, Detective, my place is here. I wish you luck in your investigation.’ 
 
    Shaking his hand, Jane felt a tinge of sadness for the old man. He had tried to do the right thing, had invested so much time and money to help others only to have it taken away. She promised herself she would not rest until she found those responsible and brought them to justice. 
 
    ‘Goodbye, Dr Landenberg.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Watching the police coroner carry out his daughter’s body, Hector Landenberg cast a silent prayer after her. Not that he had ever believed in God—his scientific background precluded that. Yet somehow it felt appropriate. He knew he should have never involved her in the Farm. Not that it would have mattered. She had her mother’s spirit and curiosity. Sooner or later, she would have found out. But he still felt responsible; he had started the Farm, it was ultimately his fault she was dead. He knew it would be something he carried with him for the rest of his days. Just like his failure to find a cure for cancer in time to save his wife. 
 
    ‘We may have a few more questions for you later, Dr Landenberg,’ a young detective said. 
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
    Hector looked at the detective. He appeared to be in his early twenties, with sandy-brown hair that was combed back in an austere fashion. His navy-blue suit matched his tie and his dark-brown eyes darted about nervously. Clearly this was his first murder case. Hector found it hard to remember a time when he had been that young. He certainly felt the weight of his years now. 
 
    ‘Okay, let’s finish up here.’ 
 
    As the last of the police officers left the apartment, Hector stared at the blood stains on the floor. He found himself wondering who John Sinclair had been before he was turned into an operative of this unknown power. Did he have a family out there who were looking for him? Friends who would miss him? Not that he would have remembered. If what Zash had told him were true, his ident chip would have been removed. That meant all of his memories, the very essence of who he was, had been taken away from him. And for what? Surely the sum of one person’s life was worth more than a misguided quest for power. 
 
    ‘The price of identity,’ Hector whispered under his breath as he sat down behind his antique mahogany desk. Looking at the world outside the opaque glass he reached a decision. Picking up the telephone, he scrolled through a listing of recent calls. Locating the one he wanted, he pressed the touch screen. 
 
    ‘Brandt Institute; how may I direct your call?’ a female voice answered. 
 
    ‘This is Dr Hector Landenberg. I need to speak to Professor Klaus Scheigl rather urgently.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, connecting you now.’ 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Hector watched as a flock of ibis flew past his window. He envied their freedom to leave the world behind and soar above it all. If only he could do the same. His thoughts were interrupted by a familiar voice. 
 
    ‘Hector, this is a pleasant surprise. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘We need to talk.’ 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Human Factor 
 
      
 
    The taxi came to a complete stop. Craning his neck upwards, Mark Cross looked out through the rain-spattered window. The Global Bank Atmo-Tower loomed out of the footpath, disappearing into the storm clouds far above. It dwarfed the surrounding skyscrapers and reduced pedestrians to insignificant specks on the urban landscape. 
 
    ‘Here you go,’ the taxi driver said. ‘That’ll be three hundred dollars.’ 
 
    Mark pulled out his wallet. He withdrew his last five-hundred-dollar note and handed it over. The taxi driver took the money and pulled out two one-hundred-dollar notes from his pocket. 
 
    ‘Here’s your change.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    Opening the door, Mark stepped out onto the pavement. It was raining heavily. Men and women clad in black suits and armed with open umbrellas rushed past him. The sounds of car horns and emergency sirens echoed around the enclosed CBD streets. Shielding his face from the rain, Mark walked through the revolving doors and straight into one of the waiting turbo-lifts. The door closed behind him with a faint hiss of air. Taking a deep breath, Mark tried to relax as a curtain of warm air dried his clothes. 
 
    ‘Welcome to the Global Bank Atmo-Tower,’ the turbo-lift chimed in a pleasant-sounding female voice. ‘Which floor, please?’ 
 
    ‘Three hundred and fifty,’ Mark replied. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Mark felt an almost imperceptible surge of power as the oval-shaped lift car began its upward journey. As he leaned back against the cool metallic surface of the wall, his thoughts turned to the advertisement that had brought him there. 
 
    No experience necessary, the ad had said. No experience necessary. Mark hadn’t believed it when he had first read it. Only his wife’s persistence had convinced him. 
 
    ‘You should go down there and check it out,’ Gemma had said. 
 
    ‘Surely it’s a mistake. Companies like that don’t employ people with no experience for such positions.’ 
 
    ‘But what if they do?’ 
 
    He had shaken his head. 
 
    ‘They don’t, trust me. It’s a mistake.’ 
 
    ‘Well you should still go down there and make sure. After all—what have you got to lose?’ 
 
    As always, she had been right. Given their financial situation he had nothing to lose. So here he was. 
 
    The turbo-lift lurched violently to the side without warning. Stumbling sideways, Mark winced as his shoulder connected with the wall. He felt his heart pounding in his throat as he gripped the metallic railing with all his strength. The small indigo-coloured display showed that they were on the two hundred and thirty-fifth floor. 
 
    ‘As a result of severe atmospheric disturbance the passenger car will be anchored to the lift shaft for the remainder of the journey,’ the turbo-lift’s female voice announced in a perfectly even tone. ‘Please accept our apologies for the delay.’ 
 
    Somehow that failed to reassure Mark as he held onto the railing for the remainder of the journey. Its cool metallic surface was covered in perspiration by the time he reached his destination. 
 
    ‘Floor three hundred and fifty; have a nice day,’ the turbo-lift announced. Releasing his death grip on the railing, Mark watched as the doors slid open smoothly. 
 
    Stepping out into a marbled foyer, he looked around. The first thing that caught his attention was the glass ceiling. A series of dark clouds swirled above as a deluge of water hammered down onto the roof of the Global Bank building. 
 
    Turning his attention inwards, he noted several unmarked grey doors leading off from the entrance foyer. A curved reception desk was located on the opposite wall from the turbo-lifts next to a row of leather couches. Seeing an attractive brunette smiling at him, Mark walked over. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, sir, and welcome to Global Bank. How may I help you?’ the receptionist asked. She was in her early twenties and was dressed in an austere blue suit. 
 
    ‘Hi, I’m here for an interview,’ Mark replied. 
 
    ‘Certainly and your name is …?’ 
 
    ‘Mark Cross.’ 
 
    ‘If you’d like to take a seat, Mr Cross, someone will be with you shortly.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Sitting down on one of the tan couches, Mark relaxed as his body sank into the soft leather. Looking up, he watched as a lightning bolt forked across the sky. Despite the ferocity of the tempest above Mark felt strangely calm. Reaching into his jacket, he pulled out his worn leather wallet and opened it. The smiling face of his baby daughter stared back at him from a four-by-four e-photo. Mark found himself smiling back. 
 
    ‘Mr Cross?’ 
 
    Looking up, Mark saw a broad-shouldered man dressed in a charcoal suit with a silver tie. His hair was jet black and his green eyes reflected the warmth of his smile. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘I’m John Rundel, head of recruitment for Global Bank.’ 
 
    ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Rundel,’ Mark said, as he shook the other man’s hand. Closing his wallet, he placed it back inside his jacket. 
 
    ‘Call me John, please,’ the Global Bank executive said. ‘Now, if you’d like to come this way then we can get started.’ 
 
    Standing up, Mark followed John Rundel through one of the unmarked grey doors. Stepping inside the side room, Mark experienced a momentary sense of agoraphobia. Not only was the ceiling made entirely of glass but so were all of the side walls. Compounding the effect was the highly reflective nature of the floor. With the rain and thunderbolts all around, it created an overwhelming sense of being exposed to the elements. Being over three thousand feet in the air on the three hundred and fiftieth floor didn’t help either. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, Mark?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I just need a moment to adjust.’ 
 
    John laughed. 
 
    ‘I apologise for the uniqueness of the room. For some reason our directors decided this reflected our corporate image. Personally, I think they simply enjoy seeing people’s reaction.’ 
 
    Mark managed a weak smile as he sat down in a leather chair next to an old-fashioned wooden desk. John took a seat on the opposite side. Opening a drawer, he took out a blue folder with numerous documents in it. Placing the folder on the desk, he opened it to the first page. 
 
    A sharp click brought the pen in his hand to life. 
 
    ‘Okay, Mark, let’s get started. I’ll need to ask you a series of standard questions to gauge whether you would be suitable for a position here. After that we can have a more general discussion and you may ask me any questions you might have. Shall we begin?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’ 
 
    ‘What jobs have you previously had?’ 
 
    ‘To be honest, I probably can’t remember them all now. I’ve worked as a courier, a gardener, a pool repairman, a fitness instructor and a variety of other odd jobs. Essentially all outdoors which, as you can appreciate, are no longer viable career options with the state of the atmosphere.’ 
 
    Mark watched as John wrote in the folder. 
 
    ‘So you have no previous banking experience?’ 
 
    Mark felt his heart sink but managed to maintain his composure. 
 
    ‘No. Is that an issue? I remember your ad clearly stating that it wasn’t necessary.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right. Previous experience is not required,’ John replied. ‘Do you have any recurring medical conditions?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever been convicted of a crime?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely not.’ 
 
    ‘Great. What about family?’ 
 
    ‘My wife and I have been blessed with a beautiful baby daughter.’ 
 
    John stopped writing and looked up. 
 
    ‘Conceived naturally?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Congratulations.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m actually surprised I hadn’t heard about the pregnancy.’ 
 
    ‘My wife and I decided to keep it quiet until we were certain,’ Mark explained. ‘You know yourself how difficult it is to conceive naturally these days.’ 
 
    The Global Bank recruiter nodded as Mark continued. 
 
    ‘Baby Ella nearly didn’t make it. The doctors called her a miracle when she was born five weeks premature. It took them almost three months to stabilise her. My wife and I have practically lived in the hospital since she was born.’ 
 
    Mark paused for a moment as he felt the tears welling up in his eyes. 
 
    ‘Watching that tiny little baby fighting to stay alive was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I’ve never felt more helpless and afraid in my life.’ 
 
    Looking up, Mark remembered where he was. Wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, he looked up at the expressionless form of John Rundel. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. My family situation isn’t relevant to this interview.’ 
 
    ‘Please, don’t apologise. Family is extremely important and your daughter is a rare gift.’ 
 
    Mark nodded. 
 
    ‘She means everything to me. I would do anything to spare her any more suffering in life.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ John said, as he scribbled a few words in his folder. ‘Do you need a moment?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m alright.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, let’s continue.’ 
 
    John checked his notes. Turning over to a new page, he looked up. 
 
    ‘Now tell me, Mark, have you travelled much, moved around a lot?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve moved at least eight times in the last fifteen years looking for work. When I was younger we moved around even more because my dad was in the army. In terms of travel, I’d say no more than most people; annual holiday, a few weekends away here and there.’ 
 
    ‘Great. What about VR? Do you have a set at home?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we do actually. My wife thought it would be good for baby Ella to start early and, given the air outside is getting worse with each day, it makes sense for all of us to spend more time indoors.’ 
 
    Flipping a page, John wrote a few more words. Finishing, he looked up. 
 
    ‘That’s probably enough for the preliminaries, Mark. Did you have any questions you wanted to ask me?’ 
 
    Mark thought for a moment. This certainly wasn’t what he had expected from this interview but, then again, he’d never actually been through a corporate interview process before. As the smiling face of his baby daughter flashed before his eyes, he knew exactly what he wanted to know. 
 
    ‘Could you tell me a bit more about the salary package and family benefits? The ad was quite general.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, Mark. You will be paid a starting salary of two million dollars per annum plus all statutory charges. An annual indexation rate of two per cent over the prevailing consumer price index will apply for each year you are employed with us. We’ll also provide full medical and insurance cover for you and your family through our insurance broking arm. On top of that, you will also be guaranteed employment for thirty years.’ 
 
    ‘Thirty years?’ 
 
    John smiled. 
 
    ‘Yes, Mark. When you join Global Bank you become part of something special. It’s not by accident that we’ve become the leading global financial institution of the late twenty-second century.’ 
 
    Mark considered what he had been told. It all sounded too good to be true—the guaranteed employment, medical cover for his entire family, not to mention the actual salary itself. The hospital bills had certainly taken their toll. With this job he could easily put his family back in a positive financial position after just one year of employment. With a guaranteed job for thirty years, he could ensure that his daughter went to the finest schools and received the best start possible in life. 
 
    Yet there was something about the entire process that made him wary. He had no relevant experience, no understanding of the banking world, and yet they were prepared to offer him such a position. Something was definitely not right. 
 
    ‘Mr Rundel, everything you’ve told me sounds too good to be true. What’s the catch?’ 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, John appraised him carefully. 
 
    ‘The catch, as you so aptly called it, Mark, is this. As you’ve probably realised, you have no relevant experience or qualifications to work here. What you do have, however, is the psychological profile of a person who is used to change and willing to accept it. I would even go as far as to say that you seek out change. You’ve relocated frequently and the fact that you’ve changed jobs on numerous occasions supports this. Even your reaction to this room was minimal.’ 
 
    ‘You mean this room was a test?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mark. You’d be amazed by how many people are paralysed by this,’ John said, as he motioned with his arm at the ceiling and walls behind him. ‘But you’re able to deal with all of this, which makes you the ideal candidate for our core processing team.’ 
 
    ‘I still don’t understand. If I have no relevant experience, how can I be part of your core processing team?’ 
 
    ‘You can because we give you the experience and knowledge to do your job. I suppose I was slightly unclear before when I said that we guarantee your employment for thirty years. What I meant to say was you will be employed for a period of thirty years. In fact you will be placed in a state of suspended animation that will leave only parts of your mind functioning. You’ll then be integrated directly into our core processing hardware, which runs the majority of the bank’s operations,’ John explained. 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, he continued. 
 
    ‘You see, Mark, no matter how sophisticated and advanced a computer is, it will never be capable of adapting to new situations. The human mind, on the other hand, can learn and evolve while a computer needs to be programmed to do so. When this ability is combined with the sheer processing power of our quad supercomputers it gives us an unbeatable advantage over our competitors. It allows us to identify arbitrage opportunities throughout the world’s financial markets and devise strategies for dealing with problems almost instantaneously. It is the final part of the equation for success. We call it the human factor.’ 
 
    Mark was stunned. Staring at the Global Bank executive, he couldn’t believe what he had just been told. Thirty years of suspended animation! His body would be floating in some vat of nutrients while his mind remained just below the edge of consciousness. It sounded like a scene from a horror film. Even worse was the fact that he’d miss everything: his daughter growing up, the best years with his wife, even his parents would be gone by the time he returned to normal life. This was a sentence usually reserved for the worst criminals. Yet the financial rewards and benefits would ensure that his family would be well looked after. 
 
    Staring past the immobile figure of John Rundel, Mark watched as a sliver of sunlight broke through the dark clouds in the sky. His baby daughter’s face once again flashed before his eyes. He stared at her big blue eyes looking up at him full of hope and expectation. The image filled him with an overwhelming sense of joy and responsibility. He knew he would do anything for her, even if that meant not being there. 
 
    ‘Well, what do you say, Mark?’ John asked. ‘Are you ready to join Global Bank and become part of something truly incredible?’ 
 
    Turning his attention to the Global Bank executive, Mark made up his mind. In truth it wasn’t a difficult decision to make. He was surprised at how easy it was to let go of his life, everything he knew, in order to provide for his family. It was almost as if some innate instinct had taken over and made the decision for him. John Rundel had called it the human factor but Mark knew what it really was. Love. 
 
    ‘Mr Rundel, I accept the terms of your offer.’ 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Intertemporal Displacement of Daniel John Michael Bishop 
 
      
 
    The sounds of the star port echoed all around me, as passengers rushed to and fro. A perfectly pitched synthetic voice cut through the hum to announce shuttle flights. Multicoloured holo-screens advertised duty-free items while the distant rumble of rocket engines signalled the arrival and departure of shuttle craft. I navigated it all with the skill of one who had done this countless times before and found myself at the business-class boarding gate for the shuttle to Earth. 
 
    ‘Ticket, please.’ 
 
    I retrieved my ticket and handed it over with a well-practised motion. My thoughts were already a quarter of a million miles away. It had been a gruelling week of examining underground lunar tunnels. Working on Earth had always been challenging but here on the Moon it was made doubly so by the lower gravity. I just wanted to get home to see my family. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘This is not a valid ticket.’ 
 
    Surprised, I took the ticket back and turned it over. The first thing I noticed was the name Qantas and the aircraft number QF333 printed on its face. Frowning, I tried to remember why the name sounded familiar. Of course! It used to be an airline back in the early twenty-first century operating out of Australia. But that had been over two hundred years ago. 
 
    ‘I'm sorry, my mistake.’ 
 
    I walked away from the counter. Stopping next to a metallic cubicle, I leaned against it, savouring the cold touch of steel. The thrum of the star port surrounded me yet something was different. A cold chill travelled down my spine as I realised it was happening again. Regression. Which could only mean one thing. 
 
    Did you miss me, Daniel? the whisper in my mind asked. 
 
    I tried to block it out but it was no use. The sounds of the star port faded away as a deathly quiet settled over me. I closed my eyes. 
 
    What do you want? 
 
    You know what I want, Daniel. 
 
    Please, I can’t … 
 
    Oh, but you can, Daniel. You can and you will. 
 
    No, I can’t, it’s too soon … 
 
    Grasping the sides of my head, I began to rock back and forth. Just as reality started to fall away, I felt someone touch my arm. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ a female voice asked. ‘Are you alright?’ 
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw a star-port security officer standing in front of me. She had short-cropped black hair, green eyes and angular features. She was dressed in an austere black suit, denoting her role, while a sturdy-looking handgun underlined her authority. 
 
    Dropping my hands to my sides, I took a deep breath as everything returned to normal. Looking down at the ticket in my hand, I saw that it now read Lunar Shuttle Service Delta V. 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sorry. I’m fine, thank you,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Are you sure, sir? You appeared disorientated. Do you want me to get someone from medical?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m fine, really. I just need to get back to Earth.’ 
 
    The star-port security officer looked me over one last time before walking away. I watched her disappear into the crowd, fearful that the episode wasn’t over. When nothing happened for a while, I relaxed slightly. Looking down at my ticket, I began to walk towards the boarding gate. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    What if the regression happened while I was on the shuttle? The ticket had regressed back to the twenty-first century. Would that mean the shuttle would regress back to a twenty-first-century aeroplane? The results would be disastrous given I was on the surface of the Moon. 
 
    As I took my seat I realised there was only one way to find out. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you believe in God, Mr Bishop?’ 
 
    I considered the question for a moment before replying. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘My scientific upbringing prevents me from believing.’ 
 
    ‘So you do not believe that God created the universe?’ 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    ‘I subscribe to the big bang theory,’ I said. 
 
    Professor Lazarus smiled. 
 
    ‘You mean the theory that the universe was created from a singularity containing all the energy and matter within existence, a single point of light so powerful that it formed everything else? Yes, I can see how you wouldn’t believe in the existence of God,’ he said. 
 
    I watched as Professor Lazarus leaned back with a rather satisfied expression on his face. His dark-brown suit jacket didn’t just clash but was waging all-out war with the bright-orange shirt he wore underneath. Matched to a pair of worn khaki pants and slip-on cord shoes, his attire signalled his allegiance to the world of academia. Despite his clothing and his age, denoted by silver hair and deep wrinkles, his surprisingly clear blue eyes hinted at the depths of the intellect within. 
 
    And once again he had managed to manoeuvre me into a corner, so to speak. 
 
    ‘Alright, I’ll bite. You’re arguing that the big bang theory actually supports the existence of God?’ 
 
    ‘Yes and no. The concept of a singularity that spawned the universe seems to suggest that such an entity was or is, for all intents and purposes, God. There is, however, a fundamental flaw in the way people interpret the big bang theory.’ 
 
    ‘You mean the issue of the vacuum?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Exactly. We are unable to accept the big bang theory on a basic level, as we are unable to picture a singularity forming within nothing. For, if everything exists within a point, what does that point itself exist within?’ 
 
    I reached over and picked up my mug. The coffee within was lukewarm but I barely noticed. What Professor Lazarus had said was true. I had attempted to visualise the moment when the universe came into existence many times before but was unable to accept the singularity concept. Each time I would picture a flaming ball of molten light hanging within—what? Darkness? Light? Nothing? 
 
    ‘So you’re saying that the theory isn’t plausible?’ 
 
    Professor Lazarus shook his head. Casting a furtive glance around the crowded university coffee shop, he leaned in towards me. 
 
    ‘The singularity concept is correct but we cannot comprehend it for one very simple reason.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘That the process is an infinite loop. We are at this very moment part of the singularity, which is forever expanding and contracting everything in the universe. Including us.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The shuttle flight was uneventful. The Delta V shuttle covered the quarter-of-a-million-kilometre distance in just under ten hours. Red-clad flight attendants provided a light meal and drinks while VR sets entertained the one hundred and fifty passengers on board. 
 
    It was the longest ten hours of my life. Thoughts of the shuttle regressing back to a twenty-first-century aircraft filled my mind with images of catastrophic hull failures and suffocating passengers. 
 
    A slight shudder passed through the shuttle as it docked with the European star port, causing me to flinch. 
 
    ‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is your pilot speaking. Welcome back to Earth. The local time is 21:15 on Tuesday, 26 March 2205. Temperature is eighteen degrees Celsius. For those of you leaving us here we’d like to thank you for flying Delta V. For those in transit, we’d like to wish you a safe onward journey. Cabin crew disarm doors.’ 
 
    Unfastening my harness, I stood up. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that something was about to happen, that the episode wasn’t over. Taking a deep breath, I walked out through the docking sleeve and into the arrivals hall. Reaching the outside, I hailed an aero taxi. 
 
    ‘Where to?’ the driver asked. 
 
    ‘Vienna, Lichteinstrasse number 56.’ 
 
    The driver nodded as I got in. Leaning my head against the padded back seat, I closed my eyes as the sleek aero taxi lifted effortlessly into the air. Hovering above the skyline for a moment, it turned south-east and accelerated rapidly. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I looked out through the window. The lights of Brussels shone brightly below, stretching out in every direction. The seat of the European Union for over two hundred years, the city housed the decision-making powers for over a billion people, comprising thirty individual countries spanning an entire continent. It was only logical that one of the main Earth-based star ports was located here. It also explained the congested skyline filled with shimmering glass towers and never-ending streams of aero cars. 
 
    As I continued to stare, the lights suddenly dimmed and the dull roar of the aero taxi’s engines dropped to a whisper. 
 
    I knew what was coming next. 
 
    Daniel. 
 
    Not now, I can’t. You’ll kill us both, I pleaded with the voice in my head. 
 
    When, Daniel, when? 
 
    Soon, I promise. 
 
    I grow tired, Daniel. Soon I will wait no longer. 
 
    Please, just a little longer. I can’t right now. I just can’t … 
 
    The presence in my mind disappeared as the aero taxi’s engines returned to normal and the lights outside regained their luminosity. Taking a deep breath, I felt a shiver run through me. 
 
    A thick bank of clouds rolled in as the aero taxi began its descent. Ten minutes later we were cruising above the ancient buildings of central Vienna, finally angling down onto Lichteinstrasse. 
 
    The aero taxi alighted with the faintest hiss of air being released from its quad engines. 
 
    ‘That’ll be five thousand euros.’ 
 
    Handing over my micro card, I watched as the driver swiped it through a reader. Seeing a satisfactory green light flash up, he handed the card back to me. 
 
    ‘Have a good night.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, you too,’ I replied absently. 
 
    Stepping out of the aero taxi, I stared at my front door. Taking a step forwards, I faltered. My heart leapt in my chest as my vision dimmed and the world faded away. 
 
    ‘No!’ I cried out. 
 
    I told you I wouldn’t wait forever, Daniel. It’s my turn now. 
 
    No, not here … 
 
    But my strength failed me as darkness rolled in. Dropping to my knees, I felt the world turn upside down. Then the darkness parted and I was gone. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I took another sip of my coffee. It had been lukewarm before. Now it was just cold. Putting the cup down, I looked at Professor Lazarus. 
 
    ‘So what you are effectively proposing is that the vacuum doesn’t actually exist, that the singularity encompasses everything and everyone within itself?’ 
 
    Professor Lazarus nodded. 
 
    ‘So the universe is infinite?’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking, yes. Again, it is difficult—if not impossible—for beings such as us, which are inherently part of the singularity, to understand or fathom how this is possible,’ Professor Lazarus explained. 
 
    Shifting slightly, he reached for a half-eaten glazed doughnut sitting on the table in front of him. Taking a bite, he chewed for a few moments while I watched patiently. He always knew how to build suspense in his audience; even back when I was a student of his he would always end a lecture with something that kept you thinking for a week. 
 
    A part of me missed those days—carefree, learning something all the time, everyday an adventure. 
 
    ‘You see, Mr Bishop, one of the main problems when attempting to visualise the universe, even for educated people, is the issue of linearity. Our minds automatically assume a linear path. Think of a hypothetical FTL spacecraft travelling away from Earth on a linear trajectory. Where would it end up?’ 
 
    I considered the question for a moment. 
 
    ‘My first response is to state that the craft would never stop, assuming it doesn’t hit some astral body, of course. This seems to fit with your infinite-universe theory.’ 
 
    Professor Lazarus shook his head slowly. 
 
    ‘I am disappointed in you, Mr Bishop. After all these years you still think like a layman sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘But if the universe is infinite then how can the craft ever reach anywhere?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Because of the misconception of linearity. You have automatically assumed that the universe is somehow linear. It is not. The universe—or, rather, the singularity—is curved. The craft, if it travelled far enough and fast enough, would effectively end up back on Earth. This is why there is no beginning and no end. There is no centre, no edge. Travelling in any direction from any point will eventually bring you back to that point.’ 
 
    I stared at Professor Lazarus. Despite his unusual appearance I had always respected his intellect. But I had never expected anything like this. What he had just described to me changed everything. It would forever change the way in which I perceived the universe. 
 
    But there was still one thing that didn’t quite make sense. 
 
    ‘I think I’m beginning to understand.’ 
 
    ‘You always were my most gifted student, Mr Bishop,’ Professor Lazarus said, with a hint of paternal pride. 
 
    I shifted slightly in my seat as I realised it was finally time for me to tell him what I had come here to say. 
 
    ‘There’s just one more thing I was hoping to discuss with you.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes. A vast cityscape stretched out before me as far as I could see. Perfectly aligned metal and glass structures protruded from the red dirt and reached for the sky above. 
 
    A sky with a distinctly amethyst hue. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I tried to remember what had happened. The last thing I could recall was getting out of an aero taxi in front of my house in Vienna. Looking up at the vast dome covering the city before me, I struggled to find a name for my surroundings. 
 
    ‘Where am I?’ 
 
    ‘Ganymede Lunar Colony,’ a female voice replied. ‘Are you alright, John?’ 
 
    Surprised, I turned to find a rather attractive woman in her early thirties looking at me. Her dark-brown hair cascaded in waves down the sides of her face, while her blue eyes regarded me with concern. 
 
    Coughing, I nodded. 
 
    ‘Yes, sorry, I was just thinking out loud.’ 
 
    ‘I understand. Seeing the colony from the sides of Mount Olympus for the first time really takes your breath away. I still remember the first time I stood where you’re standing now. It was the fulfilment of a dream.’ 
 
    I didn’t quite trust myself to speak, so I nodded again. This was Ganymede, one of the moons of Jupiter. That meant I was no longer on Earth and it was not the twenty-third century anymore. In my time, mankind had only managed to colonise the Moon. Now it seemed we had conquered the entire solar system. 
 
    ‘Why are we here?’ I asked, tentatively. 
 
    If my companion was at all surprised by my question, she hid it well. 
 
    ‘We’re here to evaluate the long-term stability of the colony given the gravitational fluctuations caused by Ganymede’s irregular orbit around Jupiter. Part of our work will involve determining whether the Copernicus Dome is stable enough for deployment in even more extreme extraterrestrial environments.’ 
 
    ‘More extreme?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. We’ve been attempting to colonise Mars for centuries. While terraforming has proven impossible, the Copernicus Dome may hold the key to creating a world which can sustain several billion people.’ 
 
    I guess that explained why we were on Ganymede. Now I just wished I knew why I was there. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Professor Lazarus listened in complete silence as I explained what had been happening to me. When I had finished, he picked up his coffee mug and finished whatever cold, sludge-like residue remained on the bottom. Placing the cup on the table, he looked directly at me. 
 
    ‘Is this true?’ 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Professor Lazarus took a deep breath. Letting it out slowly, he brought his hands together in a pyramid formation, leaning his chin on the tip of the pyramid. 
 
    ‘What you have just described illustrates the infinite singularity concept.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I realised that when you began describing your theory to me. But I still don’t understand how it’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘What the trigger event was for your condition I can only guess at; perhaps some form of quantum accident, a natural rift in the fabric of space–time or some unknown external influence. Regardless, your displacement through time is yet another demonstration of the infinite singularity theory. In fact, it almost proves it conclusively.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    Professor Lazarus leaned forwards and lowered his voice. 
 
    ‘Each time you are displaced and sent forwards in time, another takes your place. When this happens, the displacing personality’s timeframe momentarily impinges on yours—the regression effect you described. You are then thrown into the future as the displacing personality moves into your current time. One can only assume that the same happens to the one who displaced you and that you in turn displace another in the future you arrive in. Ad infinitum. Or so it would seem. At some point the displacement returns back to the beginning.’ 
 
    ‘But how is this possible? While it implies that the universe is nonlinear it also suggests that the universe repeats on the basis of a predetermined pattern.’ 
 
    ‘Or that we are the ones that determine that predefined pattern. If you go around you unconsciously recreate the same events over and over. But there is another possibility that might explain this better.’ 
 
    ‘Which is ...?’ 
 
    Professor Lazarus’s eyes bored into mine. 
 
    ‘That our consciousness is indeed separate from our physical bodies. That somehow the essence of who and what we are is drawn from another plane at the moment a child reaches a certain age and then returns when we die.’ 
 
    ‘You mean reincarnation?’ 
 
    ‘Yes and no. While it is conceivable that the same essence can return to inhabit a different body once its former body has died, this would not be possible. Think of the number of people in the world today—there are over nine billion. In the late 1800s there were only eight hundred million. This means that over eight billion new essences have taken root in physical bodies during that time. It also explains our extraordinary need to procreate. It’s not just about survival of the species. It’s about creating new vessels for all these essences to inhabit.’ 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    ‘I understand but I still don’t see how this relates to me?’ 
 
    ‘What if this voice in your mind is an essence trying to re-enter the physical world? If somehow it has figured out a way to displace an essence which already has a body and take it over, pushing that other essence into the future. Think of it as an essence out of sequence, if you will, forcing its way back in. But as it’s entering a body which already has an essence, it pushes the displaced essence forward in time to displace another. What if that displaced essence, after that amount of time it travels into the future, actually ends up in a body it was meant to inhabit anyway? This would explain why you continue to loop through the same bodies and why they are somehow familiar to you.’ 
 
    I leaned back in my chair and considered Professor Lazarus’s words. The man truly was brilliant, beyond anything anyone gave him credit for. But I doubted even he could help me. 
 
    ‘Is there any way to stop the process?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Why would you want to?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ I asked, surprised. 
 
    ‘Yes, you are on an incredible journey—one any living person would gladly trade places with you to undertake. My God, the things you must have seen and experienced.’ 
 
    For the first time since it had happened to me, I felt angry. 
 
    ‘Why? How can you ask me that? This is a nightmare. I have seen the best and worst of humanity. I have seen its beginnings. I have experienced its end. Each time I am displaced through time the jump is longer, the time I spend in one place shorter, to the point where reality becomes a meaningless sequence of disjointed images. I cannot even count the number of times I have looped through the entire process. I just want it all to end!’ 
 
    Slumping forwards, I buried my head in my hands and wept. I felt Professor Lazarus reach over and pat me on the back. 
 
    ‘I understand, Michael,’ he said, gently. ‘I believe there is only one thing you can do.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ I asked, as I wiped the tears from my eyes. 
 
    ‘Experience each moment to its fullest. Learn. Adapt. Evolve. You have been granted the opportunity of a lifetime. Use it.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It had taken us almost two weeks to complete the analysis of the Copernicus Dome over the Ganymede Lunar Colony. My colleague, Dr Jennifer Hayes, proved to be highly intelligent and competent. I found it easy to talk to her about anything. Well, almost anything. I never told her I wasn’t who she thought I was and that I could be gone at any moment. 
 
    To tell the truth, I had no idea how long I would be there. The only thing I knew with certainty was that it wouldn’t last. It never had. It never would. 
 
    ‘John, are you alright?’ Jennifer asked. 
 
    We were back on the slopes of Mount Olympus, measuring the polarity of the southern end of the Copernicus Dome. A final check before we were scheduled to return to Earth. A planet I was unlikely to recognise, given it was now the twenty-sixth century. 
 
    ‘Yes, just trying to get a clear reading,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘Okay, give me a shout if you need my help.’ 
 
    ‘Will do.’ 
 
    Looking down at the compact EM-field scanner in my hand, I marvelled at the sophisticated technology. Something like this had only been theorised about back in my time. Even if it could have been built, it would have taken up an entire five-storey building. 
 
    Now here it was, resting in the palm of my hand, scanning an electromagnetic force-field dome so powerful it allowed over a million people to live on the surface of Ganymede. Professor Lazarus would have enjoyed seeing something like this. 
 
    I was glad I had finally gathered the courage to tell him everything the last time I had looped through his time period. He had been right, of course. The only thing I could do was live each moment, experience as much as I could before I was torn out and thrown into the future once more. 
 
    ‘John, are you alright? You look a bit pale?’ Jennifer asked. Walking towards me, I saw alarm registering in her eyes even as I felt my vision dim. Looking down at the device in my hands, I saw that it was no longer an EM-field scanner. It now resembled a twenty-third-century diagnostic monitor for electronic-field emissions. 
 
    Looking at Jennifer, I smiled. Far above me the Copernicus Dome began to waver and fracture. Closing my eyes, I knew what was coming next. 
 
    Oh, Daniel. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    Sirens Call 
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    ‘Don’t go,’ she whispered. There was something about the way she said it that made me pause. Turning around, I looked at her. 
 
    She was dressed in a sheer white fabric that acted only to accentuate the shape of her body. There was no denying her beauty and its effect on me. The fact that she wasn’t human made it that much more intoxicating. 
 
    ‘You know I have to,’ I replied, trying desperately to stop myself from being drawn back into her bed. It was a struggle I had lost countless times before. 
 
    I watched as her upper lip began to tremble slightly. Then she stretched forwards, arching her back like a terrestrial feline. I wondered if anyone had ever been able to say no to her. 
 
    ‘Surely they can find someone to replace you,’ she said in that breathless whisper that sent shivers down my spine. ‘Besides, the frozen moons are a bleak and desolate place. Wouldn’t you rather stay here with me?’ 
 
    Now that was a rhetorical question. Every fibre of my being was urging me to peel off my grey one-piece and jump back into bed with her. But my two-week paid transitory pass was about to expire and if I didn’t find work today I would lose my status as a first-class citizen. No woman, human or Centaurian, not even one as incredible as Selize, was worth the humiliation associated with becoming a second-class citizen. 
 
    Not again, at any rate. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I have to go. If I don’t join a crew today, I’ll be stuck here for the rest of my life.’ 
 
    Selize ran her tongue across her upper lip. 
 
    ‘Would that be so terrible?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no but …’ 
 
    ‘Then come back to bed.’ 
 
    She reached over and placed her hand on my forearm. I felt a jolt not dissimilar to that from an unshielded graviton flux generator pass through me. Looking down at her mesmerising eyes, I willed myself to break free from her. 
 
    ‘Selize, I’m sorry I have to go.’ 
 
    ‘You’re leaving me?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to. Believe me, I really don’t but I have to.’ 
 
    ‘But …’ 
 
    ‘I said no.’ 
 
    Selize’s eyes opened wide, almost as if I’d dealt her a physical blow. Falling backwards, she stared at me with those all-too-perfect crystalline cat’s eyes. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I …’ 
 
    ‘Don’t,’ she said in an ice-cold whisper.  
 
    I watched as she blinked. Unlike human eyelids, which only close vertically, a Centaurian’s eyelids also move horizontally, with the action of an inner membrane designed to protect them from exposure to the damaging radiation of deep space. I had always found this particular physical quirk rather unnerving. Now it acted as a chilling reminder of just how truly alien she really was. 
 
    ‘Selize …?’ 
 
    She remained silent and continued to stare at me. Taking a deep breath, I reached down and picked up my tool belt and ID badge. With extreme reluctance, I forced myself to walk towards the door. 
 
    I could feel Selize’s eyes on my back as I reached towards the door sensor. Placing my right thumb on the activation pad, I watched as the door slid upwards with a faint hiss of air. 
 
    As I stepped out into the corridor I heard Selize whisper. 
 
    ‘You were my first.’ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    An hour later I walked into the Dyson Alpha star port’s bar. Making my way through the throng of star-ship personnel, I managed to find a quiet booth in the corner. Sitting down, I watched as the closest moon, Chiron, was bombarded by a hail of meteorites. The fist-sized pieces of space debris flared up brightly as they entered the moon’s toxic atmosphere before disintegrating to nothing. Just like my relationship with Selize, I thought. 
 
    ‘John Stanton?’ a voice interrupted my momentary reflection. 
 
    Looking up, I saw a powerfully built man dressed in a dark-blue one-piece standing next to my booth. He appeared to be in his late forties but his age was difficult to determine, as his face was deeply marred from excessive solar exposure. Despite his rugged appearance, the man’s eyes betrayed hints of intelligence beyond that of a second-class labourer. 
 
    I looked at his ID badge. It read simply Roger D. 
 
    ‘Roger D?’ I asked in turn. 
 
    The man smiled. ‘What gave it away?’ 
 
    Smiling back, I motioned for him to join me. Sitting down, Roger D waved his hand in the air. Within seconds a well-endowed young waitress came over to take his order of Jovian wine. 
 
    ‘You want one?’ he asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    ‘And one for my friend here,’ he said, handing over his cash card. The waitress deftly swiped it through a hand-held reader. Seeing a satisfactory green light flash up, she returned the card. 
 
    ‘Coming right up,’ she said in a chirpy voice. 
 
    Roger D watched her leave. As soon as she disappeared behind the bar area he turned his attention to me. 
 
    ‘I hear you’re looking for work?’ 
 
    ‘You heard right.’ 
 
    ‘First or second class?’ 
 
    ‘First, but not for long, so whatever you have I’ll take.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, what can you do?’ 
 
    ‘I’m qualified to work with all class A through E deep-space engines. On top of that I’ve trained on numerous excavation and drilling platforms.’ 
 
    The waitress brought over two tall glasses of purple wine. Setting them down on the table she picked up her tray and disappeared back into the bar area. 
 
    Roger D leaned forwards and stared at me intently. Lowering his voice to a whisper he asked, ‘What about weapons systems?’ 
 
    The question didn’t surprise me. Rumours of armed encounters in the Centaurian system were rife. It made sense that deep-space mining vessels carrying expensive ores would defend themselves. As long as I wasn’t working for an outfit that attacked such vessels I had no problem with hot-wiring a few illegal combat modifications. 
 
    ‘Sure. I’m familiar with basic Space Navy weaponry and mounting systems. I’m confident I can adapt most weapons to suit any vessel.’ 
 
    Roger D considered my words as he drank his wine. I think I actually stopped breathing for several minutes as I waited for his response. Just when I thought he was going to turn me down he leaned forwards. 
 
    ‘Alright, I’m satisfied. Welcome aboard the Helios Ark. We leave tomorrow at 0900, dock 22-A.’ 
 
    ‘Great, I …’ 
 
    My words trailed off as I watched Selize enter the bar. She looked incredible in a tight-fitting silver two-piece outfit. Every man in the bar turned to look at her as I felt an incredible sense of loss. 
 
    ‘You alright?’ Roger D asked as he followed my gaze. ‘Ah, a Centaurian and a damn fine one at that. Be careful, kid, or she’ll steal your heart.’ 
 
    She already has, I thought to myself. 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    Roger D turned towards me. 
 
    ‘Because Centaurians mate for life. Once they identify a suitable mate they sequester themselves away from the world for two weeks with their chosen partner. I’ve heard that the two weeks are the most intense sexual experience known to man.’ 
 
    I swallowed hard. 
 
    ‘What happens if the two-week period is interrupted?’ 
 
    ‘Interrupted?’ 
 
    ‘You know, if the man has second thoughts and leaves?’ 
 
    ‘Leaves the most intense sexual experience known to man?’ Roger D asked in disbelief. 
 
    ‘I know how it sounds but just humour me for a moment. Has it ever happened?’ 
 
    Roger D frowned. 
 
    ‘Not that I’ve ever heard of, but I can imagine that the Centaurian would be severely unbalanced by such an act. Not only is the mating ritual a physical joining process but it also entwines the Centaurian with their partner on a deeper, telepathic level.’ 
 
    Oh great, I thought. So not only had I pissed Selize off but I could have also injured both of us. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I said absently. 
 
    ‘No problem. Get some rest and I’ll see you tomorrow at 0900.’ 
 
    Roger D shook my hand and walked away. As I watched him make his way through the crowded bar my eyes found Selize. She was talking to a young pilot standing next to one of the central viewing panels. I knew what I was contemplating was a huge mistake but I had to know.  
 
    Swallowing hard I stood up and made my way over towards her. 
 
    She either pretended not to see me or genuinely didn’t until I interrupted her conversation. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, I …’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Selize asked in a steady tone. God, she was beautiful. 
 
    ‘Can I talk to you for a moment?’ I managed to say. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, do I know you?’ 
 
    ‘Selize, c’mon, I’m sorry. Please, can we talk about this?’ 
 
    Her eyes continued to stare right through me. 
 
    ‘I really think you’ve got me confused with somebody else.’ 
 
    Reaching out, I touched her elbow. 
 
    ‘Don’t touch me!’ she snapped as she drew away from me. Not surprisingly the young pilot decided to step in. 
 
    ‘Look, buddy, the lady said she doesn’t know you, so back off.’ 
 
    I took in his crisp black uniform with gold insignia, short-cropped hair and square jaw. Typical first-class fly boy, undoubtedly from a wealthy trading family. Rarely dangerous unless drunk or surrounded by a group of similar first-class fly boys, neither of which appeared to be the case. 
 
    So, I ignored him. 
 
    ‘Selize, I didn’t know. Please, at least give me a chance to explain.’ 
 
    Finally, her eyes betrayed a hint of emotion as her lips trembled slightly. I watched as her eyes narrowed and her mouth opened. 
 
    ‘How could you?’ she demanded. ‘I gave you everything and you threw it all away for what—manual labour aboard a spaceship and a chance to retain your citizenship status?’ 
 
    I was speechless. The sheer force of her words cut through me like a lunar scythe. As I struggled to explain myself the young pilot finally had had enough of me. 
 
    ‘That’s it, I warned you. Now you’ve upset the lady and I’m going to teach you a lesson.’ 
 
    Despite my emotionally distraught state he was no match for me. Space Navy combat training was extreme to say the least and, unlike me, he clearly hadn’t had any. 
 
    His first punch was high and wide, allowing me to step forwards and hit him twice before he recovered. Shifting my weight to my left foot I brought my right knee up and followed through with a powerful uppercut. The young pilot staggered backwards, blood gushing from his broken nose. 
 
    ‘You’re going to pay for that!’ he spat at me. 
 
    That’s when I realised my mistake as I felt a pair of heavily muscled arms wrap themselves around me. The young pilot wasn’t alone. 
 
    There were at least four of them, although it was hard to tell through the haze of fists raining down on me. Within moments they had me on the ground and were using their reinforced space boots to full effect. The pain was excruciating as I felt the metallic taste of blood in my mouth. 
 
    ‘Stop it!’ Selize screamed at the top of her lungs. 
 
    Surprisingly, they let go of me. As I struggled to lift myself up, the young pilot bent down towards me. Blood was still trickling from his nose where I’d hit him earlier. 
 
    ‘Next time, mind your own business.’ 
 
    Before I had a chance to say anything he formed a fist and struck me squarely in the face. As I blacked out, the last thing I saw was Selize running out of the bar. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I woke with a start. Sitting up, I winced as a jarring pain exploded at the back of my head. 
 
    ‘Take it easy,’ a female voice instructed. 
 
    Lying back down, I looked up at the speaker, a middle-aged woman dressed in a white nurse’s outfit with a large red cross on her cap. I must be in the star port hospital, I surmised. 
 
    ‘What time is it?’ I asked, holding onto my head. 
 
    ‘It’s 0845; you’ve been out most of the night.’ 
 
    ‘What? I’ve got to be on a ship in fifteen minutes!’ 
 
    The nurse shook her head. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid the doctor hasn’t cleared you yet,’ the nurse said. ‘You’ll have to wait until he signs you out.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ I said as I swung my feet over the edge of the hospital bed. Bracing myself against the pain in my skull, I stood up. 
 
    ‘Wait, you can’t just …’ 
 
    ‘My clothes?’ 
 
    Reluctantly the nurse pointed to a stack of neatly folded garments next to the bed. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you know what you’re doing,’ she said as I quickly changed behind a modesty screen. Heading towards the door I looked back at her. 
 
    ‘So do I.’ 
 
    Walking out into the brightly lit corridor, I quickly made my way back into the star port. Checking a wall-mounted display unit I saw that it was 0855. Increasing my pace I practically sprinted the last hundred metres to dock 22-A. 
 
    Roger D greeted me with a grin. 
 
    ‘For a minute there I thought you weren’t going to make it.’ 
 
    Breathing hard, I wiped the sweat from my brow. 
 
    ‘Sorry, got held up.’ 
 
    ‘I bet,’ Roger D said with a knowing look. ‘C’mon, we’re ready to push off. I could use you in engineering. These star-port lackeys are useless when it comes to anything beyond class B.’ 
 
    ‘No problem,’ I replied. ‘Lead the way.’ 
 
    Stepping through the reinforced airlock, I found myself aboard the Helios Ark. The cylindrical corridor in front of me looked like any other spacecraft, as did the grey panelling and indigo lighting. I followed Roger D through the main cabin and down another corridor. As the airlock to the engineering compartment cycled open I sucked in my breath. 
 
    ‘There she is,’ Roger D pointed with a hint of pride in his voice. 
 
    Dominating the oval shaped engineering room was a class E engine. Although I had worked on several such engines during my time with the Space Navy they had always been fitted to intergalactic cruisers. I had never seen one installed into a ship this size before. 
 
    ‘Impressive,’ I said and meant it. 
 
    ‘Expensive but worth it in the long run,’ Roger D grunted. ‘You should see the look on people’s faces when they see the Helios Ark accelerating at full propulsion.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’ve worked on these before?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. The Zenith-class Space Navy frigates were equipped with quad banks of these.’ 
 
    ‘Great. Have a look, then, and let me know if the star-port techs put it back together properly before we crank it up to full. When you’re finished, come up to the main deck and I’ll introduce you to the rest of the crew.’ 
 
    I nodded as my mind absently conjured up images of the crew. Something definitely wasn’t quite right with this whole setup and the constant throbbing at the back of my head wasn’t getting any better either. But I guess, as they say, beggars can’t be choosers so I put it all aside and got to work. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take me long to run a full diagnostic on the class E engine. Everything checked out perfectly. Too perfectly, in fact. 
 
    The engine was not only ridiculously overpowered for the ship in which it had been installed but it had also been modified. Subtle changes to the standard factory conduits and power relays that increased its efficiency by up to thirty per cent. Whoever had performed the modifications knew what they were doing. The power output was literally off the charts. 
 
    An intercom crackled to life. 
 
    ‘How’s it going back there?’ Roger D’s voice asked. 
 
    ‘Finished,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘Good. Come up to the main deck and we’ll test it out.’ 
 
    I made my way back through the centre of the ship. As I approached the front compartments I absently wondered if the structure of the ship would actually survive that much acceleration. Guess I was about to find out. 
 
    ‘There you are,’ Roger D called out as I stepped onto the main deck. ‘Allow me to introduce the rest of the crew. Mason Turk, our systems specialist; Jeni Nix, shipboard medic and life support; and my co-pilot, Dayna.’ 
 
    As I greeted each of the crew members in turn my breath suddenly caught in my throat. Dayna was not only breathtakingly beautiful but she was also clearly a Centaurian. My thoughts instantly turned to Selize as the dull ache at the back of my head intensified. 
 
    ‘Are you alright, sir?’ Mason Turk asked in a strangely hollow voice. 
 
    ‘Yeah, just a headache,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘You look very pale.’ 
 
    A strange remark, I thought, given Mason’s near-translucent skin. He was clearly an android and a slightly older model at that. 
 
    ‘I’m okay, really,’ I insisted. 
 
    As I looked around the cabin I found Dayna staring straight at me. Her crystalline eyes reminded me so much of Selize that I felt my heart catch in my throat. Then the pain really hit and I staggered forwards. 
 
    ‘He’s going to black out!’ Jeni yelled out as she sprang to her feet. Surprisingly short and agile, she caught me before I hit the deck. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I managed to utter as I breathed in deeply in an attempt to control the pain. Jeni’s large blue eyes, in sharp contrast to her short-cropped orange hair, stared at me in concern. 
 
    ‘Rodge, he doesn’t look so good. I’m going to take him down to medical.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, but try to get him back on his feet quickly, as we may need him soon.’ 
 
    ‘Do my best.’ 
 
    I felt a pair of small yet strong hands clamp around my waist. Jeni turned her blue eyes to look at me. 
 
    ‘Don’t get any ideas, okay?’ 
 
    I managed a weak smile as she helped me off the main deck. As we continued down the corridor towards the medical bay, I focused on Jeni’s bright orange hair. It seemed so out of place when compared to the rest of her that it helped to take my mind off the pain. By the time we reached the medical bay the pain had subsided considerably. 
 
    ‘I’m feeling better, I should ...’ 
 
    ‘Lie down,’ Jeni ordered. 
 
    Reluctantly I obliged. The moment my head touched the hard composite surface of the medical table, I felt Jeni press something into my arm. A faint hiss of air betrayed the injection she had just given me. 
 
    ‘Something to help you rest for a few minutes while I try to figure out what’s wrong with you,’ Jeni explained as I slowly drifted off. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    I was lying in bed next to Selize. As I stroked her bare stomach, I absently watched Chiron rotating along its axis. The moon cast an amethyst haze through the full-length viewport, making Selize’s pale skin shimmer with an ethereal quality. 
 
    Slowly she stirred and turned around. As she smiled up at me I saw myself reflected in her crystalline eyes. 
 
    I reached out to stroke her face. A chill passed through me as my hand swept through thin air. Frowning, I reached again. Once more my hand passed through her as Selize’s face began to fade into the distance. 
 
    ‘I think he’s awake.’ 
 
    Blinking several times, I watched Selize’s face dissolve into that of another Centaurian. Dayna, I realised after a moment. Reality came rushing back in. 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘You tell me,’ Dayna replied with the faintest hint of accusation in her voice. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Who is she?’ 
 
    I looked around the medical bay, seeing Jeni and Roger D staring at me expectantly. Mason Turk’s face was, unsurprisingly, expressionless. Realising I had little choice I answered truthfully. 
 
    ‘Selize.’ 
 
    ‘So I guess you weren’t talking hypothetically, then?’ Roger D asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    ‘No. I was an idiot and I never should have left her.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right about that,’ Dayna said. ‘How long have you been apart?’ 
 
    I considered the question for a moment. 
 
    ‘It’s been about twelve hours since I saw her in the bar.’ 
 
    ‘That was Selize?’ Roger D asked, surprised. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘You are an idiot, although a very lucky one.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I replied, grinning sheepishly. 
 
    ‘How do you feel?’ Jeni asked. 
 
    ‘Fine; what did you give me?’ 
 
    ‘PDP-3; it’s a neural inhibitor.’ 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. It reminded me too much of the extreme neural conditioning given to Space Navy marines. One of the main reasons I had resigned my commission. 
 
    ‘What does it do?’ 
 
    ‘It suppresses the parts of your brain associated with emotional impulses, particularly those relating to forming attachments to others,’ Jeni explained. 
 
    ‘You mean love?’ 
 
    Jeni nodded, her orange hair bobbing up and down. 
 
    ‘Among others. We’re still not a hundred per cent sure how the Centaurians form such a lasting connection with their chosen partners but we’ve found that neural inhibitors can shield both parties from the withdrawal of separation.’ 
 
    ‘It allows the Centaurian and their partner to be away from each without suffering the effects of separation,’ Roger D added. 
 
    I nodded my understanding. Then a sudden thought struck me as I looked first at Roger D and then at Dayna. Thinking back to my conversation with Roger D in the bar, I came to the only logical conclusion. 
 
    ‘You and Dayna?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘The Centaurian bond is powerful,’ Roger D replied. Placing his hand affectionately on Dayna’s shoulder, he looked up at me. ‘But there are times when I need to move around by myself.’ 
 
    ‘That explains how you knew so much back in the bar.’ 
 
    ‘Yes and, like I told you then, I’ve never heard of anyone interrupting the mating ritual.’ 
 
    Dayna leaned forwards and fixed her crystalline eyes on me. I shifted uncomfortably under her unwavering gaze. 
 
    ‘The question is, what will you do now?’ 
 
    Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath. Selize’s face drifted out of my subconscious to smile at me. I found myself smiling back. 
 
    ‘I need to get back to her.’ 
 
    Dayna slowly nodded as Roger D clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear that but unfortunately we can’t leave just yet. We’ve got to make one rendezvous and then I promise we’ll take you back so that you can make things right.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    Roger D smiled. 
 
    ‘Don’t mention it. I know what it’s like. Now come on, all of you, back to work.’ 
 
    As Roger D led the way out of the medical bay I caught sight of myself in the starboard viewport. Staring at my reflection I couldn’t help but wonder what exactly I’d gotten myself into. Space Navy extraterrestrial training certainly never contemplated situations like this. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The Helios Ark travelled at cruising speed for about seven hours. During that time, I tried not to think about Selize. Not surprisingly that proved impossible so I spent the remainder of the time exploring the ship. I returned to the main deck just as we reached the edge of the star system. 
 
    Decelerating around the auburn gas giant Ione, we came to a complete stop on the edge of an asteroid field. 
 
    Roger D swivelled around in his chair. 
 
    ‘Mason?’ 
 
    ‘One moment, sir, I am calibrating the sensors,’ the android replied. ‘Scanning …’ 
 
    ‘What are you looking for?’ I asked, peering through the forward view screen. Several sizeable asteroids tumbled slowly through the gas giant’s outer rings. 
 
    ‘Co-ordinates,’ Roger D replied. 
 
    ‘To what?’ 
 
    ‘Mining deposits. We’re a deep-space reconnaissance ship for mining companies. Once they identify viable deposits it’s up to us to get the co-ordinates back to the closest star port to lodge a valid claim over the find.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds simple enough.’ 
 
    ‘Usually is. Except when someone else feels they’re entitled to the find.’ 
 
    ‘What happens then?’ 
 
    ‘Then things get interesting,’ Roger D replied with a grin. Turning his attention back to Mason Turk, he checked on the progress of the scan. 
 
    ‘Negative, sir, there’s too much interference from the asteroid field,’ the synthetic life form replied. 
 
    ‘Damn. Alright, Dayna, move us in slowly and make sure we’ve got a clear path out at all times. I don’t want to get ambushed in there,’ Roger D instructed. ‘John, I’m transferring engineering control to that console over there. Monitor the engine continuously, as we may need to get out of here in a hurry.’ 
 
    Nodding my understanding, I slid into the chair in front of the designated console. As I placed my hands on the cold metallic surface the console sprang to life with a swarm of complex schematics and readouts. Moving the majority of data aside, I adjusted the display to show the current status of the engine and a power output chart. 
 
    ‘Good to go.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, everyone, look sharp. We’re going in. Mason, continue scanning for the co-ordinates and let me know the moment you have them.’ 
 
    Mason didn’t reply as he sat motionless in front of the deep-space scanner, its glowing display icons lighting up his translucent skin. Even at this distance I could make out the thick black and blue conduits just below his artificial skin. 
 
    I felt a faint surge of power run through the ship as Dayna manoeuvred us into the asteroid field. Her skill as a pilot was obvious as she guided the Helios Ark effortlessly past the asteroids. The gigantic pieces of frozen rock, silent effigies to some bygone world, spun harmlessly past us. 
 
    ‘Status?’ Roger D asked. 
 
    ‘Scan still negative, sir,’ Mason Turk replied. 
 
    ‘John?’ 
 
    ‘No problems here.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, Dayna, take us in further.’ 
 
    I watched the power output increase slightly as we edged deeper into the asteroid field. The gas giant’s corona filtered into space around us, making the world outside the ship glow with a crimson hue. Visibility was decreasing with every second. 
 
    ‘I’ve got something, sir,’ Mason Turk’s voice cut through the silence aboard the ship. ‘Approximately five hundred metres directly in front of us.’ 
 
    I leaned forwards and peered at the forward view screen as a large vessel slowly materialised out of the scarlet cloud. I recognised it as a deep-space mining rig, its lower booms embedded in a gigantic asteroid. 
 
    ‘That’s them, alright,’ Roger D said. ‘Mason, open communications.’ 
 
    ‘Open, sir.’ 
 
    ‘This is the Helios Ark, Captain Roger D speaking.’ 
 
    The communications channel crackled noticeably. 
 
    ‘Good to see you, Helios Ark. This is Commander Gert of the rig Hyperion.’ 
 
    ‘I understand you have some co-ordinates for us, Commander?’ 
 
    ‘We do indeed. Standby to receive.’ 
 
    I watched as Mason’s console lit up like a solar flare with the incoming data. His artificial fingers moved faster than my eyes could follow, capturing and storing the information. 
 
    ‘We get it all?’ Roger D asked. 
 
    ‘Affirmative, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Commander Gert, we’ve got what we came for. We’ll make best speed to the Dyson Alpha star port.’ 
 
    ‘Copy that, Captain. Safe journey …’ 
 
    The Hyperion’s transmission terminated abruptly as a gigantic fireball exploded in front of us. Shielding my eyes, I felt the ship lurch to the side from the impact. 
 
    ‘Status!’ Roger D bellowed. 
 
    ‘Sir, it appears the Hyperion was destroyed by weapons fire. I suggest we leave the area immediately,’ the artificial construct replied. 
 
    ‘No argument here. Dayna, get us out of here!’ 
 
    Glancing down, I checked the engine output. It was barely above two per cent, which left plenty to make our escape. First, we had to clear the asteroid field, though, and whoever had destroyed the mining rig was still out there. 
 
    ‘Mason, I need to know what’s out there,’ Roger D said as his hands furiously input information into the command console. 
 
    ‘I’m reading three contacts, sir. It appears the asteroids hid them from our sensors earlier.’ 
 
    The main view screen displayed ghostly computer constructs of the three ships. Essentially triangular in design, their rear section contained tri-engine banks while the front was equipped with multiple weapon mounts. 
 
    ‘Kadmian raiders,’ Dayna noted. 
 
    ‘Looks like it. That’s bad for us, as they’re quick and armed to the teeth,’ Roger D agreed. ‘How long until we clear the asteroids?’ 
 
    ‘Thirty seconds.’ 
 
    ‘This is going to be close.’ 
 
    I could feel the tension in the main deck rise. My heart rate, too, had increased noticeably and the PDP-3 seemed to be wearing off, as the dull throbbing at the back of my head had returned. 
 
    ‘Weapons lock, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Dayna!’ 
 
    ‘Ten more seconds and we’re clear.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have ten seconds!’ 
 
    The ship lurched slightly as Dayna accelerated and rolled to avoid colliding with a sizeable asteroid. Power output was now at five per cent and climbing. So was the pain at the back of my head, which was starting to cloud my vision. 
 
    Then the first weapon hit. 
 
    The explosion flung me forwards as far as my safety restraint permitted and then slammed me back into my chair. As my head hit the hard composite moulding a jarring pain flashed through my head. Darkness crashed over me to the point where I felt that I would pass out. 
 
    Suddenly the pain cleared and I felt a familiar presence embrace me. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The feeling was unlike anything I had ever experienced before. It was almost as if Selize was there in the main deck with me. Even though on some level I knew that was impossible, that she was actually thousands of miles away, another part of me knew she was there. It gave me an incredible sense of strength and awareness. 
 
    ‘Selize?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, John, I’m here,’ Selize’s soft voice spoke directly into my mind. 
 
    ‘How is this possible?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no time to explain. You need to get out of there.’ 
 
    ‘Selize, I …’ 
 
    ‘Not now—open your eyes.’ 
 
    I opened my eyes. The console in front of me was awash with amber warning signals. Ignoring them, I poised my hand over the power output. 
 
    ‘Dayna, are we clear?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Yes!’ 
 
    ‘Multiple projectiles inbound, sir,’ Mason Turk warned. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I increased the power to full and watched as the readout jumped off the curve. 
 
    It took a split second for the modified class E drive to produce full power. What happened next was impossible to describe as the power output jumped to 131 per cent. 
 
    Everything slowed down, almost as if we were caught in some sort of temporal distortion. Then the world came rushing back in at frightening speed as the drive unleashed its full power and the ship’s inertial dampeners fought to compensate. I was pressed back into my chair with such force that I barely managed to keep my eyes open. But I did. 
 
    The sight of stars and planets dragging out to solid lines on the main view screen made me realise we had achieved the speed of light. 
 
    ‘Sir, the ship’s hull was damaged in the explosion and we are losing integrity. We cannot maintain this speed for long,’ Mason Turk’s emotionless tone interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    ‘Are we clear?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. We are in fact approaching the star port.’ 
 
    With extreme effort I managed to move my hand enough to decrease the power to ten per cent. Deceleration was even more spectacular as the solid lines reformed into individual stars and planets. There was no sign of the asteroids or auburn gas giant. 
 
    ‘Roger D, are you alright?’ I asked. 
 
    Receiving no response, I turned around. Roger D must have been hit hard by the explosion; he was slumped back in his command chair. Blood was slowly clotting around a gash in his forehead. 
 
    ‘Jeni?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on it,’ the spritely orange-haired medic replied as she moved to assist the captain. Releasing my restraints, I looked around. Not surprisingly I found myself looking directly at Dayna. 
 
    ‘Not bad for a mechanic,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I replied with a smile. ‘Where are we?’ 
 
    Instead of replying Dayna smiled. Looking up at the view screen I saw the familiar outline of the Dyson Alpha star port. 
 
    So far I’d managed to survive a deep-space encounter with pirates and travel at the speed of light. Somehow that paled in comparison to my impending reunion with Selize. For some reason, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling, though. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    My palms were actually sweating as I walked down the corridor. Pausing for a moment, I tried to calm myself down. No use; I was far too excited, nervous and anxious to see Selize again. At least the pain in my head had disappeared. 
 
    I finally reached the door to her chambers. A million thoughts flew through my mind as I contemplated what I was going to say. None of them seemed quite right. 
 
    Suddenly the door opened and there was no more time for thought. 
 
    Selize stood in the doorway. She was dressed in a stunning full-length gown of some exotic material. Her hair was up and her crystalline eyes appraised me with an expectant look. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Selize, I …’ 
 
    ‘You’re extremely sorry for the way you treated me and desperately want me to take you back?’ she asked in a perfectly even tone. 
 
    ‘I, umm …’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve realised that you can’t live without me and you want to be with me forever?’ 
 
    ‘I …’ 
 
    She leaned forwards and kissed me. I think I actually lifted off the ground for a split second as my senses were overloaded with the experience of physical contact with her. Then she stepped back and smiled. 
 
    ‘It’s alright, I know you’re sorry and you wanted to come back to me as quickly as possible.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ I asked in surprise. 
 
    ‘I’m guessing by now you understand the bond between Centaurians and their chosen partners? Well, a similar, albeit weaker, bond exists between all Centaurians.’ 
 
    ‘Dayna!’ I exclaimed as realisation dawned on me. 
 
    Selize nodded. 
 
    ‘Yes. Through her I had a direct link to you, which was abruptly severed when they injected you with that neural inhibitor.’ 
 
    ‘I … it felt almost as if … you were there with me?’ I said. I chose my words carefully, uncertain of what I was trying to describe. 
 
    Selize smiled once more. 
 
    ‘Even at that great a distance I felt the pain and confusion in you when you were attacked. That allowed me to break through the weakened inhibitor and give you the strength you needed to save yourself and the crew.’ 
 
    ‘That’s incredible.’ 
 
    ‘It’s only a fraction of what’s possible with the bond between us,’ Selize said, suddenly serious. ‘But there are ways of breaking the bond, permanently, if this really isn’t what you want.’ 
 
    She fell silent and her upper lip trembled slightly as her crystalline eyes stared up at me in expectation. Smiling, I took her in my arms. 
 
    ‘No, Selize, this is exactly where I want to be for the rest of my life.’ 
 
    ‘I was hoping you’d say that,’ she breathed as I locked my lips onto hers. The door to her apartment slid shut behind us as we moved inside as one. Reaching the bed, I had already unfastened my one-piece when a sudden thought struck me. 
 
    ‘Wait a second. If all Centaurians share a bond and you could perceive me through Dayna, then does that mean ... ?’ 
 
    Selize looked at me for a moment before replying. 
 
    ‘Would it really matter?’ 
 
    I considered the implications. 
 
    ‘No, I guess not. It’s just not something I really want to think about.’ 
 
    ‘Then don’t,’ she said as she pulled me down onto the bed. As I fell eagerly into her embrace I couldn’t help but wonder just how many Centaurians were watching. A few seconds later I took Selize’s advice and stopped thinking about it. 
 
    Outside the star port the meteor storm had subsided. Chiron’s amethyst surface shimmered once more with the reflected light of Alpha Centauri’s star. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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