THE
DIAMOND
RUSH
© Jon Lymon 2012
Cover art © Graham Smith
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. This book is a
work of fiction, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely
coincidental. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not be lent, resold,
hired out, or otherwise circulated without the author’s consent.
Also by Jon Lymon:
LAST NIGHT AT THE STAIRWAYS
THE WRONGED
A DEAD CHICK AND SOME DIRTY TRICKS
A BIG BLUFF AND SOME GREEN STUFF
A KILLING SPREE AND SOME BLOODY ZOMBIES
THE ZOMBIE COP (Coming in 2021)

2

THE
DIAMOND
RUSH

It’s 2049. And apart from the usual technological advances,
nothing much has changed.
Chapter 1
What the diamond robbers lacked in equipment and experience, they made up for
with their desperation and determination.
Simon Remnant was not one of them. But he was acutely aware of their fumbling
presence in the jewellers next door to the café outside of which he was toying with a
late fried breakfast, feeling every one of his forty-six years following another evening
wasted getting wasted.
He had been sitting at the table for nearly two hours, catching the autumnal sun
rays that managed to beam between some of central London’s lowest high rises.
During that time, he’d been forced to shoot several smiles at the little girl sitting with
legs swinging at the next table. She was determined not to take her eyes off him,
staring like he was an outcast here in his own neighbourhood. Trying to figure him
out. Who was he? What was with his old face and his streaky grey hair? Where were
all his friends and why was he pushing his food around his plate like her mother told
her not to?
In between glances down Greville Street to the junction with Hatton Garden,
Remnant demonstrated his disappearing napkin trick, much to the girl’s fascination
and her mother’s consternation. It was a trick he’d perfected while trying to entertain
his own little girl some twenty years before.
After another performance, he looked down at a sheet of paper that had held his
attention periodically for the past week. What to say, what to say about her? ‘This is
the proudest day of my life.’ That was a good start, but was that a word, proudest?
Edgar would know.
He looked up to see the girl’s mother pointing out the bits of blueberry muffin her
daughter should be eating while berating an absent father on her mobile phone.
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A yell from within the jewellers and the sprinkle of a necklace falling on concrete
diverted Remnant’s fragile attention. His first thoughts were for the audacity of the
raid. Straight in the front door, bold as brass bracelets, middle of the day. They had to
be amateurs.
Remnant had a few plans of his own tucked away in a drawer in his council flat
over the road. Plans he’d developed over the years. Most men who lived around here
had something similar. The ultimate ‘job’ on a jewellers. Nothing serious. Nothing
they’d ever carry out. Merely something to dream and chat about in between gulps
down at The Old Mitre.
The sound of smashing glass in the jewellers was Remnant’s cue to grab his fork
and leap to his feet, deliberately scraping his chair on the pavement as he stood to
attract the mother’s attention.
“Get inside the café, love,” he said. She resented the interruption, pointing to her
phone. Remnant pointed to a warty-faced, green-skinned, one-eyed alien clutching a
holdall (that wasn’t quite holding all the gems he wanted to steal) emerging steel toecapped boot first from the jewellery store. The mother grabbed her protesting
daughter and dashed inside the café, which the proprietor swiftly declared ‘Closed’
with the deft flick of a wrist on the door sign.
Like a one man wall, Remnant stood in the path of the confused alien in the
jeweller’s doorway. The robber shouted expletives in an unexceptional south London
accent that didn’t suit his face.
Remnant stared at the alien and spat out the sausage he’d been nervously chewing
on for too long like a cowboy might spit out a wad of tobacco. He heard shouting
inside the jewellers, and out of the corner of his eye spied an arm with a black, leather
gloved hand at its end sweeping a shelf clear of shiny stuff.
He gripped his fork, a better weapon than a knife when it came to cutlery, his
broad expanse of hangover and greasy spoon filling the doorway.
“Give it here, mate,” he said to the alien, more calmly than he felt as he held out
his hand for the holdall. It was soon withdrawn as the butt of a shotgun held by the
second thief (a pirate) crashed down on his right shoulder. Remnant went down, his
left hand both protecting and inspecting the damaged area, checking to see if his
shoulder was still at right-angles to his neck, not shattered and dispersing shards of
bone around his upper torso. Satisfied he wasn’t badly injured, he struggled to his feet
and ran after the thieves who were already on their way down Leather Lane.
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The two thieves turned to see Remnant in a pursuit that no one could call hot.
Although he looked thin for his age and level of alcohol consumption, his internal
organs were far from in good working order. The strains, stresses and a diet stunted
by slashed benefits were to blame for his lack of shape, his physical condition a sign
of these difficult times.
The two thieves’ getaway vehicle was an inadequate and illegally parked white
moped. It took two kicks before the engine emulated the sound of suburban Sunday
lawnmowers, enough time for Remnant to close in and fire off shouted threats about
police action and harsh sentences.
“Get a fucking move on, I think he’s gone mad,” the alien shouted to the pirate.
As Remnant reached within spitting distance of the moped, the overloaded vehicle
slowly pulled off.
Still gaining but struggling for oxygen, Remnant was regretting the fifth, sixth and
seventh pints of Gates lager he’d sunk the night before as the escapees raised the
speed and volume and hung a right into St. Cross Street. Remnant rounded the corner
in time to catch them discarding their respective masks and leaning a left up Hatton
Garden and away towards Clerkenwell Road.
Remnant’s breathless arrival back at the crime scene barely registered with the two
smartly dressed, sweating jewellers, still dazed and tense in the robbery’s aftermath.
They had been joined by the two Polish security guards who were employed by all
Hatton Garden’s jewellers to deter criminals. These guards were frowning in tandem
as one of the jewellers berated them.
“Your job is to protect us from people like them.”
They nodded in unison.
“So where were you?”
The steaming polystyrene cups of fresh coffee they held answered that question.
“They went that way,” Remnant told the guards, pointing up Hatton Garden. The
Poles looked at each other, threw their coffees into the gutter and ran.
The elder of the two jewellers whom Remnant recognised as the shop’s Nigerian
owner, DT, asked him if he’d seen the robbers’ real faces. Remnant shook his head
and rubbed his shoulder.
DT looked for something to kick and found nothing but a tree stump which was
soon on the receiving end of his aggression. Remnant looked at DT, who was all
clammy hands, pacing the pavement, criticising the failure of his expensive alarm
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system, (installed by Edgar, Remnant seemed to remember) questioning the
whereabouts of the police, and wondering why no journalists were yet on the scene.
Remnant waited expectantly, thinking some kind of reward from DT was surely in
order. A thanks for the effort, maybe one of those gems the thieves dropped, or at the
very least a fiver for a pint. A gem would be the most suitable though, Remnant
concluded. DT could claim it on his insurance. ‘Wrap it as a present for your little
girl’s wedding. You deserve it,’ he hoped DT would say.
But DT’s mind was obsessed with his loss, and the absence of a publicitygenerating police and press presence.
“You’re just like all the rest,” Remnant shouted at him as the jeweller trudged
away from the scene. “In it for yourself.”
DT stopped, turned and looked in no mood for criticism. “What have I done now?
Do not be having a go at me when I have just been robbed.”
“I tried to catch them for you.”
“But you didn’t catch them, did you? They got away. And I wouldn’t be surprised
if you let them. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if you were in on it, part of the gang.”
Remnant shook his head in disbelief. Ten, five, maybe even just a year ago, his
next move would have been a violent one. But he’d learned to turn the other cheek,
and he walked away down Greville Street toward The Old Mitre, desperately fighting
the urge to turn back and shove the words right back down DT’s throat. Teach him a
lesson. Talking to me like that, blaming me, for what?
He needed a Gates, a golden Gates lager that would ‘take him to the promised
land’ as the old adverts used to say, before saying stuff like that about alcohol was
made illegal. After a few more steps, he felt a tug on his sleeve and turned and looked
down to see the little girl holding up a toy.
“For me?” he asked.
She nodded five times. He took the toy. It was a small, plastic man with a slightly
scratched yellow hard hat. He couldn’t stop himself breaking into a smile.
“Thank you, darlin’.” He patted the little girl on the head before her scowling
mother (still on the phone) pulled her away and walked in the direction of Chancery
Lane tube station, reprimanding her daughter for talking to a strange man.
Remnant heard the little girl ask ‘why is he a strange man, mummy?’ but their
voices faded until they were drowned out by the constant hum of central London .
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Chapter 2
Days had been merging into each other latterly in Remnant’s world. There was
little to distinguish one from the next. Flat pub flat. Flat pub flat. Flat pub, think about
putting a bet on in the bookies, flat. But this had already been an extraordinary
Sunday, and there was still half of it to go.
He felt the little toy man rub against his chest in his breast pocket as he passed the
shuttered shopfronts, the barred doorways, the for sale, to let and up for auction signs,
all now so prevalent in central London in the wake of the second double dip recession
in a century that wasn’t yet half done. A century dying on its feet when it should be
entering its prime.
The Polish security guards were back at their post on the junction of Hatton
Garden and Greville Street, eyes desperately searching for an alien and a pirate, or a
souped-up sports car skidding to a halt over a double yellow.
That was the clever bit about the earlier raid. The lack of a discernible, credible
getaway vehicle. The more Remnant thought about the plan, the more he was
impressed by it. Outwardly amateurish, it had probably been months in the making.
Wait until the guards were out of the way, then in the front and out before anyone
knows it. Easy as.
Remnant nodded to the Poles who had both vowed to give up coffee. They eyed
him with suspicion but he smiled at them, knowing this dynamic duo were done.
There’d be a new double act on the corner this time tomorrow. Same build, same
brains, same brief.
The earlier excitement in the area had given way to the customary Sunday calm, a
few muted clubbers from the night before staggered to Chancery Lane tube with
ringing multi-ringed ears, still high on what they’d imbibed, the encroaching comedown weighing heavy on their eyelids. A return to reality was fast approaching after a
night when they’d forgotten about the state of their world, double whiskeys drowning
out the double dip doom and gloom. ‘Can’t get a job. Too expensive to go to
university. What else do you expect us to do other than forget about it Friday to
Sunday and plan our next Friday to Sunday Monday to Friday?’
The ghostly quiet Hatton Garden they walked through was a different beast
compared to the place during the working week, when it was loud with market stall
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holders from Leather Lane, office workers from High Holborn and lawyers from
Holborn Viaduct. Most, save those from the legal firms who rarely saw their
expensive homes, didn’t venture into town on a Sunday, leaving the day strictly for
locals and lost tourists, none of whom seemed as keen on drinking as Remnant, who
took the short alleyway that led from Hatton Garden to The Old Mitre, a path you
could easily miss if you didn’t know it was there.
Gordon, the landlord of The Old Mitre, was still trialling the idea of Sunday
opening. Trade on the once holy day had been sluggish, too reliant on unreliable
locals. Gordon was a single man with a double helping of belly, thanks to his
fondness for the beer he sold. When the distance between him and the handle of the
font became too much of a stretch, he knew it was time to cut down on the bitter and
go for occasional walks to shift a little weight from his midriff. But he felt vulnerable
when he wasn’t on the tap side of the bar or in the two storey flat above the sixteenthcentury pub.
The regulars respected his territory as well as his honesty, directness, and
occasional freebie he’d pour them. He knew Remnant’s tipple well enough, and a pint
of Gates was delivered before Remnant had time to sit on his barstool. He made a big
deal of searching for the tatty fiver he knew was warm and flat in his back left pocket,
grimacing and rubbing his right shoulder, hoping the delay would give the landlord
time to say ‘this one’s on me’.
It wasn’t to be.
Remnant handed over the money and asked if the landlord had heard news of the
raid.
“Not another one?”
“I saw it all. I nearly stopped them getting away as well, but they were too young.
Too fast.”
It was then that Edgar entered, looking as bad around the eyes and in the hair as
Remnant hoped he might. At forty-eight, Edgar was two years Remnant’s senior, but
a life of opportunity and hope and money meant the elder looked the younger by at
least a decade. Edgar’s bitter (he was not a Gates man) was frothing dangerously
close to Remnant’s elbow by the time he had removed and hung his jacket and glared
at the quiz machine.
Words didn’t flow easily from Edgar at the best of times, and this clearly wasn’t
the best of times. Edgar’s thick, rough hands shakily gripped the glass and delivered a
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few gulps to a mouth whose vocal chords needed oiling, while Remnant filled him in
on the morning’s events. Edgar expected and duly received the blame for Remnant’s
state of health, and his inability to give chase for more than thirty seconds. He nodded
sagely at Remnant’s incredulity over DT’s lack of an offer of a reward, and the
accusation that he – Simon Remnant – could have been part of the raiding gang.
“The truth of the matter is that you didn’t actually do anything that’s deserving of a
reward,” Edgar told him. “You didn’t salvage any gems.”
“But I tried.”
“And failed. Do you expect him to reward failure? Do you expect anyone to
reward failure?”
“I just wanted a bit of gratitude, really. It’s people like him give people like me a
hard time. Putting all those things I can’t afford on display in his shop. He’s a
flaunterer, if that’s a word?”
“It isn’t.”
“Well, you know what I mean. I could’ve saved him thousands.”
“And so could I,” said Edgar, stacking a tower of pound coins as he prepared to do
battle with the fiendish quiz machine, “if I hadn’t been flat on my face sleeping off a
vicious hangover.”
Remnant checked the screen of his vibrating phone. It was Chloe. He daren’t risk
answering. She’d hear the tinkle of a glass or the hum of a radiator or some other telltale pub noise in the background. He let it ring, praying she would hang up before the
pain of his neglect intensified.
When the ignored call had finished, he pulled out the bit of paper that was sharing
pocket space with the little toy man.
“Proudest is a word, isn’t it?”
“It is.”
Remnant ticked the page. “Oh, and before I forget, could you take a look at my
boiler sometime?”
As a former engineer, Edgar had grown used to such requests. Tell someone you
fix stuff or that you know how machines work and you end up having to take looks at
all sorts of their malfunctions. It was the mechanical equivalent of admitting you’re a
doctor, with people forever asking you to give them a quick once over. ‘I’ve been
having this pain here’ or ‘I think I’ve got a problem down there.’
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Edgar was too kind hearted a man to refuse. He had enough money not to need to
work, though regularly bemoaned the lack of returns the interest on his savings was
generating. The fact that he had any savings at all meant he was regarded as
something of a novelty by the locals he shared a tower block with. And the fact that
he was the only one to own his apartment in his block merely increased his novelty
value. He’d been a successful engineer, technically and creatively gifted in equal
measure, a heady mix of skills that were much valued in the Thames Valley where
he’d lived and worked for twenty-five years. He’d retired at forty-three and toyed
with the idea of seeing out his days in the country, but the Thames Valley had been
country enough. He wanted a taste of city life.
Five and a half years into metropolis living he was still enjoying it, and still
looking at temperamental boilers, flickering televisions and unreliable broadband
services. He gave his skills freely to the locals on the proviso that whoever benefited
from them would never, ever ask him for cash, or an advance or a loan or help with
their bills. He figured that relenting to one would open the floodgates for others, and
his savings wouldn’t, couldn’t stretch to that sort of charity.
It was a system that had, by and large, been immaculately observed. Those who
broke it found they neither got the cash they desired, nor the attention their household
appliances required.
Remnant edged his crumpled bit of paper in Edgar’s direction. “Any good at
wedding speeches?”
Edgar edged the crumpled bit of paper back and explained as politely as he could
that boilers were one thing, performances, speeches and getting all emotional were
another. Machines were his thing, and right now there was one in the corner of the bar
that was goading him, questioning his intellect, challenging him to a battle of wits.
Edgar could resist no more and strode toward his foe, bitter in one hand, a tower of
ammunition in the other.
Remnant knew his presence would not be required, save to answer the occasional
shouted American Football question, a sport Edgar had little time for. Gordon
watched as Remnant’s attention returned to the sheet of paper. ‘This is the proudest
day of my life,’ he read, ‘seeing my little daughter Chloe all grown up and walking
down the aisle.’
He had already invited Edgar to the wedding, even though his daughter hadn’t.
He’d clear it with Chloe before the big day, of course. She wouldn’t have a problem
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with him bringing a mate, surely? There was no chance of female company
accompanying him. His ex, Chloe’s mum Elena, would be there with her new bloke
and Remnant didn’t fancy the chances of the occasion passing off peacefully should
he turn up with a female on his arm, especially if both he and Elena put away their
usual quota of alcohol.
Edgar slapped the machine and cursed.
“I’m not good at standing up in front of people and talking.” said Remnant to
Gordon. “What do I say?”
Gordon was his usual helpful self and shrugged.
“Just talk about funny stuff that happened when she was growing up,” said Edgar,
his back to them and attention on the machine. “Embarrass her a little bit, maybe.”
Remnant searched his mind’s files for Chloe’s Early Years, but any reference
points were as hazy for him as they would be for her.
As he finished his Gates, a fear gripped him. What could he say about her, his only
child, his little girl, with her mother there, listening out for any lies, any exaggerations
of the truth, any attempts by Remnant to make it look like he’d been a decent father?

Chapter 3
Nearly a generation had passed since the lift in Remnant’s block had worked. And
although there were only three flights of stairs to ascend to his flat, each had become
progressively harder as he’d aged.
Invites back to number forty-eight were seldom handed out and even more rarely
accepted. He was not proud of where he lived. He was ashamed. The décor was
minimalist, but not by design.
What he’d eaten of the fry up earlier had been digested by the time he returned
from The Old Mitre to be greeted by a disappointing lack of options in his kitchen.
Two sachets of rice, an old packet of soup and a tin of corned beef in his cupboard
complemented the out of date milk in his fridge. He needed something green inside
him, something that had grown naturally and tasted fresh.
He took himself to bed in an attempt to sleep off his hunger, but his mind was still
analysing the events of the day. He fumbled in his breast pocket and pulled out the
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little toy man, its eyes wide and staring. He gripped him, willing sleep to come and
find both of them. But it was elsewhere.
He staggered into his lounge and slumped onto his shapeless sofa. He could
stomach some rice, he felt. Rice and soup. It went down yesterday and stayed down.
No reason to think today would be any different.
He grabbed the tin of soup and guided the opener around its rim, watching it twist
and cut through metal with ease. He took a gulp of the contents. Garden vegetables
apparently. But his insides were tired, repelled, repulsed. An apple, a carrot,
something fresh to digest. That’s what he wanted. He launched the tin across the
kitchen where it exploded against a wall, processed chunks of potato, cubes of carrot
and florets of pale browny-green broccoli all soiled in a tanny, syrupy gloop trickled
down the woodchip and over the lip of grout onto the cracked tiling below. Remnant
grabbed his jacket and keys and slammed the door on his way out.
Leather Lane was quiet, save for a small, elderly couple walking a big dog.
Remnant paused outside Sanj’s, the local newsagent, security lights casting a dim
blue brilliance over the lurid festival of coloured brand wrappings and magazine front
covers that were within. He walked to the supermarket, which was always open,
nodding to the guy who was squatting by the cashpoint, his dirty blue sleeping bag
over his dirty blue knees, preparing for a night’s begging.
Remnant grabbed a basket and felt the rush of air conditioned cool as he entered
the store. He filled it with fresh broccoli, carrots, potato with soil on their skin, a
cauliflower, a pack of six squeaky fresh apples, an orange, a watermelon and four
pears. He left room in the basket for the four-pack of Gates which he planned to pick
up from the stunted drinks aisle near the tills.
The staff in the store knew Remnant. He envisioned his face on their monitors
right now: ‘It’s him again, watch him, secure the exits, over.’ He caught an exchange
of eyes between the two cashiers serving cigarettes to an old lady with the shakes and
a small bottle of vodka to a young Sunday night clubber on her way to Shoreditch
where most of the mainstream London nightclubs were located.
Remnant stooped to examine the cans of Gates, each emblazoned with a ‘fifteen
per cent extra free’ promotion around the top fifteen per cent of the can. This was not
only free beer, he reasoned, it was extra free beer and bound to taste that much
sweeter as a result.
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He slotted the cans next to the watermelon in his basket and headed toward the end
of the short queue for the till, which he bypassed at the last minute, striding head
down and heart racing out through the door and onto the street, autumn’s darkness
almost totally fallen now. He ran toward High Holborn, basket in hand, Gates fourpack rattling, scraping against the basket’s plastic sides.
He threw the beggar a pear on his way past, but was gone before he could hear the
‘thanks, mate’.
They’d be after him now, for sure, grabbing coats and weapons, short, sharp words
into their handsets. Don’t look back, keep going, he thought. He grabbed a pear for
himself and crunched into it, jogging now, holding the basket out in front of him so it
didn’t bang his knees or scrape his thighs. He was dribbling, the flood of saliva the
pear had unleashed unprecedented, the sensation of something fresh and moist
unfamiliar to his tongue and tastebuds.
He reached Hatton Garden and sheltered in the darkened doorway of one of the
many bookies that had stores there. They knew this was the place to pick up a steady
trade. Several independent turf accountants mingled with the nationals, intent on
taking the rich pickings from the poor who lived along a road which had several
tributaries that wrapped themselves around blocks of non-descript offices like giant
necklaces. The bookies called out to Remnant and the area’s many other council
tenants who lived in layer upon layer of residential flats. Foreboding abodes merely
metres above the jewellers, the poor so agonisingly close to the rich.
The bookmakers were forever subtly tempting these lofty tenants into their lairs.
The lairs of liars who promised riches but delivered debts. ‘Who knows, your luck
could change.’ ‘Get lucky on a computerised nag or a mustard-arsed greyhound and
you could leave our shop flush with riches and pop next door to buy one of the gems
on show for that special person in your life.’ Cheesy dreams that suckered in. And
Remnant was once one such suckered-in sucker.
But he didn’t gamble for him. He gambled what little he had for her, he told Elena.
Get Chloe a nice pram, a pretty school dress. Send her on that field trip, get her that
computer she wants for her studies, buy her a car before the lure of motorbikes gets a
grip, send her to university. All dreams Remnant dreamt of financing, if only that nag
would romp home and the one in the next race and the next. The three-horse
accumulator that so often fell at the first, the scrunch of the ticket, the clamp-shut of
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the eyes and the clench of the jaws, the look back to the form and the nap of that
tipster, the trickster.
Catching his breath in the shadows, a distant siren from up west silenced and froze
him. He listened close to assess if it was for him. But it soon faded into the soundtrack
of another London night and he breathed again. He reached into his jacket and pulled
out plastic bags bearing the logos of various supermarkets and small-time grocers, one
now defunct. He transferred the food to these worn bags, fumbling in the dark,
pausing and retreating into the shadow when a car pulled up at the lights on Holborn
Circus. It was away at the first hint of amber, and Remnant finished packing his
shoplifting, being careful to wipe the handles of the basket thoroughly before leaving
it in the doorway and heading home.
As he walked back to his flat, his phone vibrated and he feared reading ‘unknown
caller’ on the screen. But it was Chloe. ‘Not a good time, baby. Not a good time. Not
feeling good about myself right now,’ he thought to himself. He was feeling the anger
and impatience brought on by hunger. ‘Let me eat and I’ll call you back later.’ He
replaced the still vibrating phone in his pocket, yearning for the call to end as he
entered his block of flats and ascended three storeys of spit-scarred, chewing gummed
circled, alcohol stained stone steps.

Chapter 4
Bread. Where was the bread? Its absence confirmed Remnant’s suspicion that as
well as being a failure at almost everything in life, he was a failure as a thief. He
knew something of the theory, having learnt it from watching listening talking to the
regulars in The Old Mitre. But he let himself down on the practical side. He berated
himself for not possessing the required calmness or coldness of heart.
He put all the shopping straight into the fridge on his return to the flat. Everything
save a can of Gates which he immediately opened. Fifteen per cent extra free tasted
like a small victory, somewhat diluted by the fact that his entire shop had been free in
a manner of speaking. He made short work of a second pear and first apple,
abandoning the orange after finding it too difficult to peel. Then his phone vibrated.
It was Chloe again.
Three strikes would surely mean out. He had to answer this time.
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He breathed deeply, nerves flooding his stomach.
“Sorry darlin’,” he said. “Saw your calls earlier, meant to call you back.”
There was a pause, filled, Remnant presumed, by a hand gesture to her fiancé that
illustrated Chloe’s lack of belief in what her father had just said.
“Are you drunk?” she asked.
Remnant put down his can of Gates.
“No, I ain’t had a drink all weekend. Did you hear about the raid?”
“What raid?”
“On the jeweller’s. DT’s. Two lads on a moped dressed as an alien and pirate.”
“No, what happened?”
“I saw it all. I even chased after them.”
“You didn’t catch them?”
“Nearly. Well, no. They were on a moped.”
“Oh.”
Silence.
“The owner reckons he could give me some kind of reward, you know, as a thank
you for trying to catch the thieves.”
“Ah, that’s good.”
“Yeah, could buy me a new suit and help me put some money behind the bar for
drinks at the reception.”
“I’ve told you, Dad, you don’t need to worry. Carl’s paying for all that.”
Remnant grabbed another mouthful of Gates.
“I want to do it. It’s a father’s job. Oh, and I know someone who knows someone
who can put stuff in the clouds, to stop it raining on your big day.”
“Yeah, Carl’s got those guys on standby already.”
Another silence that Remnant filled with Gates.
“Listen, Dad, the reason I’m calling is that the wedding rehearsal is on the 18 th.
Have you got a calendar or diary to hand?”
“I’m just writing it down now, darlin’. Wedding. Rehearsal. 18th.”
Remnant had neither pen nor paper just a furrowed brow that was desperately
trying to commit the date to memory.
“Is it a dress rehearsal?” he asked. “Do I need a suit, ‘cos I’m not sure if that
reward money will come through that quick.”
“No, it’s just a run through, you can wear what you like.”
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“Will your mother be there?”
“Of course she’ll be there.”
“What about him?”
“I don’t know if she’ll bring him along to this. He’ll probably be working.”
“Oh, but you’ve invited him to the wedding?”
“Look, Dad, I just need you to be there on the 18th so we all know what we’re
doing on the day. Can’t you just be my dad for once? No hitches or arguments with
Mum?”
“Yeah, of course. I’ll be there darlin’, don’t you worry about that. You getting
nervous yet?”
“Listen, Dad, I’ve got to go.”
“Yeah, right. Sorry, er. Take care. See you on the 18th. Love you, darlin’.”
The line had already gone dead and with it his appetite.
At one minute and fourteen seconds, that weighed in as one of the longest
conversations he’d had with his daughter. He always reviewed his telephone calls
with Chloe, trying to keep them going for as long as he could, mentally making a note
of which lines of conversation elicited the longest response. He knew it was a
desperate attempt on his part to make up for lost time.
So, his ex-wife’s new bloke would definitely be at the wedding. That would make
the need for a stiff drink or two ahead of the speeches even more essential. But it
would also mean Chloe would have two dads there, one real, one fake. And Remnant
wasn’t sure which one he was.

Chapter 5
Remnant’s exceptional Sunday had one more trick up its sleeve. It was delivered
just after 11pm as he was hacking into his watermelon with a blunt bread knife.
Like Remnant himself, his intercom had long given up working, so visitors were
forced to ascend the three flights of stained stone stairs. It was usually enough to put
off everyone bar the most determined of souls.
Consequently, a knock at his door always shocked Remnant. It was like an
invasion of his privacy, almost unbelievable that someone should want to see him so
badly they’d come all this way. And this late meant it could only be bad news.
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He wiped his hands on a dirty tea towel and walked to the door.
“Who is it?”
“Police.”
He grimaced and envisaged a warm night in a cell (not his first). At least there’d be
someone to talk to and a half-decent breakfast to look forward to.
He edged open the door.
PC Ramage looked a little older than Remnant remembered him, a few more greys
on the sides and sideburns and lines around the eyes.
“It’s been a while, Mr Remnant.”
“Can it be a while longer and wait until the morning?”
“I’m afraid not.”
Remnant widened the door enough to allow Ramage in. As is a policeman’s wont,
the PC’s eyes explored the flat, searching for anything that might have been lifted,
diverted or illegally imported. Remnant watched him, wondering if he should own up
to the shoplift now and go quietly.
“You’re to be commended on how clean you’ve kept your nose recently, Mr
Remnant.”
Pinpricks of relief spread across his nerve-ridden guts.
“I’ve been keeping my head down, getting on with me life. Me daughter’s getting
married soon, did you know?”
“I did not. Congratulations. I imagine weddings are exceptionally expensive for
fathers these days. Lots to pay for.”
“I’m doing my bit, but her boyfriend is paying for most of it. He’s a lawyer.”
“Ah, so he can well afford it, I suspect. Still, you’ll want to get your daughter a
nice present.”
Ramage picked up the sheet of paper on which Remnant had been writing his
father of the bride speech and nodded his approval. He put it down and picked up a
post-it note next to it, on which were written the letters ‘IOU’.
“It’s to go in her wedding card,” said Remnant. “The way things are going, there
ain’t going to be no present. But I’m working on it.”
“And how exactly are you working on it?”
“Stopping gambling. Cutting down on the drinking. Looking for work down the
market. Are you here to arrest me, because if so, let’s go. I’ve had a long day and
could do with getting me head down.”
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Ramage held up his hands in mock surrender.
“I’m just wondering why you left the scene of a crime this morning without giving
us a statement, Mr Remnant.”
He felt like he’d dodged one bullet by walking into the path of another.
“I didn’t know I had to give a statement.”
“It’s police procedure, Mr Remnant. We like to gather the facts while they’re fresh
in a witness’ mind.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I was a bit all over the shop. I needed a drink after
getting whacked on me shoulder.”
He instinctively grimaced and rubbed that area.
“I hope there’s no permanent damage.”
“It’ll be all right. Just takes a while to heal at my age.”
For the first time since entering the flat, Ramage looked Remnant straight in the
eye.
“Why would Mr Terku suspect you were part of the gang that raided his shop?”
Remnant had to stop his anger from surfacing. “I can’t believe he’s said that,
accusing me. Where’s his evidence? I’m not taking the blame for this.”
“Mr. Remnant. No one is blaming you for anything. We have to assess the facts
and analyse the situation before apportioning blame.”
“I tried to stop the thieves, for f…flip’s sake.”
“But you failed to get a look at them.”
“They had masks on.”
“Another witness says you were sitting outside the cafeteria next door for in excess
of an hour before the raid.”
“I was having me breakfast. No law against that, is there?”
Ramage shook his head. His eyes had examined every item in Remnant’s lounge.
“May I take a quick look around?”
“I’ve nothing to hide.”
Remnant walked over to the window as Ramage poked about. The London sky was
its usual brown self, most of the stars hidden by a veil of pollution and the yellorange
light that leaked from streetlamps. Down below, the roads and pavements were
deserted, the calm before the storm of another week of commuters, shoppers,
travellers, chancers. Another week of flat pub flat pub flat pub flat for Remnant.
“Good to see you’re eating healthily, Mr Remnant.”
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He swung round to see Ramage nodding in the direction of the fruit stained kitchen
worktop.
“I like to treat myself every now and then.”
Ramage nodded to himself. Remnant doubted whether he’d even heard his answer
to the question. He knew a bit about how a policeman’s mind worked, how some of
their questions were carefully phrased to trick you into revealing information you’d
rather keep hidden. But Ramage took things a stage further. He’d stand there, saying
nothing for ages. Waiting for you to break the silence, to blab a little too much. Here
he was, at it again, and after about a minute thirty, he broke Remnant.
“Look, I know how it looks. I’ve got a motive to steal, I was at the scene, but I was
nothing to do with it. Honest. They were amateurs, no plan, no idea.”
“You have a better plan?” Ramage asked.
Remnant stalled for a second. “I’ve lived round here all my life. I’ve had time to
think. I’ll admit it’s crossed my mind to do a job, but all sorts of thoughts cross a
man’s mind. It’s those you act upon that count.”
Ramage pulled a smile that didn’t include his eyes.
“Well, we’ve both had long days, I think I’ll call it a night,” he said.
He made his way to the door but halfway there stopped and turned, purely for
dramatic effect, Remnant presumed.
“You’re not planning to go off anywhere, no holidays abroad or trips to the
moon?” Ramage asked.
“I can check my calendar, but I’m pretty sure I’m stuck here until the day I die.”
“Good, good, because I may well have more questions to ask. I’ll let myself out.”
And seconds after that he was gone.
Remnant breathed a sigh of relief, then slowly made his way to the kitchen where
he angrily hacked the watermelon to shreds.

Chapter 6
If only boilers were as reliable as Edgar. He arrived at Remnant’s flat the
following day exactly when he’d promised at half-past one, tool bag in hand, and
sporting stained navy blue overalls. Once inside number forty-eight, he brushed past
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the pyjama-wearing council tenant and headed straight for the boiler cupboard,
knowing it was just outside the lounge as it was in his and every other flat in the
blocks on Hatton Garden.
Remnant knew Edgar would be wanting a cup of tea but asked anyway, and once
he’d laid the mug on the coffee table near the lounge door, he settled down to finish
watching a slow documentary about swans.
“I hear you had a visitor last night,” said Edgar, peering into the depths of the
cupboard with a slim black torch.
“Who told you that?”
“Word gets around.”
“I forgot to give them a statement, didn’t I?”
“They like a statement, the police.”
“I’d completely forgotten. What do you think I should do about DT accusing me of
being part of the gang? He’s blaming me for not catching or unmasking the thieves.”
Edgar emerged from the cupboard for a face full of tea and to switch the television
over to a news channel.
“I’d ignore it, if I were you. The more fuss you make, the more likely it is the
police will think you’re trying to hide something. You know the way they work.”
“I hardly know DT, yet he seems to have it in for me, like everyone else round
here.”
“Maybe he just said it in the heat of the moment.”
“It’s not my fault his alarm never went off.” Remnant smiled at Edgar.
“Nor mine, if that’s what you’re getting at. I told him it was old and needed
replacing. Speaking of being old and needing replacing…”
Edgar ran his tongue along his front teeth, trying to think of a solution that
wouldn’t cost too much.
“Look at that.” Remnant’s attention had turned to a news report of a riot in Greece.
“What have they got to riot about?’ he continued. “They might be unemployed, but
they’re living in a nice hot country by the sea.”
“You’re not the only one suffering, Si. There’s millions out there with no jobs. No
future. People older than you.”
“You ain’t heard from any of your old colleagues about any jobs have you?”
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“Sorry, like I said, there’s not much about. And anyway the only jobs they’d know
about would be in the Thames Valley. That’s not an easy place to get to from here,
even with a car.”
Remnant grimaced and saw Edgar shaking his head at the boiler.
“If you could just keep it working until winter’s been and gone, that’d do me,”
Remnant told him. “All I need is a few hours of heat a day.”
He turned back to his television to see the newscaster smiling as she introduced the
light item at the end of the bulletin.
“And finally, it seems the internet is being gripped by asteroid fever.”
A picture of a bright white light flashed up.
“Blogger Joakim Onamoto claims this bright light is in fact the glare from an
asteroid discovered by an American spacecraft. An asteroid he claims is made of pure
diamond.”
Remnant scoffed and was about to switch channels when Edgar snatched the
remote and raised the volume.
“What started as an internet rumour and suspected hoax has now snowballed into
an online phenomenon, with diamond asteroids out-trending all other topics on the
social networks. And space experts have done little to dispel the rumours.”
An unattractive man, with a skin condition not suited to the extreme close-up he
was being subjected to, spoke with grim clarity.
“Given the vast number of asteroids in the solar system and the huge variety of
elements from which they are made, it is entirely possible, nay, highly probable that
at least one is made of diamond. We mustn’t forget that much of the Earth’s mineral
resources were deposited on our planet by falling asteroids.”
It took a lot to stop Edgar working, but this news item had him gripped. Remnant
stared at his friend, unused to seeing him so entranced by a television programme.
“What are you thinking, Edgar?”
He stood there, open-mouthed.
“I’ve fixed your boiler the best I can,” he said robotically. “It’s old. It needs
replacing. I think it’s got one winter left in it.”
“I know how it feels.”
Edgar was still staring at the screen.
“What’s up with you?” Remnant asked.
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Edgar frowned at Remnant. “There’s a massive diamond up there,” he said,
pointing to the sky.
“So they say. So what?”
“A massive, unprotected, undefended diamond worth untold money just waiting
for someone to bring it home. There’s no alarm system. No guards. No police. No
prison sentence for stealing it.”
“That’s because it’s millions of miles away. What chance have I got of getting to
the asteroid belt when I can’t even get to the bloody Thames Valley?”
Edgar sighed. “That’s the problem with you, Sye. Always seeing the problems
before the opportunities. You’re saying you can’t get there before spending time
thinking of ways you could get there.” He rapidly packed his tool bag. “I need to go
home,” he said
“I think you need a lie down, mate. You’ve gone as pale as the picture of that
asteroid. Thanks for sorting the boiler, though.”
Edgar waved away the thanks as he always did.
After seeing him out, Remnant slumped onto his shapeless sofa and stewed over
Edgar’s parting comments.
Like many men and women desirous of a better life, he did not sleep well that
night. He was gripped by news broadcasts which saw fit to promote the asteroid story
from the light item at the end in their afternoon bulletins, to third in the pecking order
at tea time, to the main item at ten o’clock, all reflecting the mania that the picture on
Onamoto’s website had provoked.
Remnant ripped apart his thin curtains and examined the brown night sky over
London, unable to discern whether it was clear or cloudy. And he gave himself a
moment to think about what it would be like to get a slice of that diamond and bring it
home. Give some to friends and sell the rest. Make it up with everyone he owed. No
more IOUs.

Chapter 7
Errol Haygue had the misfortune of being the inaugural chief of the USA’s Space
Exploration Council (SEC), the successor to the recently disbanded NASA. He was
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the United States’ ‘go-to guy’ for all things space at a time when its budgets weren’t
so much being cut or slashed, as totally annihilated.
A veteran of three Mars missions, he was comfortably his nation’s most
experienced space expert, yet it had been over a decade since he’d left the Earth’s
atmosphere. ‘Such a fate awaits men who find that age, experience and a desire for a
bigger salary force them into soul-destroying managerial posts,’ he reasoned to his
wife in a moment of reflection back at his New England ranch.
He had no option but the desk job by the time the opportunity to take on one arose
with the sudden demise of his predecessor, who had held the role of NASA Chief for
twenty-one years, during which he’d overseen the colonisation of Mars by ten
thousand ‘specially selected’ individuals, and the near total collapse of government
funding for anything space related.
By the time Haygue settled into the power-exuding leather seat of office in
Houston, NASA was no more and news of people emigrating to Mars was old news.
The ships they travelled in were well designed, and when take-offs to and landings on
Mars failed to result in disaster, hacks who were waiting for front page stealing
explosions and bodycounts scurried elsewhere for their headlines.
Sensing that loss of interest would soon yield a similar result when it came to the
scant funding SEC received, Haygue suggested staging a crash or a death on board a
flight to Mars to re-ignite public interest. It was then that he realised despite it saying
‘Chief’ on his office door and the long, triangular whiteoak plaque on his wooden
desk, there were bigger, more powerful chiefs with heavier triangular plaques on their
desks who could and would veto his every decision. They didn’t work in the same
building, or even the same city, hell, Haygue didn’t know where they were. All the
knew was they were out there somewhere, ready to intervene and delay and question
and procrastinate. And they certainly weren’t thinking that a staged crash or disaster
was in the public interest.
They were more concerned with the unwelcome public interest that had been
generated by Onamoto’s picture and the sheer number of online comments about it.
Haygue knew it was only a matter of time before his superiors ordered him to host a
press conference to assassinate Onamoto’s character, ridicule his pictures and belittle
those who believed in the existence of an asteroid made of diamond.
All standing room at the briefing was taken within minutes of the seats going, seats
which Haygue had ensured were the most uncomfortable in the building.
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He strode to his pedestal, flanked by attractive juniors, and framed on Remnant’s
outdated 3D television by a pictorial rendition of the White House, the SEC logo, an
important-looking but ultimately meaningless coat of arms and a plush flag of the
United States with extra shiny red stripes.
During his career, Haygue had developed an oratorical style specifically designed
to heighten boredom. He deliberately droned, especially when revealing important
information that the laws of the land required him to. There were no peaks in his tone,
no patterns to his speech, merely relentless troughs. Many hacks had grown tired of
his lack of personality, turning their attention to other stories and, in several cases,
other careers. Some who decided to remain journalists took to making up stories and
fabricating leads in order to avoid being assigned to a Haygue briefing. As a result,
Haygue had virtually slipped off the radar.
“Ladies and gentleman, I will keep this brief,” he droned, and many of the
gathered journalists immediately recalled why they had always given these
‘occasions’ a wide berth. “As we all know, rumours have been circulating regarding
the nature of these pictures.”
The shot of the bright white light that had made Onamoto a household name
brought forth gasps from the assembled press. Haygue shook his head at their overreaction.
“This is a shot taken from the Prospector mission to Jupiter,” he said, turning to the
screen behind him. “It is a shot taken by a malfunctioning camera. As is this, this and
this.” He toggled through three more almost identical pictures of a bright white light,
then turned back to face the journalists, inadvertently triggering a storm of flash
photography.
An impatient Haygue squinted as journalists tried to intervene with questions, only
to be shushed down and glared at by the assembled security.
“It’s just an over-exposed shot. Nothing more, nothing less,” he added. “So let’s
stop all this talk of diamonds and asteroids.”
“So what do you say to the scientists who say that there’s a hundred per cent
chance of there being an asteroid made of diamond in the belt?” asked a voice from
the throng.
“If there is such a thing, no one’s found it yet, but we’ll keep our eyes open,” said
Haygue, looking at someone else. He could see from the serious expressions on the
gathered faces that they’d all been briefed to keep this story alive.
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“The camera that took the shots, that’s an expensive bit of kit to be malfunctioning,
don’t you think?” Haygue recognised the voice as belonging to John Stock, the
scourge of the latter ten years of his career. He was one of the few who bothered
turning up to all of his briefings, mostly to heckle and harass.
Stock was an annoyingly boyish man who was at least a decade older than he
looked. The writer of a spaceblog that Haygue could never remember the name of,
(but he had Googled it once and was left unimpressed), Stock looked younger and
younger every time Haygue saw him, and today was no exception.
“A thorough investigation is underway, as you might expect, Stock. So I don’t
have any hard and fast reasons why that camera malfunctioned.” Haygue said,
watching Stock type something on his tablet.
“Remind me again of the Prospector’s mission,” was Stock’s follow-up question.
“Prospector is on a very important mission to help develop mankind’s
understanding of the solar system’s most powerful planet,” said Haygue.
“Why then does Onamoto’s most recent post, published as recently as a half hour
ago, say that there is a Prospector II? With astronauts onboard? In the asteroid belt as
we speak?”
There was uproar in the briefing room, even from the security guards. Haygue
glared at Stock who was loving being the centre of attention. “Astronauts on a
mission to test the purity of the diamond asteroid,” Stock shouted.
“There’s no truth whatsoever in these rumours,” Haygue yelled. “No truth in any
of that crap Onamoto puts on his site. It’s all conjecture. There is no Prospector II.”
The buzz in the room prevailed. Another voice brought calmness.
“So what’s the latest with the first Prospector?”
“The only Prospector,” Haygue corrected him.
“We expecting any more film back?”
“The Prospector will continue to send back pictures of Jupiter, for the next nine
months.”
“I look forward to seeing them,” said Stock, not totally ingenuinely, although some
journalists laughed. “You said before that these pictures of the white light are several
months old. Why were they not released sooner?”
“Who’d be interested? Who’d publish them? Who wants to see a picture taken by a
malfunctioning camera? When was the last time any of you attended a briefing of
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mine, apart from you, Stock? I can assure you there is nothing in this. No diamond
asteroid for you to worry about.”
“Hey, it wouldn’t worry me any,” said Stock. “But I know a few people who’d be
interested in checking out if there was any truth in the rumour. A few millionaires
with spaceships wanting to go take a look.”
“Good luck to them, but they’re wasting their time. And you’re wasting mine.”
Haygue looked set to leave.
“So you can categorically state that no SEC mission is underway to the asteroid
belt?” asked a female journalist from one of the financial papers.
“We’re in a double dip recession, as you’ll know better than me. There aren’t the
funds hanging around for us to launch a hunt for a diamond, should there be such a
thing, which we don’t believe there is.”
“So you’d be happy for anyone with a ship to go on up and check that out for
themselves?”
“Be my guest. OK, thanks everyone. This one’s over.” Haygue gathered his papers
and looked up to see Stock addressing the cameras and the journalists.
“I don’t think this is over. I think anyone who believes in this rumour, who
believes there’s something up there owes it to themselves to go check it out. Don’t let
anyone talk you out of it.”
“I think everyone gets the picture,” Haygue raged. “This one’s definitely over.”
It was a line that brought forth many questions asked at the same time and same
high volume by equally desperate journalists.
Haygue ignored them all and walked out of the room with far less confidence than
he’d had when entering it, knowing a summons to meet the powers that be would be
waiting in his inbox.

Chapter 8
‘This is the proudest day of my life, seeing my little daughter Chloe all grown up
and walking down the aisle. I was delighted and surprised when she asked me to do
her the honour of giving her away, because as some of you will know, I have not been
the best father.’
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Remnant’s pen paused. Where to go next? Why rake up all that old stuff? What
was the point? Most people who’d be at the wedding would know what he was like
anyway.
He was looking for a distraction and found one in a small rectangular card on
which it had been far easier to write a message. In his best hand he had declared his
availability to take part in any mission to the diamond asteroid. He could leave any
time after his daughter’s wedding and would do anything required. He had underlined
JCB digger experience twice, thinking that was as good as being an expert diamond
miner, and everything was written in red slanted capitals.
He grabbed his keys and descended the steps to street level. There was something
palpable in the air, not just the loud thud thud and tsst tsst of a bass drum and hi-hat
dominated tune emanating from a balcony higher up in Remnant’s block. The area
felt alive and not a little dangerous. The capital’s jewellery quarter teetering on the
edge of the City of London.
Leather Lane market was full of browsers taking in the bargains, and early
lunching office folk queuing at the stalls for haloumi wraps and spicy kebabs, cheese
beans coleslaw filled to overflowing jacket potatoes, lumpy, stodgy burritos and
multi-coloured salads.
The café outside of which so much had happened on the previous Sunday had
people queuing out of the door for coffees and sandwiches and paninis and juices and
croissants. Next door, the shutters were still down on DT’s jewellers, the blue and
white striped police tape flapping in the breeze between a pair of saplings.
Remnant turned away from it all and headed down the pedestrianised section of
Leather Lane and into the newsagents.
Sanj, the proprietor, looked up and didn’t so much nod in Remnant’s direction as
stifle a snarl. They’d had their run-ins in the past. Stupid things Remnant had done,
like walk out with a Sporting Life and a packet of Polos without paying, or claiming
Sanj had already taken his money when Remnant hadn’t even had any cash. As a
result, Remnant had frequently been denied entry to the shop but was currently in
between bans.
“Sanj, can I put this in your window, please?” he asked.
The newsagent took the card and read it, slightly bemused by some of the spelling.
He then looked beyond Remnant to the window. Despite the plethora of professional
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advertising and a sole postcard announcing the availability of a Claener (sic), there
was plenty of space to fill.
“It’s five pound a week.”
Remnant pursed his lips and raised his cheek flesh.
“How about I give you a cut of my earnings?” Remnant nodded at the card. “Could
be worth a fortune, millions.”
Sanj didn’t even bother to stifle a laugh.
“You think I was born yesterday? Five pound, Mr Si.”
“Listen, I only need a couple of days. How about you give me the first couple of
days free and I’ll pay you at the weekend?”
There were other customers in the shop whom Sanj wanted to keep an eye on, and
a couple of men getting impatient as they queued for cigarettes behind Remnant.
“OK. Two days. Put it in window on your way out.”
Sanj dismissed him and looked over Remnant’s shoulder at the first man in the
queue behind him. Remnant nodded his thanks and left, pausing only briefly to see if
there was anything new on the top shelf.
Once outside, he took great care to position his card in the middle of the window,
levelling it up with sideways squints and tilts of his head.
He’d been forced to put his landline phone number on the card as there’d been
another letter from the mobile company with red edges and threatening words.
Remnant returned to his flat feeling a little guilty about the carefully folded
newspaper under his arm. But he consoled himself with the thought that if a victim of
a crime doesn’t know a crime’s been committed against them, then they’re not a
victim of a crime.
He settled himself in front of a picturesque documentary about the albatross and
flicked through the newspaper’s eight-page coverage on the diamond asteroid. Amid
all the reports of excitement and premature celebration, there was a centre page
spread pull out of a bright white light and ovals on which you were to place your
knees, and a prayer to recite while you knelt.
Remnant was about to give it a try when the phone rang, causing a massive surge
of blood through his veins. It could only have been in the window for ten minutes.
Already his services were in demand. He cleared his throat and picked up the
receiver.
“Hello, Mr Remnant of Remnant Diamond Mining Enterprises speaking.”
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“You bloody what? I might have known you’d be cooking up some scheme to get
up there.”
Even though she lived less than a mile away on Roseberry Avenue, contact with
Elena had been minimal over the past five years. They’d seen and ignored one another
on Leather Lane several times, although Elena once made the mistake of going for a
drink in The Old Mitre as part of a girls’ night out. The visit ended in the smashing of
several glasses, the spilling of Gates, and a lifetime ban for Elena and all her female
party, meted out by a Gordon who demonstrated rage on a level none of his regulars
had witnessed before or since.
Phone conversations between the two had been even more of a rarity, neither
wishing to waste money they couldn’t afford talking to someone they couldn’t
stomach.
“Chloe asked me to remind you about the 18th,” she said.
“What about the 18th?”
There was a pause which Remnant assumed was being filled by Elena gesticulating
to her new fella, bemoaning how useless her old fella was.
“It’s a good job I called then, innit? The 18th is the wedding rehearsal.”
“Oh yeah, I know about that, Chloe called me.”
“Yes, I know she called you because she called me afterwards and asked me to
remind you later in the week about it.”
“Fine, thanks, well, you’ve reminded me. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m expecting
an important business call.”
“You’re not thinking about trying to get up to that asteroid are you?”
“Isn’t everyone?”
“Well, I imagine there’s a few millionaires having a serious think about it. But
who’d want you on their ship?”
“I’ll have you know I’ve already had several enquiries which I’m currently
checking out.”
“Bollocks, Simon. Remember who you’re talking to here, I can tell when you’re
lying.”
“I’ve had enquiries, I tell you. Now if you don’t mind.”
Elena laughed into his ear, a laugh that stopped abruptly. “You should be thinking
about what you can do for your daughter,” she said menacingly. “Not about how you
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can get your grubby hands on some diamonds. You’d better be there on the 18th or
you’ll have me to answer to.”
Remnant hung up in an instant. That glimpse of the bad old days had set his blood
pumping a little faster than was good for him. He washed his hands in the kitchen
sink, dried them on a filthy tea towel and headed over to the window.
He looked down at the jewellery store on the opposite side of the road, his
attention caught by a hand reaching for one of the display trays in the window. A
necklace for that special person, a congratulations for passing those exams, or maybe
a wedding gift for a much-loved daughter.
Then he saw him, walking past the shop.
Remnant reached street level in record time. The man had moved on, but Remnant
had a good idea where to.
“Oi?”
DT spun around in the alleyway leading to The Old Mitre and looked displeased.
“I’ve had the police around thanks to you,” Remnant told him.
“Yes, look. I said the wrong thing, I’m sorry.”
“You can’t go around blaming people for stuff they ain’t done.”
“Yes, I know, I’ll retract my statement.”
“What did you say about me in your statement?”
“Well, I was asked who was around the area and your name came up and they
asked did anyone chase them and I said, well, yes, you did, but you came back emptyhanded.”
“I’ve got Ramage on my back and I know what he’s like when he smells blood.”
“What can I say, my friend? Come on in and I’ll buy you a pint.”
“I can’t. I’m expecting a call. Back home on the landline.”
“I see, I see. Well, another time, then. I owe you one.”
“One? I’m thinking five.”
DT’s eyes narrowed and he turned and walked down the alleyway.
Remnant semi-jogged back to his flat via the electrical store where he looked at the
wafer-thin, flexible widescreen televisions contorted into various shapes in the
window. The perma sale still didn’t bring any model within his price range, but that
didn’t stop him marvelling at the quality of the image, which happened to be a picture
of what looked like a fairly attractive journalist interviewing a trio of unkempt
scientists.
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A tap on the shoulder distracted him. He turned to see a smiling Sanj. “Come,
come,” he said.
Remnant followed the newsagent round to his shopfront.
“It seems you have started new craze, Mr Si. Since you left, every customer queue
to put card in window.” He pointed to the shop window now full to overflowing with
similarly sized postcards advertising handymen and doctors and scientists and
plumbers and builders and experienced diamond cutters and miners and qualified
pilots and unqualified pilots, all after a seat on a ship bound for the asteroid belt.
Somewhere amid them all was Remnant’s card, lost in a chequerboard of lies,
exaggerated truths and blatant falsehoods.
“One more day free, Mr Si, then you pay like they do, or your space goes someone
else.”

Chapter 9
Two strangers were sat on the barstools he and Edgar normally occupied when
Remnant arrived at The Old Mitre a few days later. Gordon shot a cursory nod in his
direction before pouring a Gates and waving away Remnant’s genuine attempts to
pay.
“What’s up with Edgar?” Gordon asked. “He’s not been in for a few days. The
quiz machine is pining.”
Remnant shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe he’s got himself a seat on a mission.”
“What do you think about all this asteroid business?” Gordon asked.
Again Remnant shrugged his shoulders. He wasn’t really in the mood for
conversation, yearning instead for the mental relief that accompanied a pint of Gates.
“They’re now saying it’s all a hoax,” Gordon continued.
‘What’s all a hoax?’ Edgar looked pale, like a man with worries on his mind, so he
met the pint of bitter that Gordon poured him with gusto.
“That asteroid,” Gordon told him.
Edgar shook his head. “There’s too many people without possession of the facts
dismissing it. As the scientists have said, given the number of asteroids in the solar
system, the chances of one being made out of valuable stone is better than evens.”
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“Maybe I’ll put a bet on.” Remnant felt a surge of excitement at the thought of reentering his preferred supplier of bets and debts, another of the local stores he’d had
periodic bans from, some of them self-induced, others enforced by the police,
including the last for destroying one of the televisions after his greyhound trotted
home in sixth in the final instalment of a three-race accumulator that would have
netted him a tidy four-figure sum.
“I think we can do better than that,” Edgar told him.
Edgar motioned to Remnant to finish his drink. They made their excuses and Edgar
led Remnant back down Hatton Garden toward Leather Lane.
“Where we going?” Remnant asked.
Edgar was edgy, intermittently looking over his shoulder. A group of middle-aged
men heading towards The Griffin strip club on Clerkenwell Road caused him to grab
Remnant’s forearm and pause.
“What’s going on?” Remnant asked.
Edgar waited until the men were gone.
“It’s vital we’re not followed,” he whispered.
He led Remnant into Baldwin’s Gardens, just off Leather Lane, then hung a right
past a small square bordered by a dozen dirty garages to an area of larger lock-ups
that Remnant hadn’t been near since he was a smoking teenager.
“What did you bring me here for?”
A jangle and flash of silver announced the appearance of keys. A minute later,
Edgar was turning on the lights of a huge lock-up with an array of greased tools
hanging from the walls. In the far corner by a quarter smashed square window that
looked onto a brick wall was a small desk and black leather chair with yellow sponge
leaking through side slashes. Edgar pointed to a metallic, cylindrical object in the
centre of the room that was about the size of a motorcycle.
“What’s that?”
“That is the most valuable object you’ve ever set eyes on.”
Remnant took another look. “Is it scrap metal?”
Edgar scoffed. “It’s a nuclear engine.”
Remnant instinctively covered his nose and mouth with his hand. “Where the fuck
did you get that from, and why the hell is it here?” he mumbled.
“I guy I used to work with sold me it. There’s nothing to worry about. Without
liquid hydrogen it’s harmless.”

32

Remnant slowly moved his hand away from his face. “Why are you showing it
me?”
Edgar had learnt to be patient with those who didn’t share his technical knowledge,
although the urge to berate Remnant’s lack of appreciation for the object in front of
him was immense.
“A ship with a nuclear engine like this could get you to the asteroid belt and back
in nine months. Way faster than normal rocket propulsion.”
If Edgar was hoping for an epiphany in Remnant, he was to be disappointed.
“Right. I see the engine. Where’s the rest of the ship?”
Edgar threw his keys onto the desk in the corner and slumped into the chair.
“That’s where I was hoping you could help.”
“Mate, I’m struggling to build bridges with me daughter. I can’t build a ship.”
Edgar turned to face Remnant. “If someone gets me the parts, I can.”
Remnant then experienced something of an epiphany. He didn’t know much about
the technicalities of spaceship construction, but he had seen a documentary about an
unmanned trip to Mars, and the ship on that looked complex, certainly not made from
of the sorts of things you’d find lying around central London.
“What sort of parts are we talking about?”
Edgar pulled out three sheets of tightly folded paper from his breast pocket and
handed them to Remnant. There was neat but small writing on both sides of each
page, and as Remnant scanned the list, he felt a familiar sense of uselessness return.
“There’s got to be a couple of hundred items here. It’ll take me years to find them
all.”
Edgar snatched back the list.
“That’s what I thought you’d say. I just thought I’d check with you first, to see if
you were interested.”
Remnant snatched back the list.
“How long we got?”
“Well, I expect the first vessels will be launching any day now. They’re likely to
be crewed by amateurs though. Most won’t make it out of the Earth’s atmosphere.
Those that do will have to be seriously lucky to make it to Mars to refuel. The big
players will take more time to plan their missions. But I suspect they’ll be ready to
roll next month. We’ll want to launch before then if we’re to stand a chance.”
“You’ve been thinking about this a lot.”
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“I’ve thought of nothing else.”
“Is a month long enough to build a ship?”
“Nope. But it’s all we’ve got. I’ll rustle up something. It won’t be NASA spec, but,
we’ll see. So what do you say?”
Remnant looked at the list again and pulled the kind of face builders do when
they’re assessing the scale of a job and are preparing to tell the customer it’s going to
be big and expensive. “As I’m not busy pretty much for the rest of my life, I’ll see
what I can do,” he said.
Edgar smiled for the first time that evening.
“You’re a good man, Si. I knew I could rely on you.”

Chapter 10
Haygue received the expected summons from the powers that be in the wake of his
messy press conference. Before he left the SEC centre, he phoned his wife to tell her
he’d been booked on a flight to Houston and wouldn’t be home as planned that
weekend. She had resigned herself to not seeing her husband for a long while ever
since news of the diamond asteroid broke.
“I hope they’re not working you too hard.”
“Well, the big thing is to stop people getting too excited,” he said. “The last thing
we need is amateurs clogging up space. Listen, I best go. Love to you and the dogs,
and remember, not a word to a soul.”
The building Haygue had been summoned to was as unremarkable as the guy on
the security desk’s nasal hair was remarkable. Haygue signed in, clipped on his
lanyard and waited on the kind of stylish black leather sofa that was standard issue for
office waiting areas. The windows ran from floor to ceiling rendering Haygue
vulnerable to recognition by people on the busy street outside. Having recently been
the focus of a televised press conference, he turned away, not wanting anyone placing
his face, tapping the window and asking difficult questions, like the guy on the plane
over who said he was flying home so that he and his brother could get to work on
building their own ship.
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“My bro majored in astrophysics, so he knows what’s what. And I got a licence to
fly, a pretty brutal combination, you think?”
“Look, I said my piece to the press. There’s nothing up there to get excited about,
but I’m not in the business of spoiling anyone’s fun. If you and your brother want to
kill yourselves trying to launch a trip to the belt, then I’m powerless to stop you.”
“Sure, thanks,” the guy said smiling as he peered through the gap from the seats in
front. “Any tips for space travel? I mean, what kind of shit do you eat up there? And
speaking of shit, how do you shit in space?”
“These are all things you and your brother will just have to figure out for
yourselves. Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got some paperwork to catch up on.”
“More pictures of that diamond asteroid to ridicule, huh?”
The guy laughed to himself and finally turned away, but Haygue had to endure a
knowing smile from him as they disembarked at the airport.
The meeting room Haygue finally entered after a twenty minute wait on show in
reception was plush enough. Orange juice that was once fresh, croissants that never
were and an array of prawn and quartered sandwiches that were destined never to be
started were hardening on silver foil platters in the centre of the table as resolve
hardened in the hearts of those around it.
There were three men, a bald and a black one sitting, and a blond one standing in
the far corner of the room. There were two women, one the wrong side of fifty, the
other the right side of thirty. Both dressed like men, wearing their hair thick and high,
faces stern and not smiling because that betrayed weakness and they wanted to show
they belonged in this place of strength, that they could be trusted to make the big
decisions, and have a say and a share of the responsibilities. They weren’t
babymakers who were going to come in one day and announce their pregnancy to a
pissed-off table of penises who’d be calculating how much extra work the maternity
leave would generate for them.
“How do we feel that press conference went?” said the blond guy, clearly
addressing Haygue directly despite the all-inclusiveness of the question.
“I think things will swiftly get out of hand. We need to act fast,” said Haygue.
“Let’s not be too hasty,” said the eldest of the two women. “We don’t want to rush
into anything we might regret.”
Haygue looked around the room, desperately hoping to find opposition to that
stance. As he scanned, he saw the United States flag hanging limply behind the blond
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guy, one of its red stripes torn from the rest of the material and fluttering under the
force of the aircon.
The younger of the women finally spoke. “This Onamoto issue needs addressing.
Anyone any clues as to who the hell he is?”
‘”I’ve befriended him on Facebook,” said the blond guy.
“Say what?” The broad shouldered, bespectacled black guy couldn’t hide his
shock.
“Know your enemy, right?”
“Sure, know him. Don’t get into bed with him.”
“Can we force Facebook to reveal Onamoto’s identity?’ Haygue asked.
There were headshakes from everyone, the consensus being that you couldn’t force
an organisation that big to do anything.
“The only solution is to hire a private dick to take him out. Agreed?” The bald guy
spoke for the first time, revealing his southern roots.
Five hands, including Haygue’s were immediately raised. The elder woman fiddled
with her bracelet. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable sanctioning this. It’s, it’s pretty
heavy.”
Haygue thumped his grey haired fist on the table. “Whoever this Onamoto guy is,
he’s a risk to this whole programme. We can’t afford any more of his leaks to get into
the public domain. We need to act now. We need to either shut down all the social
networks or shut Onamoto the fuck down.”
All around the table were takenaback by Haygue’s aggression.
“I think we should avoid letting emotion get into this,” said the older woman.
The blond guy tried to calm down proceedings. “Things are progressing well, and
sure, we could have done without Onamoto, but our programme is well advanced. I
can’t see where the threat’s coming from.”
Haygue launched himself out of his chair, deliberately scraping the legs along the
floor for maximum impact. “Let me tell you where the threats are coming from.
China, for starters. They have the best-funded space programme on the planet and
some of the best technology and hardware.”
To help save NASA, the Chinese had offered to pool resources with the
Americans, and Haygue had been present at meetings in which this offer was
seriously considered. ‘The American public’s appetite for another space race is
severely compromised,’ someone Haygue thought suspiciously Chinese (but who was
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actually from Tennessee) had said. ‘There’s no longer the enthusiasm for space travel.
The colonisation of Mars has been an unqualified disaster.’
‘Unmitigated,’ Haygue corrected him, but the guy was adamant it had been
unqualified.
‘What have we got to lose by joining forces with the Chinese?’ someone else
ventured. There were no immediate answers from any of the faces around the table, so
Haygue stepped up.
‘The USA was the first nation to land a man on the moon, the first to colonise
Mars and while there’s still air in my lungs and a NASA, sorry, SEC badge on my
jacket lapel, we’ll be the first to achieve the next great astrological landmark,
whatever that may be. And we’ll do it alone. There will be no alliance with the
Chinese or anyone.’
Back in the Houston boardroom, Haygue wasn’t finished with the discussion about
possible threats to the success of the current programme. “As well as the Chinese,
there’s every manjack who’s seen Onamoto’s picture and thinks he can get to the belt
and back with a ship-full of diamond that’ll make him the richest man on Earth.”
“I don’t see the man on the street as any kind of threat,” said the bald guy.
Haygue shook his head. “Don’t underestimate anyone, especially the little guy.
Right now, the world and his wife are thinking about ways to get there.”
“Sure there’s ways, but most of them will lack the means.”
“It’s true Errol,” said the black guy. “Ninety-nine per cent won’t make it out of the
mesosphere. The one per cent who do, how many of those make it to the belt?”
“All I’m saying is we can’t afford to talk down anyone’s chances. You’d be
surprised by the lengths people will go to land some diamond. Some would launch in
their car if they could afford to fuel it.”
“How about we commission some research, assess the vibe on the street?” The
older woman looked pleased with her suggestion, especially when she saw the bald
guy nodding enthusiastically.
“Yeah, good idea, let’s see what the people are really thinking.”
Haygue violently shook his head. “Fuck focus groups. There isn’t time. We need to
act fast and act smart. Right now, nobody out there believes us when we say there’s
no diamond asteroid. And right now, we’re facing the biggest civilian mobilisation
since World War II.”
“There’s nothing we can do about that,” said the younger woman.
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“Oh, but there is,” countered Haygue. “Instead of us being perceived as the bad
guys, we could help them out.”
Confusion reigned around the table.
“Let’s put the entire space shuttle fleet up for sale,” Haygue explained, “and all
the shitty space vessels we’ve produced with taxpayer’s money that don’t stand a
chance of making it past the moon. Let’s really make it look like we’re doing our bit
to help. And raise some money in the process.”
“Why would we want to help people get to the belt?” the black guy asked.
“Because we’re Americans. And because right now every manjack out there
blames us for both the double-dips this century, and if they see us trying to help
people realise their dreams, maybe, just maybe they won’t want to kick our asses so
bad. Plus, the shuttle fleet will take some major league adapting to get anywhere near
Mars. But just in case anyone’s stupid enough to try and get there, maybe we plant
incendiary devices on board each ship.”
There was much exhalation of breath around the table. Haygue calmed down and
sat down, necking a couple of tablets, sensing he may have gone too far.
“Look, that’s just an idea,” he said in a more measured tone. “Fact is, we need to
get the world off our backs. And we need to realise that we can’t control what people
are gonna do.”
“OK, thanks for coming out to see us, Haygue,” said the bald guy. “I think we all
agree that a few issues have been raised that we need to consider.”
“But we’re all agreed something needs to be done about Onamoto, now, right?”
Haygue insisted.
Everyone’s attention switched to the older woman whose urge to fiddle had now
spread to her necklace. She nodded slowly, without conviction.
Haygue’s nod was far more vigorous. “Good, good. I want Onamoto,” he said.
“Leave him to me.”
Haygue stood abruptly, nodded to the room and left.
The blond guy checked he was gone and quietly shut the door. “How do we feel
that went?”
“Predictably,” said the older woman
“Let’s face it guys,” said the younger woman, “it doesn’t matter what Haygue
thinks, what we think, or even what the President thinks. It only matters what he
thinks.”
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“We should find out,” said the bald guy.
There was agreement around the table and the blond guy pressed a few buttons on
the portable keyboard, causing a giant screen to descend from the ceiling. He then
dialled a number and everyone around the table waited anxiously for the connection.
But still no one was prepared to make the first move for a sandwich.

Chapter 11
Sanj was surprised to see Remnant back in his shop with ten pounds in his hand.
He was even more surprised to learn that Remnant wanted to replace his card in the
window with a new one, which Sanj read.
“You want scrap metal now? You’ve given up on idea of going to asteroid, Mr
Si?”
“Something like that.”
The newsagent frowned, and not just at the spelling, but directed Remnant to swap
the cards. His window was providing him with a handy income, so he didn’t really
care what was written on each card as long as it wasn’t offensive, and as long as he
got his five pounds a week.
After swapping cards, Remnant bought a coffee from the café next to DT’s
jewellers which was now open again for business, the staff inside on edge, fearing the
next customer might don a mask and draw a weapon. Remnant sat at the same seat
he’d occupied that Sunday, alone again. He glanced down to the corner of Greville
Street, where two new shaven-headed Polish security guards stood in the fading light,
eyes searching the browsing shoppers and striding office workers.
The warm polystyrene cup shook in Remnant’s hand as he watched the familiar
and unfamiliar faces pass by. A faultless black Bentley pulled up outside DT’s, its
occupants able to afford to disregard the parking laws of the area. A middle-aged man
and woman exited simultaneously from either side at the front, post-argument it
looked to Remnant, as neither acknowledged the other and both slammed their doors.
As they were about to enter the jewellers, their attention was drawn to the sky by a
huge red streak of flame. The pavement and walls around Remnant turned blood
orange as the neighbourhood was rocked by a huge airborne explosion. Projectile
smoke shot off in a trident toward Holborn. The rich couple, drinkers in the King of
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Diamonds pub, and office workers all pointed skywards, some shaking their heads in
disbelief, others running for their lives.
A burning fuselage trailing yellow tipped black smoke roared overhead, too small
to be a commercial aircraft. As the vessel rapidly plummeted, men with drinks in their
hands and women with children on their minds pointed to the cockpit windscreen of
the stricken ship, its toughened glass melting in the extreme heat, the occupants inside
struggling, flapping to unclip themselves from their burning seats.
The ship fell and the ground shuddered from the impact as it hit the lower two
storeys of an office block on the south side of Holborn. Remnant hardly noticed,
being as he was enjoying the quality of the suspension, the comfort of the upholstery,
the smoothness of the engine, and the frequency of the stares he was attracting as he
calmly cruised northwards up Hatton Garden toward Clerkenwell Road in the
Bentley, going against the grain of the crowds flocking to the crash scene.
Remnant was surprisingly relaxed considering it had been at least a decade since
he’d pulled something like this. He turned left onto Theobalds Road, the soft clicking
of the indicator impressing him. He turned left again onto Grays Inn Road. What a
vehicle. Such a shame the fate that awaited it.
He pulled up outside Edgar’s lock up, checking his wing and rearview mirrors
twice, catching glimpses of groups rushing toward the plume of smoke from the
crash, now billowing above the high rises and spreading up and along Leather Lane.
He knocked three times and the door was soon raised. Quickly, Remnant accelerated
inside and screeched the Bentley to a halt by the desk. Edgar shut the doors as rapidly
as he’d opened them.
Remnant got out of the car and beamed at Edgar who was looking in some
amazement at the vehicle in front of him.
“This beauty is killing several birds with one stone,” Remnant said. “Engine parts,
metal, comfortable seats for the cockpit, reinforced glass for the screen.”
Edgar looked concerned. “You’re wanting me to handle stolen goods?”
“It’s not so much handling as dismantling.”
“And what if the police find out?”
“They won’t. They’re gonna have more important things on their plate tonight.
You heard the crash, right?”
Edgar nodded. “That’ll be the first of many. Mark my words. Badly designed,
badly planned. What’s that cliché – fail to plan, plan to fail.”
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“Our ship ain’t gonna crash, is it?”
Edgar shrugged. “There’s no guarantee with any ship.”
“You’re building in an ejector seat, though?” asked Remnant.
“Escape pod. It’s more useful. An ejector seat is no good in space.”
Edgar downed his tools, wiped his brow and headed for his desk, brushing bits of
metal and wire from the floor with a broom along the way. “The car’s good, but we’re
still a long way off,” he said. “There’s some really technical bits of engine I need to
get my hands on before we go anywhere.”
Remnant felt another surge of disappointment. After all he was doing to help make
this happen, it still wasn’t enough. Edgar sensed his disappointment. “You’re doing
amazingly well, don’t get me wrong. This isn’t easy.”
Remnant looked around the lock-up for inspiration, at the tools and the brush
Edgar had just leant against the wall. He sat up suddenly. “Can you do an early start
tomorrow?”
“Every day’s an early start for me right now. I haven’t left this lock up for four
days.”
“Right. I’ll be back here at five-thirty. Sharp. You’re sleeping here?”
“Of course. What’s in here is so valuable, you can’t put a price on it.”
“Well, tonight you can sleep in luxury. In there.” Remnant pointed to the Bentley.
Edgar examined the bodywork, then tested the passenger seat for comfort, audibly
exhaling as he reclined.
“My word.”
“Can that be my seat in the ship?” Remnant asked.
“I don’t see why not. The pilot can have the driver’s seat.”
“You had any thoughts about pilots?”
“They’re going to be the most popular people on this planet for the next few
months. To get the best, we’ll need to impress them with our ship. We’ve got nothing
to show right now, but by my reckoning, the real serious players will be prepared to
wait. They’ll not want to rush in and join the first captain who waves a wad of cash in
their face. These guys won’t want to go up only to come crashing back down.”
“I’ll keep an eye on Sanj’s window. There’s been a few pilots advertising there. No
idea how good they are though.”
“Well, that’s the problem,” said Edgar. “You can only tell if someone can fly when
they’re on a runway, and by then it could be too late.”
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“Speaking of late, I’m off to catch some sleep.”
“You going to tell me what you’ve got planned for tomorrow, so I won’t worry all
night?”
Remnant smiled and left.
After what seemed like seconds of sleep, Edgar awoke to the sound of Remnant
sporting a loud, incendiary orange jacket. He thrust one in Edgar’s direction, as the
former engineer reclined in the Bentley’s passenger seat. When he’d rubbed his eyes,
Edgar saw that not only did Remnant have street cleaners’ jackets for them both, he
also had a street cleaner’s trolley, complete with a trio of brushes.
“Where did you get all this stuff?”
“I borrowed it.”
Edgar triple checked he’d secured the lock-up before following Remnant down
Leather Lane toward the scene of the crash on Holborn the night before.
The sky was dawn blue, brighter further east over the City, the new day fast
approaching. Police tape framed the crash site, but there was no police presence.
Remnant had counted at least eight other crashes during the night, and there’d be
more today. Too many for the emergency services to keep up with, especially as
many working in those emergency services were deserting their posts to build their
own ships or talk their way onto someone else’s mission.
The charred body parts, burnt bones and sinew of the crew littered the street. Fried
metallic wings lay bent amid discarded fried chicken wings. The engine smoked over
smoked cigarettes, and fire-warped circuit boards and computer chips lay scattered
among a greased bundle of discarded cod and chips.
“Why are we here?” Edgar asked.
“There must be some stuff we need that we can nick from this ship? And other
crashed ships?”
Edgar looked at Remnant. Though far from fully awake, he was alert enough to
realise that Remnant could have hit on something.
He shuffled over to the wreckage, all incendiary orange jacket with tanned brushes
of bristle ready like jousting sticks to sift through the metal. Edgar pulled out the
thickest bristled head and set about the blackened limbs. He tutted as he swept a
smoking eyeball out of his way and watched it roll into the gutter. The selfishness of
those who were rushing up into space without a thought for those they’d come
crashing down on angered him.
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Remnant picked up a forearm, wrenched at the elbow from the rest of a torso that
he presumed had been incinerated on impact. He was surprised to see the wrist still
bore the remains of a watch, a Movado, the smoothness of the still-moving second
hand evidence of its value. Not one of those fakes from Leather Lane. Remnant
carefully slipped the watch off the brittle wrist and pocketed it, casting the forearm
away, as though it were a dog’s bone – a fate that almost certainly awaited it.
He saw Edgar pulling the entire dashboard from the ship’s cockpit and rushed over
to help. Once it had been freed, Remnant held the dash while Edgar examined the
wires and connections on the back. He nodded his approval.
The two men carried the dashboard and carefully placed it in their trolley. Edgar
returned to examine the remains of the engine, and was disappointed to see it was
rocket propelled. But there were several other parts he was able to free from the
wreckage and pocket.
“We done?” Remnant asked. Edgar nodded and they pushed the trolley back across
Holborn to the lock-up.
“If we get to future crash sites quickly enough, I reckon we can get all the parts we
need,” said Remnant.
“I don’t see why not.”
“So you reckon we’ll have a ship?”
“We’ll have a ship alright, but there’ll still be two big stumbling blocks. Who’s
going to fly it and who’s going to pay to fuel it.”
“Now who’s seeing the obstacles before the opportunities?”
“I’m just dealing with the realities. I can build it but neither of us can fly it. So
we’re going nowhere until we find someone who can. And then there’s the cost of
fuel. Liquid hydrogen doesn’t come cheap.”
“You’re loaded, right? Why don’t you cash in some shares or something?”
“Shares? Not sure where you’ve got them from. I own my flat and that’s about all
the assets I’ve got, save for some savings and a company pension. And that’s nowhere
near as lucrative as I was led to believe it would be.”
“But you’re the richest man in the block.”
“In a block of council tenants.”
“I reckon there’s ways we can raise the cash for the fuel ourselves.” Remnant
showed Edgar the fire damaged Movado watch.
“Where did you get that?”
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“From the crash site.”
“You stole it from the pilot?”
“He’s got no need for it no more.”
Edgar grabbed the watch. “Stealing bits of ship is one thing,” he shouted. “But
stealing a dead man’s personal effects is another entirely. What were you thinking?”
“I was thinking we could sell it on, buy some hydrogen with the money we make?”
“No. No way. Not that way. That watch could have major sentimental value to that
pilot’s wife. Or daughter. How would you like someone stealing from your corpse?”
“I got nothing worth stealing, Edgar.”
“Well, you need to think of another way to get the money for fuel, else this
partnership ends right now.”
Edgar threw his broom in the trolley and walked several steps ahead of Remnant
the rest of the way back to the lockup.

Chapter 12
Gordon sensed the tension between Remnant and Edgar as both waited at the bar
for him to fill up their glasses later that day. Normally there’d be banter, some gentle
ribbing between the two. Now there was nothing. Gordon eyed both while his head
pointed downwards toward the pumps.
“Something up, gents?”
“No,” they replied in unison.
“You heard the crashes I presume? Three on Holborn. Four or five in the City.”
“Selfish, if you ask me,” said Edgar. “These people need their heads examining,
rushing up there without a thought for the consequences.”
“The Prime Minister’s making a speech tonight,” said Gordon.
“And so he should,” said Edgar.
“There’s nothing he can do to stop people,” said Remnant.
“Don’t be so sure about that,” Gordon replied. “They can always price people out
of the market with a tax rise here and there.”
Remnant gripped his pint of Gates harder.
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“Oh yes, believe you me,” Gordon continued, “the government has plenty of things
they could do. More road humps to stop takeoffs. Up the tax on scrap metal. Ban the
sale of rocket fuel…”
Remnant slammed his empty Gates glass onto the bar. “Fuck the government. Who
are they to stop anyone? That thing up there is as much mine as it is anyone else’s.
They just don’t want anyone getting their hands on it, because they want all the
wealth for themselves.”
Edgar quietly sipped his bitter as Gordon gingerly slid Remnant’s glass back
toward the pump and started re-filling it.
“You’re right of course, Simon,” said Gordon. “But the government has to do
something to stop all these ships falling from the sky. And I for one am right behind
them. You two are my first customers today. People are frightened to leave their
homes in case some ship comes crashing down on them. And they’re frightened to
stay in their homes in case some ship comes crashing down on them.”
At this point DT entered, and recognising the patrons at the bar, turned to leave.
“Oi, DT,” Remnant called. “Why don’t you join us?”
DT froze and turned back slowly, his facial expression a bad attempt at looking
like he hadn’t seen them.
“Gentlemen. I thought I’d forgotten my wallet.”
He held up the offending genuine leather article.
“And I’m already having that drink you owe me,” said Remnant, picking up the
pint Gordon had just poured him and signalling to DT to pay for it.
“Can I get you one, Edgar?” DT asked.
Edgar raised his glass slightly in total acceptance of the offer.
“We were just discussing this evening’s Prime Ministerial speech,” said Gordon as
he poured. “We’re wondering what the government should do.”
“A bigger police presence on the streets,” said DT. “We can’t have these launches
happening left, right and centre, and crashes every five minutes. I’ve had one
customer so far today. The streets are deserted. Apparently the London Underground
is the safest place in the capital, and I never thought I’d say that. My father predicts
people will soon be living down there.”
“You not thinking about going up to the asteroid yourself?” asked Remnant.
“No, no. I don’t have the stomach for flying, my friend.”
“See, myself and Edgar, we reckon we’ll be ready to launch within a month.”
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This was news to Gordon and DT, and the fact that Remnant was going to tell
them was news to Edgar.
“You’ve got a ship?” DT asked.
Remnant nodded.
“Where, how, why?”
“We’re not answering those kinds of questions.”
“But neither of you can fly.”
“That’s why we’re looking to cut in a couple more business partners. A pilot. And
a financial sponsor.”
“What’s that?”
“We need someone to pay for the liquid hydrogen.”
“What do you need that for?”
Edgar felt it was time for him to intervene. “Our engine’s nuclear. Loads faster
than rocket propulsion. It’ll get the ship to Mars in three months and from Mars to the
asteroid belt in about forty-five days.”
“Where the hell did you get your hands on a nuclear engine?”
Remnant nodded in Edgar’s direction. “Ask him.”
Gordon and DT looked at Edgar with renewed respect. “It’s the quiet ones you’ve
got to watch,” said Gordon.
At this point Edgar excused himself, no longer able to resist the urge to show that
human brainpower could outwit a quiz machine.
Remnant seized the opportunity to sound out DT. “So, are you interested?” he
asked.
DT was still coming to terms with the nuclear engine revelation. “I’m not, no.”
“We’ve already got several parties interested in funding us. And the Evening
Standard say they want to do a feature on us.”
DT’s eyes lit up. “You’re going to be in the newspapers?”
Remnant nodded.
Although DT was a successful jeweller, it was a trade he’d stumbled upon by
accident. He’d left school with no idea of what he wanted to do other than avoid
following his father into a career on the London Underground, and answered a
newspaper advertisement calling for a junior assistant at a Hatton Garden jewellers.
To his surprise he was hired, more on race grounds, he suspected, than the burning
desire to be a jeweller he’d faked during the interview.
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But he found he enjoyed the trade and the decent money he made pursuing it. He
was quick to form his own contacts and forge relationships with suppliers in his
native Africa. Within five years he was confident enough to launch his own jewellery
business, firstly mail order only from a small room on the first floor above a bigger
jewellers on Hatton Garden, then in a big shop all of his own, next to a café that he’d
become less and less inclined to eat in the more and more successful he became.
Like many rich men, DT hadn’t initially welcomed the news of the diamond
asteroid. But he knew that the media attention surrounding the alien diamond would
push up its value. This fuelled his obsession to be the first to have a genuine chunk of
it on display in his shop window. The publicity, the press, the fame, the thought of it
all got him excited.
“If I had a penny for every time someone from round these parts has asked me to
fund their mission, I’d be so rich, I wouldn’t need to find the diamond asteroid,” DT
told Remnant.
“It’s your loss,” Remnant continued. “Edgar’s way better at building spaceships
than he is beating quiz machines.” It was a comment that earned Remnant a twofinger salute from Edgar.
“Why should I back your mission above everyone else’s?” DT asked.
“Because we’re local. And you know us. And you know how good Edgar is.”
“You say that, but he did fail to fix my burglar alarm.”
“I said it needed replacing,” said Edgar, still facing the quiz machine.
“We’ll do all the hard work for you,” Remnant continued. “All you do is sit back
and soak up the glory as the main man behind the first mission to make it back with
diamond.”
Phrased like that it sounded a simple and attractive proposition. Remnant saw DT
contemplating the proposal, and wondered if there was something he could say that
would seal the deal. “We’re going to bring the whole asteroid home to London,” he
said.
That wasn’t the line DT was looking for, and Edgar shook his head as he continued
to play the quiz machine.
“You’d need a pretty big ship to bring all the diamond home,” DT scoffed. “Where
are you building this ship, Wembley Stadium?”
Edgar returned to the bar, a few pound coins lighter for his experience. He finished
his drink, nodded to Gordon and started to walk out.
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“Where are you going?” Remnant asked, nodding at DT as if he wanted Edgar’s
help to try and persuade him.
“Where do you think?” Edgar slipped away and an awkward silence pervaded for
what seemed like thirty seconds but was more like ten.
“A hundred grand,” said Remnant.
“What?”
“That’s what we need to fuel the ship there and back.”
“I’m not giving you or anyone else a hundred thousand pounds.”
Remnant shook his head. “You don’t know a good business opportunity when
one’s staring you right in the face, mate.”
DT could not contain his fury. “You talk to me about business opportunities? You
think you are a good business opportunity? Why the hell should I invest in you?
Philanderer. Absent father. Unemployed. Unemployable. With a criminal record and
absolutely no discernible talent for anything. My friend, you are a long, long way
from being a good business opportunity.”
A few years ago, such a speech would have earned DT several bruises. But
Remnant heard him out, quietly finished his pint of Gates, nodded at Gordon and
calmly left The Old Mitre and returned to his flat, where he sat in stunned silence.
He watched the Prime Minister’s speech in parliament that evening with more
interest than he’d watched any political speech in his life. The headlines were as
expected: the government would be doing all it could to protect its citizens from its
citizens. And to give his fellow rich boy politicians a chance to get to the asteroid
before anyone else, taxes on liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen were both trebled
overnight.
The public were also to be rewarded for telling the police about any family
members, friends or neighbours who were busying themselves in a shed somewhere,
or a lock-up or garage somewhere else. ‘We are not doing this to spoil people’s fun,’
he reiterated. ‘We are doing this to protect the lives and businesses of the people of
Britain.’ A lot of cheering and paper waving followed and soon after, MPs began
drifting away from the extraordinary parliamentary session, some back to
constituency business, others to finish drafting their mission plans.
Remnant repeatedly banged his fists against a wall in his flat, frustration filling
every fibre of his being.
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Chapter 13
Onamoto was perplexing Haygue. He presumed he must have worked for NASA
or SEC at some point, but he had no idea when, or where he’d come from or how he’d
performed. All he knew was that he must have hired him. He hired all the team
members. So why didn’t he recall interviewing Onamoto?
Haygue contemplated his next move, hands clasped in arrowhead formation in
front of his mouth. He picked up his desk phone and called HR.
“I need to find a guy,” he told the woman who answered.
“No one by that name works here,” she said.
“What name?”
“A. Guy.”
“That’s not who I’m after.”
“Oh. Who you after?”
“Someone who worked here. A Chinese guy.”
Haygue heard rapid keyboard tapping.
“We have had six hundred and thirty seven Chinese origin employees in the last
five years. Do you have a name?”
“Of course I’ve got a name. Haygue.” Haygue spelt it out before the woman asked.
He again heard keyboard keys being tapped as he toyed with one of the red stripes on
the flag that held pride of place in his office.
“Says here Haygue’s of Caucasian origin. Lives in New England.”
“I know. That’s me,” Haygue fumed. “I’m after someone else.”
“Can you calm down please.”
“I am calm,” he said. “All the way down to my boots.”
“Do you have a name?”
Haygue’s frustration was peaking. “Are you reading from a script? Are you a
machine?”
“I’ll thank you not to be so rude, sir. Do you want my help or not?”
“I can’t give you a name. It’s classified information. Do you have a password I can
use to access the HR files?”
“That’s classified information, sir.”
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“What, the password? The password is classified information, cap C, cap I?”
“I can’t give you the password. You don’t have enough privileges.”
Haygue fake laughed. “I must be in the top ten in the pecking order around here
and I don’t have enough privileges?”
“That is correct, sir.”
“Can I take your name, please?”
“My name’s Carrie, sir. Carrie Deuteronomy.” Much to his relief she spelt it out
before he had to ask.
“OK, Carrie. The guy’s name is something Onamoto.” He spelt out the surname
before she had to ask.
“I’ve got access to the records of every employee on screen in front of me. There’s
no Onamoto.”
“There must be.”
“Sorry. There’s no Onamoto, sir.”
“Can I come and have a look myself?”
“You don’t have enough privileges, sir.”
“How do I get more privileges? Who hands them out?”
“That’s classified information, sir.”
“Right. So what can you do for me? I need to find this guy.” Haygue thumped his
desk.
“I’ll thank you not to be so aggressive, sir. Now, will that be all?”
“No, that won’t be all. What information can you give me about all the Chinese
people who’ve worked here.”
“Six hundred and thirty seven in the last five years, sir.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s quite a lot don’t you think?”
“I’m escalating this to the highest possible level. Let me speak to your superior.”
“You’re my superior, sir.”
“What?”
“If you want to escalate this to the highest possible level, you’re the highest
possible level I can escalate it to.”
“Am I? Right, well I say give him, give me the details he, I’m requesting.”
“I can’t do that, sir. You don’t have enough privileges.”
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“But if I’m at the highest possible level and I don’t have enough privileges to
access this information, who the hell does?”
“That’s something you’ll have to take up with your superiors, sir. Now, is there
anything else I can help you with today?”
“You have no idea what I’m trying to achieve here, do you? I’m trying to dig this
country out of the mess it’s gotten itself into. And you’re not helping, and neither is
this Onamoto guy, so I want you to make sure that a record of this conversation is
kept on file, so people know the lengths I went to to try and unmask this guy.
Because, I’m telling you, he could have cost this country one hell of a fortune.”
Haygue stopped and heard the line was dead. He hung up too, still unsure if he’d
been talking to a woman or womachine.
There were too many barriers to get things done through the official channels.
Haygue would have to go it alone. Find this Onamoto guy, ask him what the hell he
was doing posting top secret pictures of bright white lights on the internet, and why
he was claiming they were pictures of an asteroid made of diamond. Get him to go
public and retract what he’d said.
Haygue took another look at Onamoto’s page on Flickr. There were now over five
hundred comments about the picture of the white light, and a link to a YouTube page
that showed the same still of the white light. It had received over a million views and
half a million likes. Some of the comments were cynical, many had been removed
because they were offensive, plenty were in a foreign tongue, but the plethora of
exclamation marks suggested people were excited. And that’s exactly what Haygue
didn’t want.

Chapter 14
Three days after leaving The Old Mitre with his tail between his legs following
DT’s bitter attack, Remnant was back spending his recently received social benefits
on his fourth Gates of the afternoon. Gordon had been keeping an eye on him as he
drank near a pair of young lawyers who weren’t appreciative of his constant leanings
in their direction and glances at their respective cleavages.
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“Hundred grand. It’s all I need,” he slurred. “You two ladies look like that’s a bit
of loose change to you. How about it? Give me the cash and I’ll come back loaded
with diamond. Come on, let’s go to the cashpoint.” He grabbed one of their wrists and
was distracted by the sizeable sparkler already on her ring finger before she wrenched
it away. “Blimey, that’s a big one. But I’ll get you one five times the size.”
The lawyer looked to Gordon for support, but he turned away.
“Look, whoever you are,” said the second lawyer. “We’ve just told you we’re not
interested. We’re not giving you any money.” They both gathered their bags and
stormed out of the pub without finishing their drinks.
“You’re just like everyone else,” he shouted after them. “You can’t see a good
business opportunity when it’s staring you in the face.”
He staggered to the bar and downed the remaining half of his Gates. He tilted his
empty in Gordon’s direction. “Fill her up, Gord.”
“Do you think that’s a good idea?”
Remnant glared at Gordon for a few seconds, his eyes not quite aligning but both
betraying inner turmoil.
“You know what I think is a good idea? Posing as a road sweeper to get bits of
crashed ship for our ship. That was my idea. And I’ve been out every morning this
week, gathering bits for Edgar. Another good idea of mine was to nick a Bentley and
use the parts for our ship. Stealing a watch from a dead pilot and selling it on to raise
money for our ship? My idea too. So given all these good ideas I’ve been having
recently, yes, I think another Gates is a good idea.”
Gordon reluctantly poured and Remnant took and paid for the pint and went to sit
dangerously close to another female lawyer who had witnessed Remnant’s earlier
antics and had remarkably decided to stay. “If you fucking touch or try to talk to me,
I’ll rip your fucking eyes out,” she quietly told him as he leaned towards her.
He paused, mid-lean. “I was going to inquire whether you wouldn’t mind passing
me that beer mat, so I can rest my drink on it and not stain Gordon’s clean table,” he
said in his best whispered Queen’s English.
She passed him the coaster without looking at him.
“Thank you very much. Sorry to have disturbed you.”
He took deep gulps of Gates and watched Gordon on the phone behind the bar.
A group of three tourists walked in, hoping to sample the delights of a traditional,
Sixteenth Century English public house. Instead, they were greeted by a snarl and a
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glare from an angry, drunken Englishman. All immediately decided that perhaps the
coffee shop would be a better choice after all. As they walked out, they passed an
angry, middle-aged woman striding in.
Elena knew he’d be here, knew he’d have a pint of Gates to hand, but she didn’t
expect him to be sitting quite so close to a suited and knee-booted lawyer.
“Aww no, look what the cat dragged in.” Remnant giggled at his own reaction to
Elena’s arrival.
Her stride didn’t falter. She marched up to him and delivered a penetrating blow to
his gut that sent Gates spilling all over her, the lawyer and Remnant himself, who
dropped his glass and doubled-up.
“That’s from your daughter, who wanted me to say thanks for letting her down
once again by not being there for her.”
“Not being where?” Remnant managed to groan.
“It’s the 18th. Wedding rehearsal day. Didn’t you get my messages?”
“My phone’s been cut off,” he spluttered, still doubled-up and trying to curl into a
ball. Elena handed the lawyer the napkins that Gordon had passed from behind the
bar.
“Sorry for my ex-husband’s inability to handle his drink,” she told her.
“I forgot about it,” he said. “I’ve been rushed off my feet.”
“What, more gambling and drinking and annoying women half your age?”
“She’s not half my age.”
“You cheeky bastard,” the lawyer exclaimed, but both Remnant and Elena ignored
her.
“I’m trying to get a team together,” he said. Remnant had managed to regain his
seat but the expression on his face reflected the internal pain he was still experiencing.
“And that’s more important than your daughter?”
“I told you, I forgot.”
“Well, you can forget coming to the wedding. Chris will be giving Chloe away. At
least she can rely on him.”
“I’m her dad, not him. It’s my job.”
“When have you ever done your job, any job? And when have you ever been a
dad, or a husband? Chloe and I have always finished runners-up to the drink the
horses the strippers the football the mates the need for sleep. Now we’re being
trumped by a fucking lump of rock millions of miles away. Forget it.”
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“Please don’t do this, El. I’ve been looking forward to it for ages.” Remnant fought
back the tears, another bitter blow on a day, week, month, life full of them.
“I said forget it. She doesn’t want to know you. None of us do.”
Gordon had seen enough and calmly walked from behind the bar and gently placed
a hand on one of Elena’s shoulders. “I think you should go, madam. You are, after all,
banned from drinking in here for the rest of your natural life.”
“Get your hands off me. I’m going.”
She shook herself free of Gordon, and after she had looked down on her exhusband for a few seconds, she was true to her word.
Remnant sat, head bowed as the lawyer followed Elena out of the pub, her stained
suit earning a sympathetic look from Gordon.
Left alone together, there wasn’t much each man wanted or had to say to the other.
“I think the threat of a spaceship crashing through my roof is enough to drive my
customers away,” said Gordon softly. “I don’t need you as well.”
Remnant slowly nodded to himself. “Lifetime ban?”
“I’ve given you plenty of chances. I really thought you’d turned the corner this
time. But today? You’re back to square one.”
“Help me, Gordon. I don’t know what to do.”
It was a line Gordon felt particularly unsuited to dealing with. “Banning you from
here is my way of helping you,” he said, slowly ushering Remnant out. Remnant
turned to him and smiled, but Gordon could not look him in the eye.
Remnant spent an hour wandering around Holborn trying but not necessarily
wanting to sober up. He snarled at the office boys who criticised his unshaven face,
grey streaked hair, and odorous overcoat. He sat and watched the designer dogs let
loose in Lincoln’s Inn Fields until dusk when the park attendant ushered him out with
rattling keys and a threatening walking stick. He thought about walking west to
Bayswater to see if he could sort things out with Chloe, but he couldn’t go up there
looking like this. Not today, the day of the rehearsal. He’d phone her when he got in,
apologise for forgetting. Promise to make it up to her.
But these were lines he’d said before, she’d heard before, and he’d failed to deliver
on before. He’d failed to take one too many last chances. He was a failure as a
husband, a father, a taxpayer. A failure as a man.
He slowly made his way back to his flat, pausing only to stare up at a light in the
office above DT’s jewellers.
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“Damilou? Oi, Damilou. I know you’re in there. I just wanted to say thanks.
Thanks for not giving me a chance. Thanks for not believing in me. Thanks for
showing me up in front of everyone. Thanks for calling me a criminal. And thanks for
getting the fucking police on my back.”
Remnant found a scrunched-up can of Gates in the gutter and, after checking it was
empty, launched it at the window. It missed, but clattered against the darkened
window next to it.
“Thanks for fucking nothing,” he concluded.
The door to the jewellers was thrown open and DT strode out. He crossed Greville
Street and stood nose-to-nose with Remnant.
“There you go again, blaming everyone else,’ he said. “It is time you took
responsibility for your own actions.” Remnant took a step back, repelled as much by
DT’s aggression as his late night cheese-tainted breath. “It is time you faced up to
your responsibilities, my friend,” DT continued, “instead of drowning them in drink.”
A whistling from above momentarily distracted them.
“Time you looked closer to home for the reasons for your problems,” DT said,
pointing at Remnant between the eyes.
The whistle above quickly escalated to a roar.
“Time you…”
A flash of red. Then yellow. Followed by the stench of fuel. Then ‘boom’. A
fireball engulfed the street.
The force of the blast slammed both men against the wall of the block of flats they
were standing outside. Momentary shocked silence was followed by screams and car
alarms and showers of brickdust and thuds of falling masonry.
The muffled sound of a distant siren grew louder. Both men slumped on the
pavement as a hail of concrete rained down and smoke swirled. Remnant blinked fine
particles of grey dust from his eyes and spat them from his mouth. He sat up and
looked around, trying to get his bearings. His eyebrows, hair, skin, shoulders were
temporarily grey, covered in a layer of dust. Ears ringing, he reached down and
grabbed what he assumed was DT by the collar and dragged him to his feet. DT’s first
thoughts were for his glasses which, remarkably, were unscathed and by his feet.
Remnant bent down and handed them to DT who stared at Remnant, unable to
comprehend what had happened. DT glanced across the road of debris to what was
once the jewellery store that bore his name and housed the fruits and passion of his
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working life. The first floor office where moments ago he was sitting ensconced in
some creative accounting was now on fire, the burning tail fin of a homemade ship
sticking out of it.
As Remnant led DT away, the street filled with people from Remnant’s block and
nearby pubs and offices, as eager to help the injured as they were to check out the
crash site. Some offered the two men help which Remnant refused. Many were
running, hoping to pick up something valuable from the ruined jewellers or the
wrecked ship.
“Don’t look back, don’t look back,” Remnant kept telling DT, who was shaking
now, gripping onto Remnant, desperately wanting to look back.
They made it to Edgar’s lock-up where a strip of golden light under the door and
the loud sear of metal being sheared betrayed Edgar’s presence inside.
Remnant banged on the door loudly during a break in the shearing and then tapped
the coded rhythm. Slowly Edgar opened up and looked shocked to see the dust
covered pair standing in the half-light.
“What the hell happened to you two?”
“Another one down. Direct hit on DT’s.”
“Are you hurt?”
Both shook their heads.
DT forgot his pain, his loss and his near-death experience when he saw the huge
tarpaulin Edgar had recently spread across the object in the centre of the floor.
DT circled it as Edgar lowered the doors. “Can I see it?” he asked.
“It’s not finished yet,” said Edgar.
“Doesn’t matter. I’d like to see it.”
Edgar looked at Remnant who shot him ‘a what harm can it do?’ look.
With no ceremony, Edgar whipped off the tarpaulin. And there it was. Three
quarters of a ship that would be given the challenge of getting to the asteroid belt and
back. The vessel resembled a cigar case to DT, and a dildo to Remnant, though both
men wisely decided against expressing their opinion. The ship was long, slender with
smaller wings than both men expected. It stood about ten feet high and twenty-five
long. DT ran his hand over the smooth metallic exterior as he walked to the front,
scaled a small stepladder and peered up into the cockpit through the toughened glass
window that had masking tape forming an X on each panel. He saw two beige leather
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seats, ripped straight out of the Bentley, which was now a shadow of its former self in
lock-up, stripped down to its skeletal frame.
Remnant nodded, impressed by the progress Edgar had made.
“The basic frame’s in place,” the engineer said. “It’s all about the technical things
now.”
“So those bits we got this morning on our rounds were all good?” Remnant asked.
Edgar nodded.
DT peered in through the pilot’s side window. “Can I go onboard?” he asked.
Edgar shook his head. “There’s no floor yet.”
Remnant could see DT was as impressed as he with the ship.
“Are you pleased with it?” DT asked.
Edgar nodded. “Si has done a great job gathering all the parts. The only stumbling
blocks…”
“Oh, I know the stumbling blocks, my friend.” DT interrupted. “I must say I am
impressed.”
“It has a nuclear engine too,” Edgar added.
DT had forgotten about that and looked alarmed.
“Nothing to worry about now,” Edgar added. “They’re dormant without
hydrogen.”
“And that’s what’s expensive, yes?”
“That’s why I wanted the hundred grand,” said Remnant.
DT nodded then rubbed his head as if the nodding had stirred a pain from the
explosion.
“What will you do about your business?” Edgar asked.
“I will have to wait for the insurers to pay out. Have you seen the cards in Sanj’s
window, the ones for pilots?”
Remnant and Edgar nodded.
“Well, one of them was recently recommended to me by a wealthy customer.”
Remnant looked at Edgar who stayed focused on DT
“So you’re interested in our mission then?” Remnant asked. “You’ll fund it?”
“Easy. Easy. You are jumping the gun there a bit, my friend.”
“Sorry, he’s easily excited,” explained Edgar.
“If you get a good pilot, I could well be persuaded. In the meantime, I could do
with somewhere to stay for the night.”
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“I’m going to be working in here ‘til dawn,” Edgar said nodding in the direction of
the ship.
DT turned to Remnant.
“Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer a hotel room?” Remnant asked. “My place
isn’t…”
“All I need is somewhere to rest, my friend.”

Chapter 15
Stock arrived early at the small basement office Haygue had borrowed from the
SEC janitor. Earliness annoyed Haygue as it clearly demonstrated keenness and
reminded him of himself when he was younger. The energy. The hunger to know. The
urge to discover. The years had taken them all from him. He knew all that his brain
could know, his mind now saturated with astral knowledge. The last thing he wanted
to do was impart any of it to an annoying writer of an internet blog where spelling and
accuracy took second place to sensationalism and conjecture.
Stock strode in looking months younger than he had the last time Haygue saw him.
The SEC chief couldn’t stop himself from shaking the proffered hand, but made sure
his grip was weak and short-lived. He directed Stock to sit down in the most
uncomfortable chair he’d been able to find in the building. Haygue watched and took
delight in Stock’s little grimace as he lowered himself into a seat that had been
christened ‘The Back Breaker’, then saw him draw strange shapes with his fingers on
the screen of his tablet, and was annoyed by it all. Eventually Stock looked up.
“Right, I’m ready, Haygue. Fire away.”
“There is no asteroid made of diamond.”
Stock laughed. “Oh, it’s too late to stop this one now. This one’s big. The
Facebook group I set up has close on two hundred thousand likes. There’s a MySpace
presence too, for what it’s worth, and I’ve a guy working on a website. I’ll be getting
a cut of the t-shirt, mugs and pens income, of course.”
“Pens? It’s just a picture of a white light. One of our cameras on the way to Jupiter
malfunctioned. Is all.”
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“I’ve got the specifications of those cameras somewhere here.” Stock drew a few
more shapes on his tablet and swivelled it to show Haygue who outwardly just
shrugged his shoulders, but inwardly fumed. Here was where the world was going
wrong, he thought. Information was everywhere and accessible to everyone.
Everything was recorded. From pictures of drunken nights out with friends, to
specifications of SEC cameras, everything could and was being shared. It was the
antithesis of everything Haygue believed in. People were better off not knowing some
things. Most things. Hell, everything. Stick to your own little world and stop sticking
your mouse or fingers in where they’re not welcome.
“That’s too good a camera to malfunction,” Stock concluded.
“It was in the belt. It got hit. The lens defence systems were breached. It developed
a fault. Story over.”
“It got hit, it developed a fault, which one was it, Haygue?”
“That’s classified information. All you need to know is the Prospector project was
cut.”
“Then how come Onamoto talks about a Prospector II?”
Stock swung his tablet around to show Haygue Onamoto’s homepage. Haygue
grabbed the screen and read a few paragraphs from the site.
“Do you know this Onamoto guy?” Haygue demanded.
“We’re just Facebook friends.”
“Have you met him, seen him?”
“I’ve messaged him. I’ve poked him. Emailed him. Just to glean a little extra
detail.”
“Right, and what did he say?”
“That he used to work here.”
“So why is there no trace of him working here?”
Stock shrugged. “I’m no expert on SEC’s personnel policies.”
“Neither is SEC’s personnel policy department, let me tell you,” said Haygue.
“Where does he live?”
“I don’t know.”
Haygue clicked shut the locks on the door to the office. Stock looked at him,
alarmed. “Have you just locked the doors?”
“You’re damn right I have. No one leaves this room until we find out where this
Onamoto guy is.”
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Stock’s fingers quickly went to work on his tablet.
“What are you doing there?” Haygue lunged for the tablet but Stock pulled it
away.
“I’m messaging a key Facebook friend, telling him I’m being held hostage in a
cesspit of a janitor’s office at SEC. Should get a call any minute n…”
Stock’s mobile rang. He let it ring and motioned to Haygue to unlock the doors,
which he did. Stock then answered his phone. “It’s OK, just a misunderstanding,
we’re fine now. Speak soon.” He pocketed his phone and stood up. “You’ve clearly
brought me here under false pretences. I think we’re done.”
“No, no, sit down. Look, I’ve got a proposition for you. A scoop. A real fucking
scoop that will make your name.”
“You don’t do scoops, Haygue. The only thing I ever scoop from your briefings
are piles of useless shit.”
“Why the hell do you keep turning up and asking questions then?”
“It’s my job. And you’re a rich source of material for my blog.”
“What’s the name of your blog?”
“Maybe I’ll tell you for the hundredth time one day soon. Talk to me about the
scoop.”
“OK. Look. There is a new mission. Prospector III.”
Stock gasped. “So there’s a Prospector II as well.”
“Was.”
“Tell me more, tell me more.”
“I’ll tell you plenty more if you accept a seat aboard Prospector III.”
Stock stared at Haygue. A place on a SEC ship would be the making of his blog.
He was already excited by the increase in hits it would get. He’d definitely have to
monetise.
“Where’s the ship going? Stock asked.
“To the belt.”
Stock gasped.
“But if you leak this news before the launch, you lose your seat. Or worse”
“What’s the purpose of the mission? And what did you mean by worse? I didn’t
like the sound of that.”
“Just report to the Cape in two weeks. Bring a change of clothes and you’ll get
your scoop.”

60

Stock was nodding excitedly. He wasn’t sure how much he trusted Haygue, but
knew if he blogged about his every move, there was little chance of being taken out
into the desert around Cape Canaveral and shot in the back of the head and buried in a
shallow grave.
“How do I know this is for real?” he asked.
“You don’t. But let me tell you, you and Onamoto have made enemies of some
pretty powerful people. I’d either watch your back, or get the hell off the planet.”
“Is that a threat or a warning?”
“It’s a threatening warning.”
“Can I quote you on that?”
“Not if you want the best scoop of your fucking career. Now, if you don’t mind…
this one’s over, Stock.”
Stock stood and looked around the cold, stale janitor’s office with distaste.
“I can’t believe the government let NASA come to this.”
“It’s SEC. And it’s a crying shame. But let me tell you, SEC isn’t finished, and
won’t ever be finished. Not on my watch.”
Stock shot a respectful nod in Haygue’s direction as he prepared to leave.
“Oh, there’s one more thing before you go,” Haygue added. “Your seat on
Prospector III comes with one condition. You bring Onamoto.”

Chapter 16
Remnant stared at his landline, dust still in his hair from the explosion the night
before. There was no room left on Chloe’s answerphone for any more of his messages
of sorrow, regret and disappointment in himself.
He walked into his kitchen and opened his fridge, the stomach-aching sight of
absolutely nothing to eat causing him to slam the door shut, which caused DT to stir
on the sofa.
Remnant crept back into the lounge, the thin carpet accentuating the floorboard
creaks with every step. He walked over to the window and viewed another overcast
early morning London sky with a heavy heart. Somewhere out there his daughter was
nervous about her forthcoming big day, preparing to let someone else other than her
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father lead her down the aisle. To give her away to another man for the rest of her life.
Someone to look after and provide for her like he had failed to do.
Behind him, DT groaned and sat up clutching his lower back. He looked down at
what he’d been sleeping on and immediately realised why some of his vertebrae felt
so chronically misaligned. He pulled out the little hard-hatted toy figure the young
girl had given Remnant. He frowned at it and threw it onto the coffee table.
“I did warn you it wouldn’t be a comfortable night,” said Remnant.
DT waved away the apology and asked the whereabouts of the toilet. Remnant
pointed him in the right direction and turned back to face the outside world.
He couldn’t afford to give his daughter away, and now she didn’t even want him
to. Maybe he’d ask DT for an advance, get her something special that wouldn’t look
out of place on the wedding gift table alongside all the presents from her rich
husband’s friends. Maybe DT had a suit he could borrow too, a designer one that
would hold its own in the fashion parade that would be the big day.
Having attended to his toilet, DT joined Remnant by the window and experienced
a view of Hatton Garden he’d not seen before.
“Sorry, I’ve got no food to offer you,” Remnant said.
“Shopping day due, yes?”
“Something like that.”
They both stared at London, the big city they knew they’d never totally get to
know.
“Do you want to go down and see what we can salvage?” Remnant asked.
DT checked his watch. Its screen was shattered. “I expect we’re too late. The
looters will have taken everything by now.”
Remnant nodded. “I’m really sorry.”
“Ah, look. It is all insured. The brokers will have to pay up, but they will take their
bloody time about it, I have no doubt.”
Remnant stayed staring out at grey London until DT broke the silence. “Listen, I
have had a text and this pilot friend of a friend is driving up to meet us.”
Remnant swung to face him, the excitement evident in his expression and voice.
“When, now?”
DT nodded. “Shall I say The Old Mitre?”
“Er, how about we try somewhere different for a change?”
“Anywhere is good with me, my friend.”
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They arranged to meet Mitch Bettis in a cafeteria a few yards from Farringdon
Station, not realising that their prospective pilot had elected to drive. He told them
when he arrived that parking his vehicle had been an expensive nightmare and that his
reasons for driving into central London were based on the fact that he never liked to
travel under someone else’s ‘steerage’, a word Remnant was convinced didn’t exist,
but vowed to check later with Edgar.
After giving the waitress specific orders on how his coffee was to be made and
served, Bettis spread his arms out wide and invited the two men to furnish him with
details of first themselves and then their mission.
DT spoke briefly and occasionally movingly about his parents who seized the first
opportunity they could to escape the literal, actual and political heat of Nigeria and
head north to Europe, winding up in Peckham, an up and coming area (they’d been
told). Out of one fire and into another.
Soon after their arrival came another. Being a son of Peckham, DT found himself
living in a part of south London that barely tolerated its own. It was in this hostile
environment that trips to the shops became missions for DT’s mother, who would
dodge the spittle, ignore the abuse and steer her little boy in his taped-together paintchipped third-hand pushchair through the expletives and the mint green still-bubbling
phlegm circles. Thrusting him forward, her brave little soldier. ‘Show no fear, my
little boy. Never show them fear, even though we feel it. If they spot a weakness or
sense any trepidation, all is lost.’
Remnant heard very little of DT’s life history as he was busy mentally preparing a
story about his past that wouldn’t paint him as the man he really was. When his turn
came, he kept it brief, portraying himself as a rather bland character who had kept
himself to himself, had one child and was determined to make the most of what
remained of his life.
Bettis then took it upon himself to furnish the other two with details about his
background despite them not having asked. He told them he spent whatever money
didn’t go on women on his skin, teeth and back, crack and sack sessions. It was all a
bit graphic for Remnant, especially from someone he’d only just met. Bettis also told
them that any wrinkle that dared cross his visage was botoxed into oblivion and both
his eyes had been lasered to ensure twenty-twenty.
“How about telling us about your flying experience?” Remnant suggested.
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Bettis thought the interjection inappropriate and said as much, resenting the
implication that he’d been waffling. He looked down on this rather common and
slightly scruffy man who had berated him. “Twenty-six years a commercial pilot with
the biggest names in world aviation,” he said, haughtily. “Eighteen thousand and six
flying hours on record and not a single serious incident to blot that record.”
After the facts came more frills, with Bettis telling them how at the end of each
flight he would wander out of the cockpit to flirt with the stewardesses and take the
plaudits of relieved passengers who complimented him on a textbook landing. He’d
ruffle the hair of boys and shake the hands of men, staring at them a little too long as
he assessed whether or not he would be able to defeat them in a fight, should they
drunkenly meet on a deserted beach. “So, where’s your ship?” he asked.
“We’re not in the business of showing it to anyone who’s not involved in the
mission,” Remnant declared.
“You can’t surely expect me to commit without first viewing the mode of
transport?”
DT leaned forward. “Mr. Bettis, until recently, I felt like you. A little sceptical of
this gentleman and the idea of him organising a mission.”
“Thanks a lot,” said Remnant.
“But I have seen the spacecraft,” DT continued, “and I can assure you it is mightily
impressive. It has been constructed by a talented engineer, and I have no doubt you
will be as awestruck by its magnificence as I was.”
“It’s nuclear as well,” Remnant added. “So we’ll be there and back in nine months,
loads quicker than rocket fuelled ships.”
The mention of nuclear power was enough to raise Bettis’ brow. “Gentlemen, you
are seducing me. But I must state I will have a few stipulations.”
“Let’s hear them,” said DT.
Bettis reached inside his flimsy light beige jacket for a well-thumbed piece of
paper which he unfolded with considerable unnecessary ceremony.
“A private cabin with wash facilities is an essential of course. I will require a
heated seat in the cockpit and regular meals for the duration. I reserve the right not to
leave the ship for any reason save fire evacuation when we refuel on Mars and…er..”
Throughout the reading of the list, Remnant had been outwardly nodding while
inwardly yearning to escape from this ridiculous man. DT, however, was studiously
taking notes, nodding at each and every request.
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“Anything else?” he asked, sensing Bettis was desperately trying to think of extra
stipulations.
“Yes, I would also like the final say on the name of the ship.”
“Why would you insist on that?” DT asked, having already compiled his own
shortlist.
“This ship will either be the vessel I die in, or the vessel that makes me a legend.
Either way, I do not want to be associated with a foolishly named one.”
“I’m sure that’s something we can sort out,” said Remnant, standing to make it
obvious he was eager to wrap things up.
Bettis took the hint. “I expect you’ll want a moment to discuss my suitability in
private,” he said. “I shall take a stroll.”
“Watch out for crashing ships,” DT warned.
Bettis waved away the remark and left the cafeteria, glancing first left then right on
the pavement outside, before opting to walk straight ahead.
“He was awful,” said Remnant.
“He’s perfect,” said DT at almost exactly the same time.
“What?” they said at precisely the same time.
“He’s exactly as a pilot should be,” said DT. “A little eccentric for sure, but totally
single-minded.”
“But what about all his demands, the private cabin?”
“We will tell him he can have them.”
“But he can’t.”
“We will not tell him that. We will give him some money to show we are serious.”
“We?”
“I will give him the money.”
Remnant eyed DT with suspicion. “Why are you doing this? I mean not long ago
you were saying…”
“A lot has changed since then, Si.” He turned to look Remnant in the eye. “You
saved my life. I believe you were sent to my shop for a reason, shouting at me to get
me out of the office.”
“I wanted to smash your face in.”
“I think it was more than that.”
“Yeah, I wanted to break your legs too.”
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DT chuckled. “No, I believe this mission is meant to happen. And I believe I am
meant to be a part of it.”

Chapter 17
Time spent at home on his New England ranch was rare for Haygue, and therefore
all the more treasured. He returned there the weekend before the Prospector III launch
to gather his luggage, ensure his affairs were in order, and to spend some time with
his wife, Bette, who herself was rarely at their picturesque home, being a
businesswoman of considerable import in Boston.
Haygue chose the Saturday morning to sit on the shores of Nantucket Island and
fish. He never caught much, but every time, he left the place feeling better about life.
True to form, he’d been without a bite for hours. It was time during which his
thoughts focused exclusively on the challenge that lay ahead, his biggest ever
mission. One that would define his career. He tried not to think about the ceremony
that would follow his successful return to Earth in a ship loaded with diamond that
would not so much kick start the spluttering US economy, as drag it out of the
swamp. But he couldn’t help himself. He rehearsed shaking the President’s hand. He
imagined taking the plaudits, doing the TV interviews, signing the book deal,
achieving the enshrinement, unveiling the statue.
As he dreamed, he watched two fishing boats working in tandem out near the
harbour, each pulling one side of a huge net to double their haul, the squawking
seagulls circling, looking to pick off any overspill.
It was going to be a dangerous trip, not only in terms of the distance and the
terrain. There’d be others wanting to get their hands on the loot, swooping like those
seagulls. And there’d be plenty already doing well in the diamond trade who’d want
to prevent the loot from ever reaching Earth and overcrowding their lucrative market.
That’s why Haygue had asked for and secured some formidable hardware. The
decision had taken months longer to green light than he would have liked. Had he had
his way, he’d be on Mars already. But Haygue had grown to accept that a slow
decision was better than no decision.
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Fighter craft were to accompany his ship every step of the way. And unlike its
predecessors, Prospector III would be armed with lasers. Although Haygue was a not
a military man, he was prepared to defend himself. Surrendering hard won loot to
some desperado space pirate or embittered diamond baron without a fight wasn’t an
option. But as he sat and fished without expectation of success, he realised there was
no telling if the security measures he’d taken were far-reaching enough.
After a while, Bette came to join him on the shoreline, quietly and slowly sitting
down beside him.
“Caught anything?” she asked, as she’d always asked.
Haygue shook his head, as he always shook his head. “Hope I have better luck up
there.”
“I’m confident you will, Errol.”
“I hope so. This nation needs a reason to celebrate. Hell, the whole planet could do
with some good news.”
“Let’s not pretend you’re doing this for the whole planet.”
“Well, no. I don’t see why we should do all the hard work and then be expected to
share the pay cheque at the end of it.”
Bette breathed in the fresh air and watched a gull fly overhead. “Jealousy is an
ugly thing, Errol. And something like this is bound to rouse strong feelings.”
“What the President does with the diamond I bring home is up to him. I’m just
doing my job.”
The two trawlers had been reduced to dots as they sailed toward the horizon with
their haul, taking the swarm of scavenger birds with them.
Haygue turned to his wife. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing?”
She looked away, back to their ranch, darkening to a silhouette in the sunset, the
huge stars and stripes at the gate flapping gently in the cool breeze. “It always seemed
strange to me why our nation’s most experienced astronaut never went into space
anymore.”
“You haven’t answered my question.”
She looked at him. “I don’t know the answer. And I won’t know the answer until
you’re safely home with that medal from the President. Though why they haven’t
seen fit to award you it before now I do not know.”
“Those in the corridors of power move in mysterious ways. Very slow and very
mysterious ways.”
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His wife turned away again. “It’s a lot to ask of a sixty-seven year old. Up there in
those cramped conditions for so long.”
“I’ll be fine. It’s something I have to do, Bette. But at least one good thing has
already come out of this. Space is back in the news. People are interested in exploring
our solar system again. Maybe soon we’ll build a proper presence on Mars, not fill it
with outcasts and criminals. Maybe we’ll start something on Titan too. Show the
Chinese how it’s done. We need to think beyond the confines of this planet. It’s losing
its energy. It’s getting overcrowded. We need to spread our wings.”
Bette smiled, more to herself than anything. This was her old husband talking, the
enthusiastic man in his thirties fighting to keep interest in NASA alive. The man
who’d subsequently been rendered powerless and directionless by funding cuts levied
by successive administrations. Space travel hadn’t been a priority for decades, and
certainly wasn’t after the first double dip in the early part of the century. Now, as the
world’s economies slowly emerged from another double dip, it was even less of a
priority. How could anyone justify investing billions in space exploration when
people were losing their homes and their hope back on Earth? The recent Martian
colonisation had been celebrated by a few but criticised by the majority. The previous
President had made inhabiting Mars his number two priority, behind fixing the
economy. At least he delivered on one count. But the nation wanted economic
security now, not guarantees about the future of the human race. So when the White
House changed hands, the colonisation of Mars was halted, abandoning ten thousand
early settlers on an under-developed planet.
Haygue was dead against any halt in the colonisation programme, but few listened
when he said the human race must continue to look beyond the confines of its current
home. Even fewer paid attention to his hunch when he saw the bright light on the
pictures the Prospector sent back. It took him a year and a half to get agreement for
the secret launch of Prospector II, the manned follow-up mission that his wife had
promised never to mention again. Haygue felt the guilt every night about what
happened to the crew and hoped maybe this mission, his last, would go some way to
putting those wrongs right.

Chapter 18
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Having got his hands on a new, state-of-the-art mobile phone, Remnant texted his
new number to Chloe, once a day, every day for a whole week. There was no
response. Not even a ‘stop hassling me’ or a ‘go away’. With only a week to go until
her big day, it was looking likely that he would have to gatecrash his own daughter’s
wedding.
He checked his phone again as he walked to the lock-up for the pre-mission
briefing DT had organised.
He arrived to find Edgar sleepy. The frame of the ship was covered as always in
the huge white tarpaulin that once served as the giant marquee for an advertising
awards event in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Remnant had arranged for a few local lads to
help him relieve the venue of it just after the event had finished.
“Is it done?” he asked Edgar, who nodded.
“Aside from a few minor details, we’re there.”
“I can’t wait to see it.”
Edgar looked as tired as a man who had devoted a whole month of his life to
building a ship ought to. As he finished lowering the door to the lock-up, there was a
knock on it, not in keeping with the established code. Remnant looked at Edgar who
shook his head. The knock was repeated, slower and more deliberate than previously,
but just as inaccurate.
“Simon? It is me.”
That was definitely DT’s voice.
“You haven’t knocked the right code,” Remnant told him.
“I have.”
He repeated the knock, and for a third time got it wrong.
“No, it’s…” Remnant demonstrated the correct formula on the inside of the garage
door which DT repeated on the outside. Satisfied a lesson had been learned, Edgar
raised the door. DT ducked under it before it had fully opened, but Bettis waited until
he could walk in without stooping.
Both were eager to get hands on and the veil off the vessel, but after being
introduced to Bettis by DT, Edgar directed all three men to sit on the chairs that he’d
arranged around the desk in the far corner.
“Well, team, apart from a few minor details, the ship is finished.”
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Remnant whooped a cheer and shook Edgar’s hand and pulled him into a hug
which he rounded off with a pat on the back. DT smiled broadly, almost lifting his
silver, wireframe glasses off his nose. Bettis sat motionless.
“As soon as we get delivery of the hydrogen, we’ll be ready to go,” Edgar added.
Attention turned to DT. “My supplier assures me we will have it within the next
fortnight.”
“So our launch date remains two weeks today,” said Edgar.
Everyone nodded. Remnant checked his phone. Still no message.
“Right, what is the plan?” DT asked.
“Plan?” said Remnant.
“I assume there is a plan. Of how you intend to get the diamond from the asteroid
into the vessel?”
“Yeah, there’s a plan,” said Remnant, unconvincingly. “As I’ve said from the start
we need to treat this as a heist. A raid on a jewellers.”
Remnant looked at DT waiting for a disparaging comment, but none was
forthcoming. “Of course,” Remnant continued, “it’s a jeweller’s with no alarms and
no security system. But we have to presume we won’t be the only ones interested in
nicking it.”
Remnant paused again, expecting an interruption, but everyone was listening to
him intently. “I’ve asked Edgar to install a drill on the end of a robotic arm like the
ones you get on road diggers,” he said. “This will be controlled from the cockpit by
me. I’ll use it to drill off chunks of the diamond.”
DT, who had started to write notes looked up from his pad. “How do you know if
it will be strong enough to penetrate diamond?” he asked.
“We don’t. But it made short work of concrete, so it’s pretty tough. Now,
alongside the drill is another arm with a net that clamps shut. I’ll use this to gather in
the chunks of diamond loosened by the drilling. This can also be controlled from the
cockpit, by myself. Once full, I’ll wind the net in. It slots into the ship in a hole that
can be accessed from the ship’s hold. Any questions?”
“How do you know if the net is strong enough to hold diamond?” DT asked.
“We don’t, but it handled lumps of concrete, so it’s pretty tough.”
“And what the devil am I doing while all this drilling is going on?” Bettis asked.
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“Your role is a vital one,” said Remnant. “You’ll be keeping the ship steady so I
can do the drilling. And you’ll need to be ready to help us make a quick getaway if we
come under attack.”
“Under attack?” Bettis was takenaback.
“We have to be ready for anything,” Remnant told him. “There’s a lot of people
out there wanting to get their hands on the loot, so we can’t assume they’re gonna let
us help ourselves and ride off into the sunset without a fight.”
“So, do we have any means of defending ourselves?” Bettis asked.
Remnant shook his head. “We’re going in unarmed.”
“Isn’t that a bit foolish?”
Edgar felt the need to speak. “Getting hold of the parts to make the ship has been a
challenge in itself. Getting hold of weapons is something else entirely. We’d need
lasers or torpedoes, and those sorts of things are thin on the ground around here.”
DT nodded. “I am sure there will be plenty of diamond to go round. As long as
I’m…we’re the first back with a big chunk I’ll be happy.”
Everyone looked at Bettis to see if he had any further questions. “Well, come along
then, show me the ship, show me the ship,” he said eagerly.
Edgar stood and led the three men to the centre of the huge tube that lay veiled in
the lock-up. With a drag of both arms he pulled off the white covering.
Remnant and DT both clapped, even though what they saw didn’t look vastly
different from what they’d seen before, aside from the fact that the outer shell had
been painted white with a black nose cone and grey underside. Everyone looked at
Bettis to gauge his reaction, but he was giving nothing away.
“Can I take a look at the cockpit?” he asked.
Edgar led them round to the other side of the ship, where a button opened the sole
hatch. Bettis waited for a set of steps to automatically lower, but there were none.
“That’s a little inappropriate,” he whispered as he grabbed either side of the hatch
and hauled himself up. Once on board, he hung a left into the cockpit and the others
followed.
It was as cramped as most cockpits, but unlike most cockpits, this had two beige
seats stolen from a Bentley at the front. Edgar pointed out the radar screen, computer
monitor and radio microphone on the dashboard. Bettis nodded without betraying any
emotion, but when he sat in the pilot’s seat, he immediately looked displeased.
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“This will need adjusting,” he said, looking for any handles he could use for that
purpose. After finding none, he looked at Edgar. “Is there any way to adjust this
seat?”
“You can take it out or have it in. That’s all the adjusting that can be done.”
“It’s too low. I can’t fly like this. And where’s the heating?”
“As Edgar has already told us,” said Remnant, “there’s a few more things need
doing, and that’s one of them.”
Edgar frowned but Remnant shaking his head suggested he shouldn’t labour the
point any further.
Remnant took his place in the passenger seat, and was reminded of the comfort he
had enjoyed in the Bentley for a few precious moments. “It’s nice. It feels like
somewhere I could sit for a few months. Where’s your seat, Edgar?”
Edgar laughed, but soon stopped when he saw Remnant was serious. “Hold on a
minute. I’m not going anywhere.”
Remnant had been expecting a few surprises in this meeting, but not one of this
magnitude. He’d always envisaged it as him, Edgar and the pilot going on the
mission.
“The ship’s a two man ship, and I’m not going to be either of the two men,” Edgar
added.
DT fondled his jaw and looked first at Remnant, then Edgar. Bettis remained
focused on checking out the ship’s controls.
“We need an engineer up there, to correct any faults that may occur,” said DT.
“Not that I am anticipating any problems with the ship.”
“Listen guys,” said Edgar. “I’m not a flyer. If I was, I’d have worked in the US,
not the Thames Valley. NASA wanted me. Offered me big bucks on several occasions
and once I even went as far as booking the tickets to an interview in Houston. But I
couldn’t do it. The idea of a few hours flying scares the life out of me. Nine months
would kill me.”
DT sat shaking his head. “I see, I see. This changes everything. The idea of a
mission without an engineer on board is not appealing. What do you gentlemen
think?”
Bettis was far more interested in the dashboard in front of him, than the dispute
behind him. “I have some basic knowledge of the workings of engines,” he said. “But
all I will say is if you’re going to fly, fly with confidence. No plane I have ever flown
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has insisted on the maker of the craft being on board. I don’t see what makes this
particular trip any different.”
Attention then turned to Remnant. “I think Edgar should go. Instead of me.”
Edgar looked at him in disbelief. “I’ve told you, I’m not going.”
“I don’t see what I’m offering the mission,” Remnant continued. “I mean, I can
control the arm that’ll drill the diamond. But anyone can learn how to do that in a
couple of hours.”
“No, Si,” Edgar pleaded. “I can see what you’re doing. Don’t go down that path.
You want this more than the rest of us put together. This mission wouldn’t be
happening without you. Don’t belittle yourself.”
DT pondered. “It is an interesting point he makes, though. We cannot afford to
carry passengers who are not essential to the mission. After all, that will mean less
room for diamonds, and more fuel requirements.”
Edgar vigorously shook his head. “No way, he’s going on this mission and that’s
final.”
Remnant half smiled at Edgar.
“No one is saying he’s not,” said DT. “All I am saying is everyone has to be worth
their place. All of us will be rewarded if the mission is successful, but not all of us can
actually go on it.”
Edgar turned on Remnant, unable to hold in his emotions. “Why the hell did you
have to say that? Why are you trying to talk yourself off the ship?”
“I’m not. I’m just telling the truth. I ain’t got any skills that are of use to anyone,”
he said, turning to and pointing at the maze of controls that formed the dashboard.
“Better to get that out in the open now, rather than halfway to Mars.”
Edgar shook his head.
“We will let this matter lie for now,” said DT. “Edgar, please show us the rest of
the ship.”
The atmosphere was predictably frosty as Edgar guided them around. Immediately
outside the cockpit on the left was the galley, a traditionally narrow space with
standing room for two, and a brand new silver metallic microwave oven (that
Remnant insisted he hadn’t stolen) built into the wall. The cupboards were packed
with boxes of knocked-off, knock-down freeze-dried food (that Remnant had stolen),
which did not look appetising or smell of anything other than their packaging.
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“That hole there is your trash chute,” said Edgar, pointing to a circular gap about
the size of a basketball hoop on the far wall of the galley. Remnant instinctively thrust
his arm into it.
“Do that while you’re up in space, and you’ll lose your arm. In fact, you’ll
probably be totally sucked out.”
Remnant rapidly pulled in his arm as Edgar shook his head and led them toward
the rear of the vessel. The door on the left led to the sole cabin, two-thirds of which
was taken up by a bunkbed designed for men less than five foot tall. Remnant and
Bettis were both over six foot. This was not a design fault, Edgar pointed out, but a
design necessity to create a bigger hold for the diamond. Remnant nodded, content to
sacrifice comfort for such a noble reason.
Opposite the cabin were the toilet facilities, which constituted a small shower
cubicle that looked perfectly capable of harbouring alien bugs, a hand sink that was
barely big enough for fingers, and a miniature metallic toilet that, with men aboard for
months, was destined to forever have its lid up. There appeared to be nowhere to
release the stench that would undoubtedly be created in there, until Edgar pointed to a
small extractor fan. Bettis took a moment to consider the implications of that fan
breaking down. Poisoned air would be floating around the craft for months on end, a
stale odour doing the rounds like a fart on a 747. The prospect filled him with horror.
The corridor ended with a small hatch to the left, and a door straight ahead. Edgar
pointed to the hatch first. “That’s your escape pod. Two-man of course. Sorry, but
you’ll have to crawl along and down a short tunnel to get in. Once there, strap
yourself in, fire up the engines, which work independently of the rest of the ship, and
press eject. The pod’s equipped with satellite navigation. But be sure you’re within a
thousand miles of Earth before you deploy, else I can’t guarantee you’ll make it
home.”
“I hope you’re taking all this in, Si,” said DT.
Remnant was checking his phone. Still no message.
“Si?”
He nodded nervously.
Then Edgar opened the final door. “This, gentlemen, is the hold.” Edgar took in the
three men’s reactions and afforded himself a smile. “Never has such a small, plain,
empty space been looked upon with such awe,” he said, leading them in. Edgar knew
the men were imagining the hold full of the gleam and glister of alien diamond, as he
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had done himself many times during its construction. “It’s six by six and…” he
tapped his foot on the floor which rang hollow, “there’s room under there if you get
really lucky. Just slide back that panel of flooring. He pointed to a tile in the far
corner.
Remnant pointed to the wall at the far end of the hold. On it was a yellow sticker
that housed a black skull and crossbones. “That doesn’t look too friendly,” he said.
“Beyond there is your engine. Don’t go anywhere near that wall when in flight.
It’ll be hot, not to mention radioactive.”
“You just mentioned radioactive,” Remnant said, forcing a half-smile from Edgar.
DT’s interest peaked. “So, if something goes wrong with that, and you’re not
onboard, what happens?”
“Even if I was on board and something went wrong, there wouldn’t be much I
could do. I’ve isolated the whole unit from the rest of the ship to avoid contamination.
That’s the price you pay for getting there faster than rockets.”
DT nodded. Edgar exhaled. Remnant stepped toward the engine, then suddenly felt
the floor beneath him rising. He looked down to see the tile on which he was standing
elevating toward the ceiling. Instinctively he ducked.
“What’s going on?” he shouted, looking down to Edgar.
Edgar looked up at the roof as two panels in the ceiling separated. Remnant
gingerly stood up on the rising platform, and as he rose onto the roof of the ship, he
was encircled by a cylindrical, perspex tube.
“That’s airtight,” he shouted up to Remnant. “It’ll give you time to get your
oxygen mask on and ready to go out onto the surface of Mars if you ever need to. Just
press that red button on the cylinder to open it.” Remnant did so and the cylinder
rapidly lowered itself back into the ship. Remnant stood tall on the roof, the ceiling of
the lock-up within reach. “This is fantastic,” he called down.
“Imagine yourself loaded with diamond, coming down into the ship,” Edgar called
up. And that’s exactly what Remnant did, as Edgar pressed a button on the wall of the
hold which lowered the plinth back into the ship.
“So that’s the tour over,” Edgar said.
“A phenomenal effort, my friend,” said DT. “Unbelievable in fact. I am sure it will
be a successful mission. Whoever is on it.” DT looked at Remnant before walking
with Bettis back to the cockpit.
Edgar shook his head at his friend. “What were you thinking?”
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“Thanks for sticking up for me,” said Remnant, who then scrambled for his phone
after feeling it vibrate. His eyes lit up when he read the message. “I’ve got to go,” he
said, and jumped off the ship and ran out of the lock-up.
DT called after him. “Where are you going? We’re not finished yet. We’ve got to
decide on a name for the ship.”

Chapter 19
It had been nearly a year since Remnant had been round to where Chloe now cohabited with her husband-to-be, as invites to their impressive house had been thin on
the ground.
Bayswater was a bit rich for his blood anyway and a two hour walk from Leather
Lane. It was knowingly trendy, serving up food he’d never heard of, and drinks he
couldn’t afford in cafes with seats he couldn’t get comfortable in. Worst of all, you
couldn’t find any ordinary food to steal. It was always from somewhere overseas:
Belgian cheese, Lebanese milk, Chilean bacon, Madrid slow-cooked tomatoes.
Remnant didn’t care where his food was from, as long as he had some. But it
obviously mattered to people in Bayswater. Not for them plain cheese or tomato.
Every item had to be accompanied by some location specific description.
Porchester Terrace was a street taken straight out of picturesque suburbia and
neatly arranged in the middle of central London, within a valuable stone’s throw of
Hyde Park which had only recently been closed to the public and the height of its
perimeter fences extended by coils of barbed wire. The park had unwittingly played
host to numerous launches, its vast, open spaces and well kempt pathways making
ideal runways. But the surrounding areas of west London had borne the brunt of the
failures. Marble Arch had taken a couple of direct hits, its west side charred and
scarred and buildings on Queensway were no longer insurable, so many having been
destroyed by crashing ships.
Chloe’s home on Porchester Terrace was still standing, obstinately quiet, selfconsciously quaint, and incredibly expensive. Remnant arrived breathless having
jogged some of the way, attracting frowns from passers-by who presumed he must be
running from the police. He didn’t enjoy visiting the area at the best of times, and

76

with the guilt he was carrying with him like a sack of (Ghanaian) potatoes, this was
far from the best of times. He hoped her other half was out. Working, drinking or
whoring up his last days of freedom as he himself had done.
With trepidation he rang the doorbell.
Remnant’s worst case scenario was realised. Carl answered.
“Ah, Mr Remnant.”
“Hello, mate.”
Carl blocked his path into the house, which smelt expensive even from the
doorstep. That certainly wasn’t two-for-one air freshener he was inhaling.
“Is she in?” Remnant asked.
“She is.”
“Can I see her?”
“She doesn’t want to see you.”
“She texted me.”
“Carl, who is it?” The call came from deep inside the cavernous three story house
(four if you included the basement, which Remnant didn’t like to ).
“It’s your dad.”
There was a silence, filled, Remnant presumed, by muttered curses, or even the
gathering of domestic weaponry to be used against him.
“What does he want?” said Chloe, her tone of voice betraying her central London
council roots as it always did when she was angry.
“I just want to see you darlin’. Have a chance to explain meself,” Remnant called
out.
Another pause.
“Let him in, Carl.”
Remnant smiled toothily at his soon-to-be son-in-law. Getting past ‘security’ felt
like a small victory. But Remnant’s progress toward the lounge was unexpectedly
halted as he nearly lost his right shoe in the depth of the pile of the carpet that
received his first step.
“Shoes off, please,” said Carl.
Remnant didn’t say one was already half-off, but he thought about it.
Carl ushered him into the lounge which looked like it had been wrapped in
polythene since some rich girl magazine shoot. Chloe had her legs folded under her
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on the white leather sofa, looking self-consciously relaxed and comfortable while
reading a spurious fashion monthly.
“Darlin’, what can I say?” Remnant stretched his arms out wide.
“If it’s the usual bollocks, Dad, don’t bother saying nothing.”
“I brought you these.” Remnant handed over a small bunch of roses that he’d
borrowed from a florist’s window display, leaving an IOU card in their place. Chloe
sniffed them and was a little surprised to discover they were fresh and real.
“Where did you nick these from?”
“Now, come on. Don’t be like that.”
“Like what? Like the daughter whose dad has let her down again? Like the brideto-be who’s had to ask a man she hardly knows to lead her down the aisle on the
biggest day of her life?”
“I want to lead you down the aisle, darlin’. There’s nothing I want more in this
world.”
“Then where were you for the rehearsal? You said you wrote the date down.”
“I did. On me old phone. But it got cut off. Money’s a bit tight at the moment. I
ain’t paid me bill for a few months. But exciting things are happening. Money’s
coming in.”
“Like that reward from the jeweller?”
“Well, yeah, that’s one thing I’m still waiting on. Amongst others.”
“Mum said she found you drunk down the pub, chatting up someone.”
“I wasn’t chatting her up. I was working. Trying to drum up business.” He leaned
closer to his daughter. “I’ve got this ship, well, me and couple of mates have. We’re
planning to launch it a week after the wedding. I’m gonna try and get some of that
diamond.”
Chloe looked incredulous. “You can’t go into space.”
“Why not?”
“Because, you’re not… Dad, there’s people falling out of the sky trying to get up
there. It’s impossible.”
“Nothing’s impossible, darlin’. But let’s talk about your wedding.”
“I’m still shocked you think you can go into space.”
“I’ll show you the ship if you like. Mate of mine’s an engineer. It’s got nuclear
engines and…” Remnant cut off as Carl, who had been busying himself elsewhere in
his castle, poked his head around the door.
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“Everything all right?” he enquired.
Chloe smiled. “Do you mind getting me dad a cup of tea, please?”
“Certainly. How do you have it?”
“Builder’s.” Remnant was glad to see that the description confused Carl as much
as he hoped it might. “Strong. Milky. Two sugars,” Remnant added.
Carl turned up his nose. “Another latte for you, dear?”
She shook her head and Carl’s head disappeared.
“So what do you say darlin’?”
“About what?”
“About me giving you away?”
Chloe sighed and looked out of the window at her extensive garden, the greenery
abruptly ending in a six foot high beige and maroon brick wall. “Mum said she’d kill
you if you showed your face at the wedding.”
“If I had a pound for the number of times your mother has said she wanted to kill
me, I’d have been able to pay for your wedding twice over. And I wouldn’t need to
worry about that asteroid. Listen darlin’, I’m sorting out a new suit. I’ve started work
on the speech.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a piece of paper so folded
and thumbed it resembled ancient parchment.
“Don’t, Dad.” She stopped him from unfolding it. Remnant slipped off his chair
onto one knee on the thick carpeted floor at his daughter’s feet. “Please darlin’. I’ve
been looking forward to this for so long. It’d kill me to think you’d let someone else
give you away. I know I’ve been a bad father.”
“You’ve been really shit, Dad.”
Remnant nodded in agreement. “I know I haven’t done all the things a dad should,
but I have tried. I’ve been a mess and I’ve let you down. Let everyone down. I’ve
even let meself down. But I’m trying to do something about it before it’s too late. I’m
trying to make things right, the only way I know how.”
“Get up, Dad.” Chloe tried to pull her kneeling father from the floor.
“Not until you say I can come to the wedding and give you away.”
Carl returned carrying a tray which featured a lone tea in an impossibly delicate
cup, replete with rattling bone china saucer. He looked shocked to see his future
father-in-law adopting a pose that was similar to the one he’d used when proposing to
Chloe. “One builder’s tea,” he said.
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Remnant ignored him, refusing to look anywhere else other than straight into his
daughter’s eyes.
Chloe was fighting back the tears, remembering all the times her dad had let her
down. But there had been good times too. She thought about the time he bought, well,
got her a bike with stabilisers that was the envy of all the other children on the street
until it was nicked and never seen in the neighbourhood again. He’d given her a
hundred pounds in cash on her eighteenth too, and even though she blew it in a night,
she knew it was money he couldn’t spare. He’d have gone without food and a few
Gates in order to save that sort of money. There must have been other occasions when
he’d done nice things. She’d have been too young to remember, or she’d have blotted
them out, remembering only the bad stuff, the bad times, the arguments with mum,
the shouting, the flying crockery, the drunken tempers, the lack of help with the
homework. The man who was meant to be the most important man in her early life
was here, kneeling before her, needing her more than she needed him.
She nodded, and Remnant bowed his head. His thumb and forefinger gripped
either side of the top of his nose and, tearfully, he slowly rose to his feet and planted a
gentle kiss on her forehead.
He mouthed ‘thank you’ and turned to leave, nodding at Carl in the doorway who
was holding what looked like someone else’s tea. “You wanna put a bit more milk in
that next time, my son,” Remnant said, patting Carl twice on the upper arm.
Remnant slowly walked toward the door and put on his shoes. He turned and
smiled at Chloe who was looking out into the garden.
“See you next week, darlin’, he whispered.
Carl closed the door to the lounge, throwing the hallway into darkness and
Remnant saw himself out.

Chapter 20
John Stock arrived at Cape Canaveral looking several months younger than when
Haygue had last seen him. If his reverse ageing continued at this pace, Stock would
have teenage acne by the time they returned to Earth, a prospect that pleased the
veteran astronaut.
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Haygue beamed as he took Stock on a brief tour of the site. Prospector III was a
magnificent craft, twenty-foot high by eighty foot long. Gleaming white with a huge
stars and stripes under the pilot’s window on the port side. Its wings were smaller
than Stock had imagined, but the eight nuclear blasters at its rear far bigger.
“This will get us to Mars quicker than any other ship on the planet.”
“So that’s where we’re going then?” said Stock, pleased to have gleaned some
information.
“I figured you’d guessed that already.”
“So there is a diamond asteroid out there?”
“I never said that.”
Stock gazed at the magnificent vessel. “Can I take a picture of it and post it on my
blog?”
“Sure, but not here. Security staff around here don’t like cameras.”
Stock felt fear surge through him. Had he been brought here for a reason other than
to go on the trip?
Haygue led him inside a single-storey glass building where he handed Stock an
orangey brown space suit that was a size too small, and a white oxygen mask that was
a size too big. Stock tried on both without complaint, oblivious to the tightness of the
space suit around his thighs and the looseness of the mask around his ears.
“Where’s Onamoto?” Haygue asked, looking beyond Stock to the black leather
chairs in the waiting area.
“He’s already here,” Stock replied, examining the oxygen mask and marvelling at
how they worked. “Haven’t you seen him?”
“No one’s here but me, you and the pilot.”
“I saw his Facebook status before I arrived. It says he arrived an hour ago.”
“No he didn’t. Or if he did, I haven’t seen him. Can you call him?”
“I don’t have his number.”
“What?”
“We’re Facebook friends is all.”
“What kind of friendship is that?”
“Every friend counts, Haygue. I’ve been hovering around the one thousand mark
for a while now. Do you want to be friends?”
Haygue scoffed. “I’m not even on Facebook.”
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“That’s funny, I found you.” Stock flipped his tablet and showed Haygue his own
profile page. There was no photo, only that silhouette, three friends (his wife and two
dogs) and maxed-up privacy settings.”
Facebook was Haygue’s worst nightmare. He couldn’t bring himself to tell people
about himself. They didn’t need to know and he didn’t want them to know. His
business was none of their business. Status updates? What the… no way. A running
commentary on the life of a powerful man? Sure, people would love to know the
status of someone of his status.
“OK, OK. I’m on it. I just don’t go on there much,” Haygue told Stock. In reality,
he’d been trawling it for the last month, trying to get a heads-up on this Onamoto guy.
But most of Onamoto’s page was only accessible to his friends, and there was no
picture, save for that silhouette, and Onamoto had not accepted Haygue’s friend
request. Haygue had even taken to unscrambling the name to see if it was an anagram
of something. It wasn’t, but Haygue congratulated himself for being clever enough to
have thought about trying in the first place.
“It’s OK. I was only asking to be friends out of politeness,” said Stock.
“That’s the first question you ever asked me out of politeness, Stock. Most of the
questions you ask me are just plain out of order. And to be honest, I forgot I had an
account.” Haygue led Stock out of the building, back toward the ship.
“What’s with the two dogs as friends?”
“I think you should board. I’m going to wait here for Onamoto. Your cabin is right
then second on the left.”
Stock took his suit and ascended the steps. Haygue checked his watch. He knew
this Onamoto guy would be a no-show. It was all too easy posting comments and
pictures on the internet from the safety of a bedroom. But when it came to turning up
in the flesh, to front people face-to-face, that took a real man.
The pilot, M Krugler, tapped the cockpit window and looked down to give Haygue
the thumbs up. That was the pre-flight checks completed. It was time. The window
that would give them the fastest, smoothest trip to Mars was small, and M Krugler
didn’t want to miss it.
M Krugler was an experienced space pilot who despised the commercialisation of
space long before the commercialisation of space. He saw it coming. He knew the
Virgin Galactic service to the moon was the precursor, the first step to the spoiling of
the solar system. He had journeyed to Mars in the early days when going there was
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headline news. Kids getting excited, parents tapping up the volume on the television.
‘Hush, hush, here’s some good news that’s interesting and doesn’t involve cute
animals.’ But good news couldn’t remain interesting for long, and soon Martian
stories were demoted from news bulletins altogether, replaced with scaremongering
features about nervous stockmarkets, factory shutdowns, job losses and profit
warnings.
M Krugler had only just returned to Earth from the red planet when news of the
diamond asteroid broke. Cursing his luck that he’d been thirty-six million miles closer
to the loot a few months previously, he was eager to get back out there and get
himself some diamond before all the bigwigs and fat cats turned the asteroid belt into
a stop-off tourist destination on the Costa del Solar. ‘Coming up on your left, the
universally famous diamond asteroid.’ ‘Where, where?’ ‘There, look’.
One of only a hundred or so pilots to have a mission to Mars and back on his CV,
M Krugler expected interest in his skills and he wasn’t disappointed. He fielded about
three calls a day, all from the secretaries of millionaires with ‘a great ship under
construction’ and promises of an expert crew to mine the diamond and bring it all
home, blah, blah, blah.
The call from the secretary of a Mr Z Haalange had been the most interesting
because it had been the most lucrative. He’d been impressed by the size of Mr
Haalange’s estate too when he was invited on an all-expenses paid trip there, and an
eighth of his heart was touched by the fact that Haalange was South African like him.
M Krugler immediately signed on the dotted line, only to be told a week later that
there’d been a change of plan. The money was still on the table, but Mr. Haalange no
longer required M Krugler to fly all the way to the belt. Instead, he wanted him to
patrol the flyways between Earth and Mars and intercept and destroy any vessels he
believed to be carrying alien diamond.
M Krugler wasn’t really about shooting other people down. He was into racking up
flying hours. He wanted the danger inherent in the challenge of returning to Mars and
hunting down an asteroid in the belt.
It left him susceptible to better offers, and one soon came. “We need a top pilot,
Mo. Someone with Mars on their CV. You fit the bill.” It was Haygue.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” M Krugler said with trademark arrogance. “But
why me? What about your pilots?”
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“The ones that haven’t retired or been made redundant are all tied up. We’re just
interested in you joining us. We’re willing to cut you a decent deal. Half a million
dollars up front, another million when we make it back, plus a five per cent cut of the
value of all we bring home.”
It was the second most generous offer that had been laid on M Krugler’s
hypothetical table. M Krugler considered the offer with a sigh, a stroke of the chin
and the smoke of a Lucky Strike, then immediately agreed to the deal. No negotiation,
no bartering.
“Meet me at the Cape on the twelfth,” Haygue said and hung up.
M Krugler sat back in his green leather chair. South Africa had been hot this year.
But the escort girl he’d celebrate with tonight would be hotter. His thoughts then
briefly flicked to how he’d break the news to this Haalange guy. ‘Sorry, but your offer
to wander space shooting down fellow pilots is being refused. I’m going all the way,
baby, and I’m coming home richer than you.’
No, he wouldn’t tell him. Just not turn up. What could he do? Yeah, he wanted the
South African economy to prosper, and he’d be quite happy if South Africa remained
the only place to get diamond from, but not if it stopped him returning to Mars. He
was going into space with NASA, baby. OK. SEC, whatever.
Haygue clutched Onamoto’s ill-fitting suit and climbed the steps of the Prospector
III, pushing the button that automatically pulled the steps up and in after him. He
breathed deeply to calm the nerves that were flooding his bloodstream. He was going
back into space for the first time in decades. He thought of his wife and how she
always wondered why a man with his space expertise never went into space. ‘How
can you be an expert on somewhere you haven’t been for twenty years?’ she’d ask
him. Then that mischievous look crossed her face. ‘If that kind of absence makes you
an expert, then Errol, you’re an expert on cooking, nightclubbing, raising children and
sex.’
Haygue smiled to himself and sat down next to M Krugler in the cockpit. The
South African was a big presence wherever he sat. Broad shouldered, thick lipped,
generous thighed and always sporting a pock-marked brown leather jacket with his
name labelled on it. He seemed even bigger amid the cramp, metal and controls of the
Prospector III, but in his element among the new technology at his Cuban cigar
diametered fingertips. Gadgets were everywhere, some of which hadn’t been
officially invented yet.
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M Krugler couldn’t help but compare this to the ship Zeut Haalange had shown
him around. Sure, money had been spent on the South African’s, but not in the right
places. Expensive upholstery was one thing, kit was another, and M Krugler was a kit
man. A leather seat was a leather seat, but a nuclear booster with a force equivalent to
seventeen thousand Hiroshimas? That was what he was talking about.
Haygue strapped himself in.
“That’s everyone then,” said M Krugler, checking the inventory reading on the
dash, another new feature he admired.
“Not quite. We’re a man down.”
“All present and correct according to my readings.”
Haygue shook his head. “Onamoto was a no show.”
“He’s here.”
“What?”
“He was the first on board, according to this.”
“Have you seen him?”
M Krugler shook his head. “What am I, the concierge? I arrived after him and got
straight in here. Lots of shit needs checking before launch, as you know.”
“Where is this Onamoto guy now then?” Haygue unclipped himself from his seat,
intent on searching the ship until he found him, but M Krugler’s strong arm held him
back. “Stay there. We need to hit the sky now or we’ll miss our window.”
“I need to find Onamoto. Give him his spacesuit.”
“That can wait. We need to get going. You can catch up with him once we’re in
orbit.”
M Krugler bent forward to address the microphone that let him communicate with
the rest of the five-strong convoy. Two fighters were set to launch before them,
another two afterwards. No one was going to get to Haygue or his diamond without a
battle.
“We’re cleared for take off. Passengers please ensure you are strapped in and
ready.”
Haygue breathed deeply, recalling the adrenaline rush and heart thump this stage
of a mission always induced. Stock was strapped in the seat behind him, missing his
tablet which he’d stowed in his cabin, but knowing there’d be plenty of time to tell the
world about the emotions he was experiencing, and this mysterious mission he was
on.

85

“You scared, Stock?” Haygue asked.
“Fuck, yeah.”
Haygue afforded himself a smile. “Get ready to venture into the unknown.”
“I’m as ready as you are.”
“I doubt that, Stock.”
The first two fighters roared into the brilliant blue above the space centre,
disappearing with a flash of yellow.
“Let’s go and see ourselves some real deep space,” M Krugler roared as he eased
the thruster forward.
“Hell, yeah,” Stock shouted seconds before the G-forces took effect, pinning the
crew to the backs of their seats. As the wheels left the Earth’s surface, each man knew
there was no turning back now. But only one had an accurate idea of how this mission
would pan out.

Chapter 21
DT was sitting on a stool at the bar in The Old Mitre when the news came through.
It was a truly sickening revelation for anyone who dreamt of being the first. Of being
the headline maker. The legend creator. The name that would top every TV chat show
guest list, nightclub VIP list, New Year’s honours list, World’s Richest People list.
The news was enough, even, to get Gordon to stop polishing his glassware and punch
the sound up on the remote.
A sneering newsreader announced that a ship of Norwegians had made it to the
asteroid belt. And they were getting their hands on unadulterated chunks of priceless
diamond. The report was accompanied by grainy pictures which could have been of
anything, and a soundtrack wrecked by interference and reverb to such an extent that
it made no sense, even to Norwegians.
But DT felt hurt. He thought he now knew something of how Scott must have felt
on discovering Amundsen’s achievement in Earth’s icy wastes all those years before.
The Scandinavians were at it again, always getting into difficult to reach places before
anyone else. It must be in their DNA, DT thought. All those crevasses, fjords and icy
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slopes back home. The tricky pavements they had to negotiate all year round. They
were used to facing a challenge. From birth they had to get from A to B without going
via Casualty. And having conquered every challenge on Earth, now they were making
mincemeat of the solar system.
DT tapped the bar, wondering how the Norwegians had got there so quickly. They
weren’t a space nation, or a nuclear power, and even if they had managed to get their
hands on a nuclear rocket, they’d have had to go some to get to the asteroid belt so
quickly. It had only been six weeks since news of the asteroid broke. He smelled
something suspicious, but the fact that there was still a week to go before the launch
date he’d pencilled-in niggled him.
DT knew he ought to be patient, but then again people ought to drive thirty miles
an hour in built-up areas. They ought to declare every penny they make cash-in-hand.
And they ought to go to church. But those who worshipped at ‘the altar of the oughta’
were never going to make anything of their lives. Never going to get their hands on
raw, alien diamond before anyone else.
He pressed a few buttons on his handset.
“Jim? It’s DT. Any news for me, my friend?”
Gordon watched as DT nodded and smiled and directed him to fill up his whiskey
glass. At the end of the call, DT pocketed his phone and clenched his fist.
“It’s coming on Friday. The fuel’s getting here on Friday. It means we can launch
a week earlier than planned.”
Gordon nodded and said the drink was on him. DT said he’d make sure he was
looked after, if he got back with any diamond.
“I’m not sure I can wait that long,” said Gordon forlornly. “As you can see, trade is
far from brisk.” Gordon’s broad arm movement encompassed the whole pub which
was empty save for two lawyers on the quiz machine and an old man who looked
ready for his grave. “What with the tax on beer, and ships falling from the sky, this
isn’t a great time to be doing what I’m doing,” he continued.
“I had no idea things were so bad.”
“It’s been even worse since I banned Remnant.”
DT looked surprised.
“I had to. The man was turning away what few customers I had left. He’s a
liability.”
“In what way?”
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“You can never tell which way he’ll turn when he’s drunk. There’s always that
underlying sense that he’s going to flip at any moment.”
“He doesn’t sound like the sort of man you’d want to spend any length of time
with. In a confined space.”
Gordon could see the direction in which DT was trying to twist the conversation.
“Oh, no, he’s as good as gold most of the time. It’s just on those rare occasions he
overdoes it. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
DT did not look so sure. He excused himself from the bar and headed into the
small beer garden where he leant against a beer barrel for a short cigar and an even
shorter phone call.
“Hello?”
“Mitch?”
“Speaking.”
“This is DT. There has been a change of plan. We go Friday night.”
“Friday? This coming Friday?”
“Correct. Launch date has been brought forward to this Friday night. We meet
outside The Old Mitre at midnight. I’ll send you the address.”
“Received and understood, sir” said Bettis just before DT hung up.
Remnant was sitting watching an old video of a documentary about real-life
vampires in eastern Europe when the call came through. At ten past ten it was too late
to be anything but bad news. He thought it might be Ramage checking he was still in
the country or wondering if he could come down to the station in the morning to
answer a few loaded questions. He wasn’t expecting DT’s hushed tones.
“Have you seen the news?” DT asked.
“The Norwegians? Yeah. Bastards. They got there quick.”
“Too quick, if you ask me. I bet it’s a hoax. But listen, at the very least it’s a
warning that we cannot afford to wait. And the good news is the fuel has come
through earlier than expected.”
“You got it? Oh, brilliant.”
“Yes, I am taking delivery of it this very Friday. And listen, I want us to launch on
Friday night.”
The turmoil that statement caused inside Remnant left him sick, dizzy, weepy,
barely able to speak. “We can’t,” he croaked.
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“We have to. Even if this Norwegian thing is a hoax, it is getting dangerous for us
to wait any longer. We cannot afford to delay for an hour, even a second more than
we have to. It could mean the difference between success and failure.”
“Damilou, that’s the day before my daughter’s wedding.”
DT knew full well the significance of a Friday launch.
“We have no choice, my friend. We must launch on Friday. We cannot leave such
a huge supply of liquid hydrogen in such close proximity to a nuclear engine. It could
destroy half of London.”
Remnant wanted to terminate this conversation now. He was finally going to be a
proper father to Chloe. Arm in arm down the aisle, a bit of stand up at the reception
and get the champagne down for the rest of the day. Toasts, toasts. Thanks, yes, I’m
very, very proud. Couldn’t be more proud. Best day of me life. Best day of hers.
Beaming. Where’s the bar? Stock up on some of that free booze. Order whatever. Not
bottles or cocktails though. Pints and wine only. Come on. Don’t take the piss. I’m
not made of money. Speaking of money, look at him, that Carl, the man who’s taking
me daughter away from me. Replacing me. Taking her off me hands. OK. She was
never really on me hands. I washed me hands of her too many times. That’s what her
mum would say and she’d be right. But I didn’t mean to. I was in a bad place. It was
best for her that I wasn’t around. Let her mum do the work. I didn’t send money,
because there was none to send. I would have if I could have. Her mum knew that.
And she’s over there now with her new fella who won’t ever come and talk to me. Or
if he did he’d be really nice and fake. I got in there first, mate. And look at the
beautiful daughter I helped make. There’ll be no kids for you two. She’s past it now.
Had the op. Anyway, the hassle we had first time put her off for life. Put me off too.
But there she is, my little girl, she survived a harsh introduction into the world and
now she’s all mature and getting married and this is the best day of her life and I need
to be there to share it with her. Else there’ll be questions in the church. ‘Where’s her
dad? Is that her dad? Who’s that walking her down the aisle then?’ It has to be me.
Has to be me. Has to.’
“I can’t,” Remnant told DT. “I’m going to my daughter’s wedding.”
There was a pause on the other end of the line, for DT was not a man totally
devoid of emotion. “I will have to recruit another crew member, then. Diamond
asteroids wait for no man, my friend. We need to fly this Friday.”
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Remnant’s choice was stark, his mood dark, his chance to leave a mark in a world
in which he’d performed unimpressively for nearly fifty years teetering on the
precipice.
He could see Elena’s reaction now. She’d be fuming whatever he did. It was a
lose-lose situation, one that he was familiar with. Elena would not be happy to see
him at the wedding, and she’d be furious not to see him at the wedding.
“Could we not delay it another week?” Remnant asked. “Until after the wedding?
I’ll see if I can get you an invite. There’ll be free drink, for a bit.”
“With the greatest respect, Si, I am not interested. I need a decision now. Else I
shall be forced to seek a replacement.”
Elena was shouting screaming hyperventilating in his mind’s eye now. She knew
what he was going to say. He was going to think of himself first like he’d always
done. His wife and daughter, the perennial runners-up.
Minutes later Remnant hung up. He buried his head under a dirty cushion which
vibrated in time with the peak of each of his sobs and soaked up the tears that weren’t
filtered away by the deep ruts that adorned the areas around his swollen eyes.

Chapter 22
Sleep did not find Remnant that night, and finally at half past five, having paced
the room passing a thousand times the wedding suit that hung from the lounge door
like a dead man, he grabbed his jacket and left his cold flat.
It was a journey he would have given anything not to have to make. Several times
along the way his step faltered and twice he stopped, his brain trying to make sense of
what he was doing.
He reached Porchester Terrace half an hour earlier than anticipated, having resisted
the urge to borrow some flowers along the way, knowing it would take the entire
contents of the Chelsea Flower Show to soften the blow he was about to deliver.
Carl answered the door in a bathrobe that looked more expensive than Remnant’s
entire wardrobe. After removing his shoes, he was shown through to the breakfast
room, where Chloe was sitting at an expensive, expansive wooden table tucking into a
bowl of cereal.
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“Mornin’ darlin,” said Remnant, his tone not even hinting at the grim news to
follow.
“You been out drinking all night?” she asked.
“Of course I ain’t.”
“You look like you have. Why you round here so early? Me wedding’s not today,
you do know that?”
“Yeah, of course I do. I just want to make sure you’re ready for your big day.”
She eyed him suspiciously. “Yep. You?”
“Getting there. Happy with the dress?”
“Oh, it’s fab. Wait until you see it.”
“White is it?”
Chloe’s spoon stalled in her mouth. She withdrew it slowly. “Of course it’s white.
Why wouldn’t it be?”
“Well, they ain’t all white these days, are they?”
An awkward silence followed. That was obviously a dubious comment he’d made.
It seemed reasonable enough to him, but they were more sensitive to things this side
of London. Less salt of the earth, unless it was Bulgarian salt.
Remnant looked around the wooden floored whitely furnished room and wondered
if other dads had such awkward conversations with their daughters.
“Checked the weather forecast?” he asked. That sounded a desperate comment
even to him, but it was out there now.
“It’s going to be pretty good, considering it’s October,” she said.
Remnant looked at his daughter. She still looked like the girl he was half
responsible for, but she didn’t feel his. The circles she moved in had changed. Despite
only living a few miles away, just beyond the far end of Oxford Street, his daughter
now inhabited a foreign land.
“OK. Yeah listen,” he said. “You might need a Plan B.”
Chloe dropped her spoon which clattered against the side of her bowl. “What you
going on about?”
“I have to go into hospital for an operation. Life or death.”
Chloe shook her head. “You’re lying, Dad. You trying to tell me you ain’t coming
to the wedding?”
“I might be dead by then.” For once he was telling the truth.
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“Why didn’t you mention this operation earlier?” Chloe sounded like she was on
the verge of tears.
“Because I didn’t know about it then. I went to the doctors yesterday and they
found something and they want to operate straight away.”
“I don’t believe you. Show me the letter.”
“What letter?”
“The letter from your doctor.”
“I ain’t got a letter.”
“They always give you a letter.”
“I left before the postman came. Maybe it’s waiting back at the flat.”
Chloe raised her voice. “I can tell when you’re lying, Dad.”
“I’m not lying. I’m dying.”
“You’ll die sooner if you don’t get out of my fucking house now!” Chloe
screamed, gripping her bowl by the rim with both hands, preparing to chuck its
contents at him.
“I ain’t well, darlin.”
“Bollocks you ain’t well. Probably off on another bender with yer mates aintcha?
Or off to that asteroid, is that it?” Chloe’s anger again betrayed her central London
council roots.
“I’m not a well man. The doctor says I could drop dead any day now.”
“Doctors don’t say that no more. You’re just a bullshitter, Dad. Get out.”
“It’s not definite, I might be all right.”
Chloe was crying now, but shouting through the tears. “You’re meant to lead me
down the aisle. Say a few words at the reception.”
“I can’t if I’m dead.”
“Carl, get him out.”
Remnant stood, not wanting to be manhandled by a man half his age. “I’m sorry
darlin’. If I could have it any other way.”
“I don’t care if what you say is true or not, Dad. You’re dead to me.”
“No, don’t say that, darlin’.”
“Why not? You don’t give a shit about anyone but yourself.”
“I do. I had the suit ready. I was gonna get a present today. I’ve learnt the speech.”
“Get him out, Carl,” Chloe shouted.
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Carl grabbed Remnant by the shoulder but the older man shook him off and
pointed a warning finger up at the taller man who spread his arms in a pacifying
gesture.
“You heard what she said,” said Carl.
“I’m going.”
Remnant walked out of the room into the hallway, the sound of Chloe snivelling
behind him breaking his heart.
“This is the proudest day of my life,” he shouted. “Seeing my little daughter Chloe
all grown up and walking down the aisle.”
Carl thrust him towards the front door.
“I was delighted and surprised when she asked me to do her the honour of giving
her away, because as some of you will know, I have not been the best father. Chloe
deserves better than me. Her mum too. But the fact that I’m here at all today shows
my little girl has a kind heart. Something she must have inherited from her mother.”
Carl pushed Remnant out of the house. “Don’t ever come back.” He slammed the
door shut.
Remnant turned on the steps and faced the house. “I hope I’ve not let you down
today, Chloe,” he shouted at the house, “even though I know I have many times in the
past. But it’s time I let you go. Let you fall into the arms of a man who will take better
care of you than I ever did. Bye bye, darlin. I love you with all my heart. And I wish
you all the happiness in the world.”

Chapter 23
Remnant sat for hours on his shapeless sofa, staring at the sun setting over
Holborn, unable even to muster up the enthusiasm to watch a documentary about
redcurrants. Instead, he half-watched news stories about turmoil in the stock markets,
unrest across the globe, and frantic negotiations at the UN that soon descended into
anarchy. He was as stunned as the rest of the world by footage of suited diplomats
fighting each other, clambering over desks and leading with files fists feet. A clip
round the ear with a clipboard, a punch with a hole punch. Even the Swiss got
involved, siding with the Russians because they’d been sitting near them since way
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back and had started nodding good morning and goodbye to each other every time
they were both in session.
Spain went down and stayed down after a swift double punch from Argentina.
France skirted around the edges, fists in front of face in a protective gesture. Germany
was strangely calm and didn’t leave her seat until it was tipped over by Algeria.
The UK stood by the USA.
China threw the first glass of water at Taiwan and that’s when it started to get
really nasty. Security guards were drafted in to separate the warring diplomats but
ended up throwing punches of their own at anyone who looked an easy target. Libya,
Iran and Australia were knocked out in this manner.
The Secretary General, a gaunt and nervous little man who neither looked like nor
had the skills to be a secretary or a general, was escorted out of the hall by his
personal bodyguards and soon surrounded by microphones and cameras on the steps
of the UN building. “Today’s discussions have been very fruitful,” he said with no
irony, even as a few metres behind him out of sight of the cameras, Mexico lassoed a
chair around his head like a central American cowboy. He let fly and watched as the
chair leg thudded against Sri Lanka’s temple, sending him crashing down.
“We feel a resolution is within sight,” the Secretary General continued as Portugal
thrust South Africa across a desk and both tumbled down a staircase littered with spilt
coffee cups, spilt blood and split lips. “It is very possible we have brought this planet
back from the brink of self-destruction today.”
By now, Tunisia had had enough of being mercilessly targeted by Morocco who
had been delivering repeated punches to the same area of his upper arm. Tunisia
grabbed a microphone, ripped it from its mounting and thrust its wrong end
purposefully into Morocco’s mouth. Such was the force with which it was delivered,
its sheared end pierced through the back of the mouth and lodged itself in the lower
brain. Morocco fell, slain by its African neighbour.
There was no turning back now.
Madagascar had grown to like Morocco who had never been shy when it came to
making the coffee for all the ‘M’ nations, and had even shared a few jokes with him
in broken English, as they sat so close together. To see his friend fall like that,
microphone sticking out of a mouth that had barely been able to get a word in
throughout the time he had been in the UN chamber – that hurt. Madagascar reached
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for his fountain pen, pulled off the lid and thrust the nib squarely between Tunisia’s
eyes.
The USA looked on, feeling slight pangs of guilt. They had been told by anyone to
whom they were prepared to listen that their refusal to allow other nations access to
information about the location of the diamond asteroid was responsible for setting
nation against nation. All wanted to reach a deal with the USA and grab a share of the
asteroid’s wealth, but the USA was being selective over who it did business with.
It made for gripping television that kept Remnant’s mind off the events of earlier
in the week, and the angry messages from Elena that he’d been regularly deleting
from his voicemail.
When daylight had disappeared behind the western high rises, he began packing
the orange bag Edgar had given him. The bag was the only luggage they were allowed
to take on board the ship. Any more would seriously compromise the launch
dynamics, Edgar told them. Remnant didn’t really understand what that meant, but
understood that the bag could be filled with whatever he liked, provided it could be
zipped shut. If it couldn’t, Edgar would remove items until it could.
Not having been away for nine months since a brief prison sentence almost a
decade previously, Remnant was unsure what to pack. Socks and pants were a given.
Seven of each. He plumped for three shirts, three t-shirts and three pairs of jeans.
Good things come in threes, he thought. Or was that bad things?
But the first thing to go into the bag was the four-pack of Gates he had recently
acquired from a small-time supermarket in a procedure that was eerily familiar to and
equally successful as the last one, the only difference being there were no cans of
Gates with fifteen per cent extra free remaining, such was the popularity of that
particular promotion.
He squeezed his clothes into the bag around the cans, and added an extra pair of
trousers as soon as he discovered there was room to do so. Finally, he placed the little
toy man with the hard hat on the top of the clothes and zipped shut the bag over him.
The television news was re-running scenes from the UN and they were no less
captivating second time around. Afterwards, Remnant turned off the television,
thinking it would be at least nine months before he watched one again, maybe forever
if the launch didn’t go to plan.
There he was, at it again, the negative thinking seeping in, expecting to fail before
he’d given himself a chance to succeed.
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He looked around his flat, the carpet and furnishings the same as when Elena and
Chloe had lived there, only years older now, showing more wear, tear and lack of
care, looking and feeling like they were from another era.
Remnant closed his eyes and thought back to the times when Chloe’s juvenile
laughter bounced off the walls, and the times when he bounced off the walls. Chloe
running to show him her homework, asking for help and running away crying because
he’d shouted ‘no’ or ‘ask your mother, I’m too tired’ when really he knew he didn’t
have the skills to help her. He replayed the rare occasions they gathered around the
table for a family meal. Christmas, when Elena’s mum was still alive, always smiling
at Chloe, never losing her patience, never telling her off. Unconditional love, the sort
of love parents are supposed to feel, but Remnant never quite did.
He shouldered his bag and scanned the room one last time, knowing that if he ever
saw it again he would have failed. Again.
He walked out, not bothering to lock or even close the door. There was nothing left
in the house worth stealing, protecting or fighting for. Let the council find someone
else to live there. Or let Ramage climb the stairs and find nobody home, Remnant
gone, never to return, never to answer those questions or address those nagging
doubts about that diamond robbery.

Chapter 24
DT had insisted they meet outside The Old Mitre a few minutes before midnight in
what was not so much a beer garden, more a beer patio, dominated by overgrowing
plants and two cigarette scarred and pint glass stained beer barrels.
Gordon was oblivious to their presence as he settled down upstairs with the
evening’s disappointingly thin evening paper. DT was dressed in a full suit replete
with clipped tie, looking like he was heading for an important meeting. As he
periodically sipped from a bottle of mineral water, he checked the expressions on
Bettis’ and Remnant’s faces. Both looked old at this time of night. Defeated by life, in
need of an escape route, a get-out clause. “Are you ready gentlemen?” he asked. They
both nodded and picked up their orange bags and followed DT up the alleyway,
single-file onto Hatton Garden. The road was quiet, save for their footsteps, a
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pisshead searching for Chancery Lane tube and a dog walker exercising a pair of
designer shih tzus who cocked their legs in unison against one of the parade of trees
on the west side of the street.
They turned left into Greville Street, Remnant deliberately avoiding taking one last
look at the grey entrance to his block, DT unable to ignore the boarded up façade that
was once his business.
With each step, nerves frayed. They reached the lock-up where Edgar was waiting
by the vessel which now had its name painted on one side, alongside the Union and
Nigerian flags.
“Is that a word?” Remnant asked, pointing at the name.
“It is not,” said Edgar.
“Myself and Mitch came to a compromise” said DT.
“I’d hate to think what you disagreed about,” said Remnant. The ship had been
named the ‘Baton Uric’ which had been neatly painted in red on the fuselage.
“It’s unusual and therefore memorable” said Bettis, seeking to head off criticism
before it materialised. “And its personal significance renders any criticism of it
wholly inappropriate,” he added without a hint of humour.
Remnant didn’t take the argument any further. A ship’s name didn’t matter to him.
Its engines mattered. Its oxygen supply mattered. Even the quality of its bedding
mattered.
Bettis boarded first, eager to get started on the myriad pre-flight checks and
procedures he needed to carry out if they were to launch before the 2am deadline DT
had insisted on.
As Remnant prepared to jump on board after him, DT’s firm hand stopped him.
“Sorry, my friend. Change of plan.”
Remnant instinctively looked at Edgar who looked puzzled.
DT pulled out a bag from under the vessel. An orange bag. “I have decided I will
go after all,” he said.
“You what?”
“I’ve been thinking about what you had to say last time. About how Edgar would
be of more use on the ship than you. And although Edgar refuses to fly, I thought why
not? Why not you, Damilou?”
“But you can’t operate the arm, drill the diamond, catch the jewels in the net.”
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“I have four and a half months to learn, Si. You said yourself that anyone could
learn it.”
“But I’m missing my daughter’s wedding for this.”
“Go home, Si, get some sleep, then see your daughter get married in the morning.
Give her away. It is what she wants. It is what you want.”
Remnant was shaking his head. “It’s too late for that. She don’t want me nowhere
near her wedding. I’m a dead man if I show up, my ex will see to that.”
“I am sorry, my mind is made up. Mitch and I will fly, and when we return, we
will make sure you are well looked after.”
DT threw his bag on board and grabbed the sides of the hatch, but as he pulled
himself up, Edgar yanked him down by his legs and clamped his fingers around DT’s
jaw.
“I’m going to say this once, so hear me,” said Edgar. “Si’s going on the ship
whether you like it or not. You think I’m going to let you two ride off into the sunset
in a ship I’ve slaved long and hard over? You haven’t got a prayer. I built this ship for
me and Si and he’s flying on it. Got it? Either that, or I’ll blow it up now and destroy
half of London in the process. So what’s it to be?”
DT could tell by Edgar’s stern facial expression that he was ready to kill. “But the
ship is only kitted out for two,” DT struggled to say, given the location of Edgar’s
fingers.
“Which is why it would have been nice if you’d told me you intended to fly a little
earlier than a couple of hours before launch.” Edgar loosened his grip.
“I am sorry, but seeing a hundred thousand pounds of my money go into the fuel
tank got me thinking. I am making a big investment in this ship, and I think I have
earned the right to be on board.”
“No one’s disputing that,” said Edgar, through his teeth. “Give me half an hour.”
He pushed DT away.
Edgar swiftly made adjustments to accommodate an unexpected third crew
member, adding an extra seat to the cockpit, made from half of the rear seat of the
Bentley, and more food to the galley. As he worked, Bettis busied himself with preflight procedures in the cockpit, noting that few of his stipulations had been realised.
There was no seat heating facility, and worse still, his chair didn’t look as luxurious or
as leathery as the one beside him, on which DT soon sat. Remnant strapped himself
into the new rear seat by the cockpit door.
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“And so we are three now, are we?” Bettis said wryly.
“There’s still only room for two bunks in the cabin,” Edgar told them. “But one of
you can always sleep in here. Or in the hold.”
Bettis turned to face Edgar. “So not only is this chair not heated nor adjustable, but
I have no private cabin with wash facilities?”
“Yeah, sorry about that,” said Remnant. “We also forgot to roll out the red carpet
when you arrived.”
“These were important stipulations,” Bettis added, ignoring Remnant. “I’ve a good
mind to refuse to fly.”
“Mitch, Mitch, Mitch,” said DT, gently resting his fingers on Bettis’ forearm, “we
will make sure you are fully compensated on our return. Now come on, enough of this
arguing. We’ve got some diamond to steal.”
After ten minutes of further checks, Bettis looked at DT and uttered the words the
jeweller had been waiting to hear. “We’re ready for take-off.”
DT nodded, inhaled deeply and nodded again, purely through nerves.
“Good luck,” said Edgar to Bettis and DT. Then he turned to face Remnant, who
was suffering from a dry mouth and a bout of the shivers.
“Good luck, Si. See you when you get back.”
Remnant looked up at him. There were so many things he wanted to say to him
and thank him for, but such were the nerves Remnant was battling, all he could do
was smile and nod.
As Edgar left the cockpit, Remnant was seriously tempted to unbuckle himself and
follow his friend off the ship. But sacrifices had been made to get him here. He
couldn’t abort now. It would merely confirm his status as a failure. So he gripped the
arms of the seat and tried to tempt some saliva back into his mouth.
As Edgar disembarked, he felt nerves leak into and flood his stomach. Was he
sending these men to their deaths? Were his engineering skills good enough?
He removed the woodblocks from in front of the wheels and beckoned Bettis to
fire the engine. Bettis pressed and held the correct red button on the dashboard,
prompting a deafening roar that shook the tools on the walls inside the lock-up.
The runway was to be Leather Lane, a road the police thought too short and narrow
for anyone to use for take-offs, so it hadn’t yet fallen victim to the speedbumps that
had been laid on virtually every long and straight stretch of road in the capital. But the
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authorities hadn’t banked on anyone having a nuclear powered ship which could
reach take-off speed in a fraction of the distance it took rocket propelled vessels.
Bettis nervously steered the vehicle out of the lock-up. Edgar marvelled at the sight
of his ship getting its first taste of fresh air. He directed them to turn and Bettis spun
left ninety degrees, relieved and not a little impressed by the responsiveness of the
control stick. There was no reliance on computers when it came to steering. He was
the man, he reasoned to himself. When it came to hanging lefts and rights, no
computer could outperform him.
Once on Leather Lane, he drew the vessel to a halt. A red button flashed on the
dash, denoting auto launch was ready to be enabled. Bettis’ finger hovered over the
flashing red. How easy it would have been to press and sit back and relax. The
computer wanted him to, he wanted to. He withdrew his finger, then brought it back
over the button. DT looked over, a little concerned at the flashing red and the
indecisiveness of his pilot.
“What’s going on?” DT asked.
Bettis took a deep breath and pressed the button, surrendering control to the
computer. He fixed his gaze straight ahead, too embarrassed to look at DT.
The whole length of Leather Lane stood before them, ruler straight but not coffee
table smooth, nor cricket pitch flat. Edgar had calculated there was enough space for
them to get up to speed and off the ground before they hit Clerkenwell Road.
“Are we cleared for take-off?” Bettis glanced at DT, who nodded. Remnant
gripped the arms of his seat harder.
Bettis’ shaking right arm and clammy fingers waited for the computer to do
something as Edgar watched from the shadows of one of Leather Lane’s shops.
Fed up of waiting, Bettis reached for the thruster, but DT grabbed his arm and
pointed at the windscreen. Up ahead, a cat scampered across the lane, its eyes
catching the ship’s lights and shining like huge tantalising but elusive diamonds.
“Let’s do it,” yelled Remnant, his voice sounding more confident than any other
part of him felt.
Bettis’ adrenaline was pumping. He hadn’t felt this kind of excitement in a cockpit
since the last time a stewardess pleasured him. These were the thrills he recalled. This
is why he’d trained so hard to get his pilot’s licence. He gripped the thruster. Edgar
gave the nod from outside, standing under the tangerine streetlights. The computer
pushed the thruster forward and Bettis’ hand followed the move, making it look like
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his own. The engine reacted with a roar that startled the few local residents who
weren’t yet comatose.
They rumbled forward on Leather Lane’s uneven surface, their insides shaking. As
they built up speed, the Japanese restaurant became the paint shop became the
newsagents became the fish and chippery until they all blurred into one. Bettis
gripped the control stick with fear, his hands tight, his arms loose enough to be ready
to react to any decision the computer made. The vessel shook violently, then the
onboard computer pulled the control stick back hard, thrusting Bettis back in his seat.
A red light flashed on the dash, never a good sign, but the timing of this one was
critical.
“What does it mean?” DT yelled, preparing for scenes of his life to flash before
him.
“We’re not going fast enough to take off,” Bettis guessed.
“Give it more thrust,” DT yelled.
Bettis’ heart thumped in his throat.
“Do something, or we’re all going to fucking die,” Remnant yelled.
Leather was fast running out of Lane. The computer forced the control stick toward
Bettis again who rocked back in his chair. The screws that held the dash to the front
of the vessel strained under the pressure. Two more red lights joined in the flashing.
DT buried his head in his hands and said a short, nonsensical prayer. He wanted to
shout ‘abort abort’, but he couldn’t summon the breath and knew it would be futile.
Even Bettis had his eyes tightly shut, but as an agnostic, did not resort to prayer.
There was nothing else he could do, other than hope DT’s prayer found the ear of
something divine.
The vessel left the ground a few yards before they hit Clerkenwell Road. A cabbie
swerved to avoid contact with its underside and cursed the crew. It was his second
near miss of the day.
The Baton Uric banked sharply left, and DT’s Friday fish supper followed. No one
saw that Bettis’ hands were no longer on the controls, as all eyes on board were
clamped shut. The vessel skimmed the top of a few sorry-looking street elm trees
before rising above the tops and the towers of the office blocks on Theobalds Road.
They were up and London was below, the rows of streetlights orange like
diamonds lined up in a jeweller’s window.

101

The crew all missed the magnificent sight of an explosion to the south, down
Croydon way. Another ship down, another dream up in flames.
The Baton Uric was still gaining altitude. They knew that until they were outside
the Earth’s atmosphere this was a dangerous time. Remember the space shuttle,
Remnant thought. Actually, don’t. Anything else but that. But that was all he could
think about. He liked to torture himself. He pictured the engines, the liquid hydrogen
raging within. One loose screw, one misplaced valve and they would be gone,
scattered in the night sky like failed, falling stars. More statistics and new numbers to
add to the dead. DT might get a column thick obituary in a jewellery trade magazine,
but there’d be nothing for Remnant, no memorial, no kind words.
They were still going up as Remnant managed to force open one eye. He soon
wished he hadn’t. There was nothing to see except what DT had eaten earlier.
Remnant felt the G-forces spreading his cheeks as the ship pulled hard and right and
Bettis slammed his hands against the dashboard. Remnant bent double in his seat, dry
retching as he had so little food in his system to expel.
The ship was heading ever upwards at precisely forty seven degrees to the
perpendicular. DT opened both of his eyes and looked over to Bettis who had
something manic about his mouth, which was not so much closed as clamped shut.
DT noted that the pilot’s hands were barely touching the control stick, and he
watched as Bettis quickly steered left to dodge another vessel that was spinning out of
control, back down to Earth, one of its engines on fire.
DT watched the craft disappear in a ball of flames into the light brown clouds
below. They’d been warned about taking off at night. The less responsible diamond
hunters sported vessels without any exterior lights. So they were taking a big chance
being up so late. But launching at night gave you the advantage of not having to
worry too much about the kids who took pot-shots at ships from atop the high rises in
Barbican, Islington and wherever else they could reach you.
DT looked over again at Bettis and saw his eyes rolling in his head, his cheeks
puffed out, like he was hiding solid matter.
“Not over the dash…”
Bettis released the contents of his stomach over the dashboard, coating the flashing
red in solid orange and loose beige.
“There’s some pretty severe G-forces at work here,” Bettis garbled, feeling better
already, but with the fear of further sick in his watery eyes.
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“Pilots aren’t meant to get sick,” said DT.
“I don’t think I like flying” said Remnant, beginning to recover his senses.
“Wait until we land on Mars,” spat Bettis. “That’s going to be a whole lot worse.”
DT wished they were safely on Mars now. If only they had a hyperspace button or
something equally rapid to make the millions of miles between them and their fuel
stop pass in a flash. Why hadn’t someone invented that yet? What were they doing
with themselves, these space scientists, transport experts, whoever they were? Lock
them in a room somewhere and don’t let them out until they’d produced an engine
that propelled you along at light speed. How hard could it be?
Bettis felt himself slipping into a trance-like state. He stared out of the cockpit
window. The moon wasn’t there to guide them or offer any variation to the vista, and
the distant stars all looked alike.
“I think we should switch over to the computer now, don’t you?” asked DT,
worried by Bettis’ loud humming of a non-descript tune.
“Who’s flying this ship?” Remnant asked.
“I want the computer in charge,” DT told Bettis. “You look a mess. I want you
breathalysed.” DT reached for the autopilot button but Bettis stopped him, sparking a
slapfest of wrist-slapping.
Remnant was disconcerted by the wrestling occurring in the seats in front of him,
but unsure who to side with. “Break it up, lads,” seemed the best approach, but it cut
little ice.
“Come over here and press that red button,” DT yelled to him.
“Don’t go anywhere near that red button,” Bettis countered. “You’ll get us all
killed.” Much more persuasive that one, Remnant thought, so he stayed where he was
as the two men battled for control. DT was standing up now, each of his hands
gripping Bettis’ arms. In an adroit move, he flicked his right leg, allowing his ankle to
make contact with the red button. But the contact was too forceful, and cracked the
button’s plastic shell, smashing the small bulb within.
“Great, now I’ve no idea if autopilot is on or off,” said Bettis.
“Let’s find out,” DT cried, pushing Bettis’ hands from the control stick.
The ship veered sharply to the left, sending DT flying onto Bettis’ lap, his head
crashing against the mercifully thick glass of the port window.
“You idiot. Now we’re definitely going to die,” Bettis yelled.
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Remnant certainly felt like dying. He had never veered as sharply to one side this
sober. Was this it? Was this death? End it now, Remnant’s brain urged him. I can’t
take this spinning swirling, sickening feeling. And then he was on the dance floor
with his daughter in ‘the second dance’ of the wedding night, his estranged wife
looking on from the sidelines, almost forcing a smile seeing how happy daddy made
her little girl look. Champagne was swilling around his brain. The happiest day of her
life, the most expensive of his. Then, a yell. Not his daughter. Bettis. Trying to regain
control but his cocktail of a brain could not decide if manual control was on or off.
And DT was only now beginning to lift his considerable weight off his lap. In
desperation, Remnant dived for the cracked button and pushed it.

Part II

Chapter 25
Green men, black holes and red Martians were off limits. No-go areas at DT’s
insistence. They were going to get to the asteroid and triumphantly make it back to
Earth as rich and famous men.
Positivity was just one of the ground rules DT took upon himself to try and
establish aboard the Baton Uric. Others included a rota for the galley so each man
knew when it was his turn to add water to the freeze-dried meals and shove them into
the microwave oven. There was a rota too for the cleaning of the bathroom and shifts
for sleeping in the cabin. Bettis accepted this regimented approach more readily than
Remnant, who resented DT’s attempts to ease himself into the position of authority
aboard a ship he wasn’t even meant to be on.
But Remnant had no desire for confrontation in such a confined space. And so the
early days of the mission passed peacefully. But as the first week blended into the
second, all three men started to notice their faces bloating and reddening. The
symptoms showed up most noticeably on Remnant’s slack, underfed skin that was
usually stretched tight and white over jutting cheekbones and a malnourished frame.
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“Do I look red to you?” he asked Bettis and DT as they sat in silence in their
cockpit seats. They both turned around, Bettis immediately turning away after seeing
on Remnant’s face what he saw on his own in the mirror.
“You look like you’ve caught the sun,” DT quipped.
“I feel really fat,” said Remnant.
“You look really fat.”
Remnant didn’t know whether to take that comment as jocular or malicious. He
still barely knew DT and hadn’t worked out his sense of humour yet, or indeed if he
had one. Unwilling to turn the incident into an issue, he returned to his bunk, where
he prodded his face and thought about the four pack of Gates in his bag. His lips
tingled, the back of his mouth cracked, his tongue yearned to drown in its soothing
froth.
He jumped on the bag and pulled out the first of the quartet, rotating the can to
view the logo and read the legend ‘Brewed In Great Britain’. He clipped it open,
recoiling slightly at the velocity and volume of the release of air pressure, but in a
flash his mouth was over the hole. The lager was warm but welcome. A taste of home.
He closed his eyes and imagined himself supping outside The Old Mitre, a lazy
afternoon’s drinking ahead, Edgar inside on the quiz machine, Gordon tea towelling
the clean empties.
His eyes flicked open and explored the cabin. Its walls multi shades of silver
courtesy of the sheets of scrap metal he’d managed to beg, borrow, but mainly steal.
The room was lit by a lone strip light, the searing white of which reminded him of
police stations and time spent under Ramage’s scrutiny. He sat on the edge of the
bottom bunk, on top of the duvet cover he’d lifted from his own bed. What was he
doing here? In space. Space. Him. Simon Remnant. He’d only been abroad once
before, on a school boat trip to France. This was his first time in the air.
After another sip, he became aware that the Gates was having a strange effect on
him. Not prompting the usual surge of brief-lived euphoria. Instead, it was inducing a
heaviness behind the eyes, a wave of tiredness that spread over him like a bank of
dark clouds.
He rested his can on the cabin floor and lay back on the thin pillow, but his brain
refused to relax. He slapped the springy mattress in frustration. He turned first left,
then right, his knees forcibly bent from the lack of room. He wanted to stretch,
breathe fresh air, see the sun, drink lager in a beer garden. He prodded his face. Still
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fat, but sore now from the prods. He shot out of his bunk and examined himself from
multiple, unflattering angles in the miniscule mirror.
Half a can of Gates had brought him out in the sweats. And if his face continued to
expand and redden at this rate, he’d be a ball of fire before they got anywhere near
Mars. What if he had a rare space virus? There was no getting help this far from
home. No helpline to call, or emergency assistance to save him. He felt the capacity
of his lungs diminish. He had to think about every breath. He flicked off the cabin
light, conscious of his heart beating faster. He felt a headache coming on. He gulped
the rest of the Gates in the darkness, ensuring every last drop found a home. The
liquid muddled his brain and soon his breathing regulated and the steady hum of the
engine lured him into unconsciousness.
As he slept, the Baton Uric powered its way a few thousand miles further from
Earth. DT and Bettis sat in almost total silence for the duration, having exhausted all
avenues of apology to each other for their behaviour before, during and after take-off.
Bettis told DT of his bitterness at how his aircraft flying skills were being usurped by
the more trustworthy computer programs that commercial airlines were increasingly
relying on to fly and land their expensive aircraft and demanding passengers.
“New software will be the death of us old pilots,” he told a struggling-to-besympathetic DT. Bettis told him how he had fought hard to remain safely in the
employ of a major airline, even securing a few pay rises as his responsibilities
diminished. The day before DT called had been the day he’d given up the fight.
Computers had reduced him to the smiling guy in the uniform at the front of the plane
whom nervous passengers would want to catch a glimpse of, to check he looked like
the kind of guy who could get them where they wanted to go in one piece. And Bettis’
face still fitted the bill. He wore his hair slightly long for a pilot, but it was sensibly
and trustworthily grey in patches, parted to the right without a hint of dandruff. Some
said he had the kind of face and head shape that was ideal for advertising men’s hair
dye.
He’d enjoyed the easiest gig on a plane for years, but the future all pilots feared
was already upon him. Bettis’ dislike and distrust of computers was sealed. During his
last few flights, he’d become confused as to who was in charge or when he should
wrest control from the machines. He often picked the wrong moment, much to the
consternation of younger co-pilots who happily embraced their mechanised assistants,
and who had to rapidly right the older pilot’s wrongs. Bettis soon found himself
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scared to make any decisions at all in a cockpit, however trivial. ‘Black or white
coffee?’ the stewardesses would ask. ‘Black with an unopened sachet of milk,’ he
would answer. ‘One sugar or two?’ ‘Bring me three, then I can have either or both.’
He told DT how he hoped this mission would be different. That he’d be shown
some respect. That it would rekindle his enthusiasm for flying. But already, he’d seen
from his fellow crew that they had more faith in the computer than the man.
“I did not mean to cause any offence,” said DT awkwardly. “I thought we were
going to die. I was panicking.”
“So was I, if truth be told. But I won’t let you down next time,” he said.
Bettis found himself mulling over his poor performance at take-off during the first
few weeks of the mission. These were days in which there was no dawn to wake to,
no midday sun to lift the spirit, no dusk to usher in sleep. The world outside was
merely relentless dark empty space peppered with distant stars that never got closer as
the ship propelled the three amateur astronauts deeper and deeper into a solar system
none of them knew much about.
There were few things outside or onboard that could be used to kickstart
conversations, no landmarks of historic significance or insignificance to point out, nor
other vessels to abuse or direct hatred toward. Even though they all suspected
(correctly) that there were other ships out there, joining them in the race to the
diamond asteroid, they saw no one. This particular road to riches was thousands of
miles wide.
Remnant awoke on the bottom bunk, feeling groggy and hungry. He stumbled into
the cockpit, knowing it was his turn to prepare the next meal, according to DT’s rota.
“I’m microwaving something, a spagbol, do you want one?” he asked Bettis and DT
who were dozing in their cockpit seats. Both snorted, stirred and asked him to repeat
the question before nodding.
As Remnant moistened the dehydrated meals, he thought how much his life
resembled that of a dog – the only things he had to look forward to were food and
sleep. But at least dogs had walks to vary their days. Remnant did at least enjoy the
novelty of having cupboards full of food to choose from, even though its quality was
suspect. And meal times gave them all something to talk about. Occasionally, one of
them would offer up a criticism of the dryness of the rice in the chilli con carne, or
congratulate themselves when they chewed on something that resembled meat in the
spagbol. Some merriment was derived from the humourless and utterly pointless
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question of ‘what’s for pudding?’ when they knew full well all there was to choose
from was dry jam sponge or even drier apple crumble, moistened by custard made
from a substance that was as far from milk as they were from home.
After he had eaten the spagbol that Remnant had heated, DT excused himself and
headed for the cabin, where he had secured the top bunk for all of his sleeping shifts
on the back of him being the self-appointed captain and the major source of funding
for the mission.
Remnant seized the opportunity to try the co-pilot’s seat for size and immediately
got a sense of Bettis’ discomfort at having him sitting so close. “Looks complicated,
all these buttons,” Remnant said.
“It is.”
There was an awkward pause.
“How we doing? I mean, are we on course?”
“We’re on autopilot. So we should be, as long as your friend has programmed it
correctly.”
“I trust Edgar.” Remnant leaned closer. “More than I trust DT.” He looked at
Bettis, hoping to see some kind of reaction, agreement even, but he saw nothing.
“How are you getting along with him?” he added
“I find your question inappropriate.”
“Why? He seems to have made himself captain of the ship.”
“A ship needs a captain.”
“Right, yeah, I know. I just thought there’d some sort of vote.”
“I’d vote for him, you’d vote against him, I presume, and we’d get nowhere.”
“So you’re really OK with him being the captain?”
“Listen, I’m the pilot of this ship. If he wants to make himself captain, that’s all
fine and dandy with me. It still doesn’t mean he can fly the ship like I can fly the
ship.”
“But you’re not flying it, are you? The computer is.” Bettis glared at him. “You
can stare at me all you like, mate, it’s the truth. You’re just sitting there. Why are you
letting the computer fly it?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve learned how to fly, so fly.”
Bettis faltered. “I, er… I need to familiarise myself with the controls.”
“You could do that while you’re flying.”

108

“I could, but it wouldn’t be safe. And there’s no guarantee I’d be steering us in the
right direction. There’s no SatNav up here, you know.”
Remnant sensed Bettis’ discomfort. “Alright, I’m not having a go. I’m just
interested to know why you wouldn’t use the skills you have.”
“Is that because you haven’t got any?”
Now it was Remnant’s turn to stare. He slowly moved his head close to Bettis’
right ear, and whispered with menace, “I reckon you’re as much of a waste of space
as I am, mate.” He pulled a fake smile and slowly pulled away before walking back to
his seat at the back of the cockpit.
He sat down and let his thoughts wander back to Earth and his daughter, in the
loving arms of another man now. It hurt to think she’d have taken her walk down the
aisle on the arm of a man she hardly knew. It was a walk he had dreamed of taking
many times, his daughter gripping on to his hooked arm, needing him to be there in
case she stumbled in her dress.
A shudder that shook the ship interrupted Remnant’s train of thought. Bettis
scanned the dashboard with his fingers as DT entered the cockpit.
“Everything OK?” he asked Bettis as he and Remnant crossed paths, the latter on
his way to the galley to clean the microwave oven he’d stained earlier by overcooking one of the spagbols. As Remnant wiped, he could just make out voices from
the cockpit.
“Just a bit of turbulence, nothing to worry about.”
“Did he say anything to you?” DT asked.
“He had the audacity to accuse me of wasting my talent. Like he’s got any talent to
waste.”
There was a pause filled, Remnant presumed, by defamatory hand gestures.
“We could remedy this situation quite easily,” DT said.
There was a pause. “How do you mean?”
“This is a two-man ship, right, with three men aboard. We have a long and
dangerous journey ahead. Anything could happen in that time. An accident. Illness.
And well…”
Remnant heard someone approaching the cockpit door from within. He withdrew
into the shadows of the galley as DT poked his head out into the corridor, clearly
checking to see if Remnant was there. Satisfied he wasn’t, DT quietly shut the door
and Remnant heard him walk across the cockpit floor.
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DT lowered his voice further, leaving Remnant only able to make out certain
words. ‘He’s an old man… unhealthy… no one will miss him… trash chute… OK?
Deal.’
Remnant quietly shut the microwave oven door and crept into the cabin where he
sat on the bottom bunk to mull over what he’d heard. They couldn’t be serious? It was
just another of those plans, like the ones he’d drawn up to rob jewellers in Hatton
Garden. Something you talk about to pass the time, to impress your friends and give
yourself something else to think about other than the monotony of life. Not something
you’d actually go through with. Surely?

Chapter 26
Remnant feigned unconsciousness as DT entered the cabin and stood by the bunks.
He heard DT’s heavy breathing and imagined him standing over him, holding a knife
clenched in both hands above his head, preparing to plunge it in.
Remnant reduced his breathing. If DT didn’t move in five seconds, he’d have to
attack him. Four. Three. On two, DT leapt up, vaulting himself onto his top bunk and
into a semi-horizontal sleeping position. Remnant suppressed a yell and rolled away
from DT whose arms sprung him too high, causing him to crack his head on the
ceiling, prompting a tirade of expletives and a small showering of dust to rain down.
“You OK?” Remnant asked, faking the huskiness of sleep in his voice.
“Do I sound it?” DT was frantically rubbing the pain zone.
“Did you hit your head?”
“Yes, I did,” he said angrily.
“Sorry, I was only asking.”
“And I was only answering.” DT checked his rubbing finger for blood but found
none.
“You been chatting with Bettis?” Remnant asked.
“I wouldn’t call it chatting. I was speaking and he was staring out of the window.”
Remnant snarled a little. DT had already shown his true colours with his eleventh
hour attempt to get himself on the mission at Remnant’s expense. Now he was lying
while lying above him.
“He does a lot of that,” Remnant answered, faking the calmness in his voice.
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“And not much else, my friend. What do you make of him?”
“Who, Bettis? He doesn’t like me, and to be honest I don’t like him much.”
It was DT’s turn to quietly snarl. A divided crew was a captain’s nightmare. “But
what do you think of him as a pilot?” he asked, in an obvious change of tack.
“Well, he hasn’t done much so far, has he? It’s all being done for him by the
computer.”
“Yes, yes. That’s what’s been worrying me. I’m paying him a lot of money to fly
this ship, and yet as well as talking, the other thing he hasn’t done much of is flying.”
Remnant couldn’t work it out. What was DT playing at? He’d just entered into an
alliance with Bettis in the cockpit, and here he was in the cabin casting aspersions on
his ally. “I suppose you’ve got to pay a pilot to be there in case things go wrong,”
Remnant suggested.
“True, true. But are you saying you and I could not work out what switch to flick
and when? I have had a look at the dashboard, and yes, there is a lot going on, but it is
all self-explanatory.”
“It looks a mess to me, mate.”
It was not the answer DT was looking for.
“You think about your daughter a lot, yes?” DT asked, following a moment of
silence.
It was another change of tack that Remnant decided to play along with. “Every
day. I just wish I could have been there for, you know…”
“I am sorry but I had no choice. This is a race we are in. Every second matters and
I wanted to give us the best possible chance. Just think, if we find it, you could buy
her so much when you get back home. Get her the biggest ‘I’m sorry’ present a father
ever bought his daughter. You could buy her a slice of London, my friend. A mansion
in the country. Whatever.”
“Her husband’s rich. She don’t need my money. She don’t want me in her life. Just
like you don’t want me on this ship.”
DT stirred in the bunk above. “There was never any question of that. I was merely
testing your mettle, my friend. Seeing if you were truly determined to be a part of
this.”
Remnant shook his head on his pillow. “Why would I go to all the effort of finding
the parts to help Edgar build the ship?”
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“Yes, yes, but Edgar went to all the effort to build the ship but still wanted no
place on the ship, my friend.”
Remnant heard DT turn onto his side, but he didn’t want to leave the conversation
there. If he was going to get any sleep, he needed some kind of evidence that either or
both of his fellow crew members didn’t plan to kill him that night. “Just out of
interest, what made you change your mind about financing the trip, then coming on
it?”
DT sighed and told Remnant about how he felt he needed to see what was
happening with his money. “It is not that I don’t trust you. It is just that, well, we
hardly know each other, and I am investing a lot of my wealth in this.”
“I can understand that. You wanna keep an eye on your investment. Nothing
wrong with that.”
“But that’s not the only reason. Being a successful businessman was never enough
for me.”
“You what?” Remnant was incredulous that the moneyed man lying above him
wasn’t happy. “From where I’m lying, you’ve got everything.”
“No, my friend. Not everything.”
DT then told Remnant of the last meeting with his father, Omta, who still lived in
the Peckham council flat he’d moved to with his wife straight from Nigeria. DT had
lost count of the times he’d offered to get his dad somewhere more befitting the father
of a self-made millionaire. But memories of his wife were still strong on that fifth
floor. Her steps were in the carpet that was worn almost threadbare in the lounge and
hall. Her touch in the curtains that were a couple of years away from coming back
into fashion. Her reflection in mirrors too ornate for this era. Her head in the pillows.
Her hands in the washing up bowl. If he left, he’d lose her forever and he couldn’t
handle that.
DT had a key but always knocked. His dad was his dad but was still a man and
could be up to stuff that DT would not want to walk in on. On this occasion, his father
shuffled to the door almost straight away. They hugged.
After a seat had been cleared of several issues of The Racing Post and the
obligatory cup of tea offered, accepted and poured, his father asked the purpose of the
visit.
“I need to borrow some money, Dad”. His father chuckled at the line he’d heard
from his son many times before. He’d given up worrying if there’d be a time when his
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son might actually mean it. DT had done well. He could tell as much from the car that
had already attracted a crowd of youngsters outside, much to the chauffeur’s
annoyance.
“I’m going to the asteroid, Dad.”
His father stared at him with harshness in the eyes. “Are you stupid, drunk or
both?”
“I’ve got to do it. I can’t hack that it’s up there.”
“There’s someone else up there who’ll say you’re as crazy as I think you are.”
“No, she wouldn’t. You know she wouldn’t. She’d have been all for it.”
Omta shook his head and smiled, focusing his eyes on the floor as he fondly
remembered his wife walking across it. He knew well enough his son was right. “You
certainly did not inherit your adventurous streak from my side of the family. If it
wasn’t for your mother, I’d still be in Nigeria.”
“I don’t have an adventurous streak, Dad. I am like you. I am scared of adventure.
Anxious about travelling anywhere. Happy to stay put, drop anchor and find a
comfort zone. But my business will take months, maybe years to rebuild. I’ve got all
this money and it is rotting in a bank, getting wasted by bankers.”
“Have you come here for my blessing?”
“I have come to say goodbye.”
His father paused and stared at him.
“I am not stupid. I know the odds are stacked against me,” DT continued. “But this
is something I have got to do.”
“You wouldn’t expect me to be happy about it?”
“Understanding, maybe.”
“You must do as you wish with your life, son. But you already have enough money
to live comfortably. Why would you go looking for more?”
“It is not the money. It’s the…” What he wanted to say next couldn’t fail to sound
crass so he stopped himself.
“You want your name in the papers like you always did,” said Omta. “Like you’ve
got your name on those hospital wards back home.”
DT’s silence said it all.
“You’ll never change. I think what you’re doing is foolish, son, but I can
understand why you’re doing it. I just think bad things will come from this place. This
asteroid.”
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For a moment DT contemplated how strange it sounded for his dad to say the word
‘asteroid’.
“I thought it would be bad as soon as I heard about it,” Omta continued. “It will
bring out the worst of man. I just hope you get what you want from it.”
That sounded like a summing up speech, so DT nodded and got up to leave, only
for his father to beckon him to sit back down.
“Son, I’m no fool. This could be our last… we have never spoken about your
mother… about how she…”
DT didn’t want this now. Ever. “Natural causes. That’s what they said.”
His father smiled weakly. “Son, she was attacked as she walked to pick you up
from school. She was pushed to the ground and kicked.”
DT shook his head, still in denial after all these years.
“She would have wanted you to have been as brave as she was,” Omta continued.
“She was never afraid, son. Despite all the intimidation, they never got to her. She
knew there was danger out there, but she faced it head-on.”
“But she was OK after the attack. I remember her being OK.”
“For a few days, yes. Then she passed.”
DT didn’t know where to look and got a flashback of his mother bringing him a
plate of egg and chips in the lounge in which he was now sitting. He got up and
watched his father struggle to his feet.
“Go and make your mother proud, son, like you have made me proud.”
DT was at breaking point. He hugged his father briefly before leaving, committing
to memory the familiar smells of the house, the pictures of long dead family members
on the walls, an inaccurate map of Nigeria and a random, worthless portrait of an
African elephant. DT told his father to stay in the lounge before he quietly let himself
out. Don’t say goodbye. Don’t look back. Never look back. Fight the tears. Think of
something happy or disgustingly funny. Don’t think about not coming back here ever
again, not seeing him ever again. Keep walking forward, ever onward. Don’t falter.
He made it down to the car, where the chauffeur was waiting. A Maserati stood out
on an estate like this, captivating envious eyes, causing groups of muttering kids to
gather round and dare others to touch the bodywork. Kids who called you ‘mister’ and
gave off an air of having weaponry about them.
DT ignored their comments and got in the back and lay across the seats as the
chauffeur quickly slipped it into drive.
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“So, you see, Si. It is important for me to be the first back with the diamond.”
“But there must be thousands of ships ahead of us, and thousands of faster ships
catching us up.”
“Yes, yes, I know. But I have confidence. And I believe we will have a better idea
whereabouts we are in the race once we get to Mars.”
Remnant seized the opportunity he’d been waiting for. “You hear things about
Mars, don’t you?” he said.
“What things?” DT asked, his mind still on his father.
“About the people who live there. The ex-cons.”
“The American policy on Martian colonisation was massively flawed if you ask
me. They’ve turned it into some modern day Botany Bay.”
“They say there’s more convicts per square mile on Mars than there is anywhere
on Earth. We’ll need to keep our wits about us when we refuel there.”
A creak of the springs above suggested DT was now sitting up. “What do you
mean?”
“I know what these people are like, DT. They’ll try every trick in the book to cheat
us out of fuel or nick our money. We’ll need to watch them carefully. Especially if
they’re armed.”
“Armed?” DT shifted again in his bunk. “Do you think we will be in any danger?”
he asked.
“Not if you stick close to me. I know how to handle those sorts of people.”
DT sighed, and turned on his other side.
Remnant afforded himself a smile, but he waited until he heard DT’s bovine
snoring before finally drifting off himself.

Chapter 27
Life aboard Prospector III wasn’t far short of luxurious for Haygue, Stock and M
Krugler. Each man had his own en suite cabin, replete with widescreen television.
Haygue liked to keep himself to himself, having insisted on the grandest of the three
cabins with the largest of the televisions on which he caught up with the seasons of
the crime dramas work back on Earth had caused him to miss. He’d made himself at
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home in his cabin as much as he could, neatly arranging his suits, shirts, ties and
underwear in the wardrobe and chest of drawers. The bedside table was given over to
reminders of home. Several pictures of his dogs, and one of him and his wife.
M Krugler spent less time in his cabin, and more in the cockpit, making sure the
advanced SEC hardware was taking them in the right direction at the fastest speed.
And, so far, he couldn’t fault the ship. The nuclear engines were the most powerful
he’d experienced. And in addition to the armoured fighters that were accompanying
them, the ship was equipped to defend itself, the black bores of the twin lasers
pointing forward eight feet either side of the cockpit window. A huge, highly visible
deterrent.
Stock had grown tired of watching the seasons of crime dramas he’d already seen
back on Earth in his cabin, which was the smallest of the three. He’d informed the
steadily growing army of followers of his blog that he was aboard an official SEC
mission to the asteroid belt, and that he’d keep them up to date with all the gossip
from the trip. But so far, he’d had nothing juicy to impart. Haygue had barely spoken
to him, still annoyed, Stock presumed, by Onamoto’s no-show. But Stock felt a
responsibility to his fans back home, some of whom doubted whether he really was
where he said he was. He had to give them something or risk looking a fraud.
After another episode of a formulaic crime drama, he grabbed his tablet and
headed to Haygue’s cabin. His tap at the door wasn’t answered at first, or indeed
second, but after repeating it five times, an irritable Haygue pressed a button that slid
open his door.
Stock was shocked by how red and bloated Haygue’s face had become. It was as if
someone had stabbed a footpump nozzle in his cheek and pumped him up.
“Stop staring, Stock. I always get like this in space, but usually it clears up
sooner.” Haygue’s space affliction was exacerbated by the extra annoyance of seeing
Stock looking weeks younger than he had when they’d launched.
“You really don’t look well, Haygue.”
“I hope it’s catching. Now what do you want?”
“I’m getting the familiar feeling that you’ve got me somewhere under false
pretences. You promised me scoops, and so far you’ve given me shit.”
“That’s because I’ve been inflating like a fucking balloon, Stock. In case you
hadn’t noticed. I’m twice the size I was when we left Earth and my face is as red as
Jupiter’s spot, so how about you cut me some slack?”
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“How about you shoot me a little scoop from your sickbed, so I can satisfy my
demanding fanbase back on Earth?”
“What do you want?”
“The co-ordinates to the location of the diamond asteroid.”
“Don’t know them.”
“Ah, so you’re no longer saying there’s no diamond asteroid.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Come on Haygue, give me something. Don’t force me to make shit up.”
“OK, how about I tell you a little about Prospector II?”
Stock nodded.
“So, we thought the Prospector photos were abnormal. It couldn’t be a camera
fault, because…”
“Because the camera was way too good a model to malfunction. I told you that.”
“Give yourself a pat on the back, Stock. Anyways, Prospector II was scrambled
with three crew. Handpicked by me.”
“Names?”
“I’m not prepared to divulge that information. There were two males, one female.”
Stock nodded. “Wait a minute, I reckon I can fill in those gaps myself. When did
P2 launch?”
“That’s classified information.”
“I covered a story about two astronauts who went missing in quick succession.
Guy called Dan Beard. And the other was… Quinn. Michelle S Quinn.”
Haygue betrayed no emotion. “I’m not divulging the names of the crew, Stock. All
I’m saying is we sent the P2 to check out the area from where the Prospector sent
back those photos. Of course, things change rapidly in the asteroid belt, as you know.
The rocks orbit, and occasionally crash into each other, sending them heading off in
new directions.”
“So they didn’t find what they were looking for?”
“Oh, they found it all right.”
“What was it?”
Haygue sat up at this point, and leaned toward Stock for dramatic effect. He
couldn’t keep what he knew to himself any longer.
“An asteroid made of pure diamond.”
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Stock stared at Haygue. “Shit, man, I can’t get this typed quick enough. Shit,
Haygue. So why the secrecy, all the denials?”
“Because we lacked the funds to do anything about it. P2 was sent to locate the
asteroid and test the quality of the rock. Which it did.”
“So what happened?”
Haygue paused, trying to find the right words. He sighed. “The crew got greedy.
Cut off more than their ship could carry. They tried to load up too big a chunk of the
diamond. The robotic arm couldn’t handle it. Some rock fell onto the ship’s
windscreen. Smashed it. The last radio message we got was an SOS.”
“I can see why you kept that quiet.”
“Not SEC’s proudest moment, and my biggest regret. Like I said, I handpicked the
crew so the buck stopped with me.”
“Beard and Quinn had impeccable credentials, didn’t they?”
“I never said they were on board.”
“Maybe it was the third guy who rocked the boat. You can’t blame yourself for
another man’s greed.”
“That’s one of the nicest things you’ve ever said to me, Stock.”
“Don’t worry, it won’t be going on the blog. So what’s happened between then and
now?”
“Meetings, and more meetings with government officials, trying to secure funding
to nail the asteroid and bring the diamond home.”
“Not a good time to be asking for billions of dollars, what with the economy in
such a bad way.”
“It really wasn’t, and we didn’t get any. At first. The administration couldn’t afford
to divert funds. The risk of getting exposed was too great. It would be the end of the
President if his rivals discovered he was throwing billions behind the search for a
diamond asteroid.”
“But the asteroid must be worth zillions.”
“Easily. But the risks and costs are too high for some in the corridors of power.
And there’s a hell of a lot of red tape to negotiate. Things take so long, decisions,
votes, all that shit takes time, and costs money.”
“But you obviously got the funding, right?”
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“Sure, the money started coming in from somewhere. We were able to build what
we needed. Most of it we launched in small enough pieces so as not to attract any
attention. Not that anyone was interested in space.”
“I was. And I didn’t have a clue.”
Haygue beamed a self-satisfied smile.
Stock had so many questions he didn’t know which to ask first. “So are we going
to be the ones who bring the diamond home? We’re going to be the first ones back?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Come on Haygue, spill.”
Haygue yawned and prodded his swollen face. “You got your scoop, Stock. You’ll
soon see what’s what.”
“Wow, I can only imagine the impact this news is going to have back home,
Haygue. But I’m not sure you did the right thing, keeping the discovery a secret from
the rest of the world.”
“Why should we tell anyone?”
“Because jealousy is a powerful and destructive force.”
Stock’s words reminded Haygue of his wife. He smiled and felt a wave of
tiredness drape over him and he sunk into his bed. “This one’s over, Stock,” he
mumbled, flicking a button on his remote control that lowered the lights and slid open
the door. Stock left the room, clutching his tablet, wondering why his cabin didn’t
contain such luxurious equipment. As he made his way back, he congratulated
himself on his decision to monetise his blog and charge a subscription fee for access
to his Facebook fan page. One way or another, by the time he returned to Earth, Stock
was convinced the diamond asteroid would make him a rich man.

Chapter 28
‘You’ve treated our daughter like scum since the day she was born. What have you
ever done for her, other than let her down, disappoint her and fail to provide for her?’
Remnant twisted and turned on the narrow bunk. Elena’s voice was coming
through loud and clear and regularly. Not a day passed when Remnant didn’t think
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about how proud he would have felt as Chloe’s hand gripped his arm, at how
beautiful his daughter would have looked, like her mother did on their wedding day.
Remnant sat half-upright on his elbows in his bunk. The skin on his face still
bloated but now sweaty. He needed to clear his mind. To stop thinking and rethinking about how he’d deserted his daughter. The same thoughts were going round
and round in his head like a beam on a radar screen, and he was getting more and
more uncomfortable living in his own bloated skin.
A tap on the cabin door interrupted his self-loathing. Without waiting for an
invitation, DT opened it and peered around it. “Thought I heard a noise. A scream?”
Remnant shook his head. “Maybe I was dreaming.”
“Hey, my friend. I’ve been dreaming ever since I first heard about the asteroid. No
shame in that. The shame is in not trying to make those dreams come true.’
Remnant nodded.
“Think I might grab some sleep,” said DT, vaulting himself into the bunk above
“though I’m pretty sure I only woke up a few hours ago.”
Remnant smiled. Days and nights were becoming indistinguishable. Watches
useless. Life had neither light nor shade. It was all monotonous darkness that caused
the brain to think it was forever a winter’s night. Each man longed to feel the warm
rays of the sun on his face, not the cool blast of the ship’s air conditioning system.
“Must be Christmas soon, yes?” DT asked. Remnant had never had anything to
celebrate during the festive season, and wasn’t about to start now, so he didn’t
answer.
“Don’t bother waking me up until we get there,” DT grunted as he turned on his
side in the bunk above Remnant.
He was OK for a rich guy, Remnant thought. Maybe he’d misheard what they’d
said in the cockpit. Maybe there was no plot against him.
As the Baton Uric continued its journey deeper into the solar system, the men on
board drifted further from each other.
Uncertain about the intentions of his co-crew, Remnant found sleep difficult, every
noise above the engine, or movement or opening of a door was to him a sign that
either Bettis or DT was on his way to slay him. Bettis and Remnant had hardly spoken
to one another, making their relationship an ever-present reminder of the kind of
rapport he was enduring with his ex-wife. DT and Bettis seldom spoke to each other
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when Remnant was around. Bettis preferred to sit alone in the pilot’s seat, mentally
joining the dots of stars to form cars, naked ladies, houses, guns, aliens. Diamonds.
As the first two months of the trip passed amid swathes of silence, each man began
to search and yearn for links to home, noises and smells that would take them back to
the world they’d left behind. They all missed the blue sky. The yearning for a
calming, soothing turquoise reached such a level that Remnant was forced to tape his
blue t-shirt over the strip light in the cabin. It gave the room a pleasant hue, taking the
edge off the harsh white light and making spending time in the room pleasurable for a
few precious days until the searing heat from the bulb burnt through the shirt.
“I’d take a wasp sting right now, like you wouldn’t believe,” said DT, as he lazed
on his top bunk.
“A barking dog. A screech of brakes. A police siren. Any of those will do me,”
said Remnant from beneath him.
Voices were beginning to remind the men of people back home. Bettis was
beginning to sound like Remnant’s late dad to Remnant. Give your dad an ‘e’ and
he’s dead. That’s exactly what happened to Remnant’s old man. Someone spiked his
drink with an ecstasy tablet and it exploded his heart like it would a fifty-eight year
old with history in that department who’d always looked to alcohol and tobacco to
shorten his life, never considering processed pills for the task. No one ever found the
culprit. There was no CCTV of the E going into the diet G and T, but plenty of
Remnant’s dad going down to A and E and the paramedic going down and the
resuscitating hands going up down up down until the stopping and the shaking of his
head.
Remnant was reminding DT of a guy whom he’d employed and who was after his
job. In fairness, all his employees were after his job. “That’s what happens when you
run your own business,” he told Remnant during one of their rare cabin chats. “The
senior staff all want what you have got. A slice of the cake you have mixed and
lovingly baked and carefully iced. Whenever you talk to them, that is all they talk
about. I will ask them out for a lunchtime drink and they will say sure, as long as we
can talk about you giving me more shares. And I will tell them I think I will stay in or
go on my own if that is the case. But I just want some shares, they will say. Go and
start your own business if that is what you are after, I would reply. And that is why I
always drink alone, my friend.”
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DT reminded Bettis of a co-pilot he’d flown with for a while. He was from Africa,
and like DT was well spoken, accentuating every word. He dressed like him too,
always the smart suit and tie, and the thin, wire rimmed glasses, even when they were
on the beach. As far as Bettis could remember, the guy went down on a take-off from
Madrid. Cool guy. Couldn’t remember his name, but at least he went out with a bang.
The sound of the onboard microwave oven was reminding DT of his microwave
back home. ‘Bing.’ Meal for one ready to go. Count the E numbers, taste the plastic,
ingest the salt. But it’s quick. No need to wait to fill that hole. Not like the waiting
they were doing now. If only they could fly as fast as microwaves heated food, DT
thought.
Although progress was slow, the forty-ninth day saw the Baton Uric pass the
halfway mark between Earth and Mars, a fact that heralded a strange stage of the
mission in which each man faced an overwhelming urge to turn back.
Bettis kept his urge to himself. He feared eternally heading into the black where
nothing ever seemed to get nearer, and memories of home faded. He found himself
sweating more, his puffed-out face in perma-blush mode, a nightmare for one who
attached so much importance to his appearance. He was embarrassed by himself and
refused to let the others get close enough to see the state of his face, ensuring the
cockpit lights were off when anyone sat next to him.
During his urge, Remnant took himself to the cabin, and assumed the foetal
position. His need to turn back confused him. He knew only grief awaited there. Yet
he desperately wanted to smash a window and see how hard it really was to breathe in
space. It felt like one of those death wishes he got when he peered over the edge of his
balcony back home, thoughts of wanting to jump doing battle with the desire to live.
DT needed to talk about his urge and wanted his two crew to understand what he
was going through. But his years of people management had taught him the dangers
of showing weakness when you’re in charge. Whenever he was off sick at the
jewellers, the rest of his staff got to thinking that, well, he can’t have a go at us for
being off if he himself has been off. Consequently, DT always saw a big spike on the
absence chart following any of his own absences. And so he dragged himself into
work every day, even if he felt like death.
There was one final urge that Remnant experienced more than the others,
evidenced when he inexplicably reached out to gently stroke the back of DT’s hand
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while they were both in the galley. In the immediate aftermath of the incident, DT
didn’t know where to put himself or what to say. Remnant felt that to apologise would
be to deny it was an accident, so he said nothing. After the predictable awkward
pause, the men carried on, both feeling uncomfortable about the situation, but neither
wishing to comment on it. But three days later, matters reached a head when Remnant
shoulder barged DT out of the way as he headed for the toilet.
“What was that for?” DT asked, rubbing his shoulder.
“What was what for?”
“You banged into me.”
“Sorry. I thought I had room to squeeze by.”
DT shook his head but couldn’t deny that he’d enjoyed the contact.
Remnant reached the toilet and locked himself in. Why had he made a bee-line for
DT back there? He smiled. It was as if the collision, however briefly, had made him
feel alive. What was happening to him? He sat on the toilet, head in hands. He wanted
to stop the thoughts coming, but knew they were on their way. They wanted him
dead. Both of them. He’d have to take them out, one at a time. DT first because he
needed Bettis alive to land him safely back on Earth. Then he’d kill him. Yeah. There
was no way he was sharing diamond with either of them. If they wanted to play dirty,
he’d play dirtier. But were they playing dirty? He pinched the white, wiry hairs on his
earlobes. Had he heard it wrong? Had he heard it at all? He knew exactly when,
where and how to dispose of DT. But planning it was one thing, executing it another.
He felt happy with the theory, uncomfortable contemplating the practical side. He
didn’t have the coldness of heart to carry it through. He’d always been told that and
berated himself for it now. Nice guys get nowhere. He had to do it. These men wanted
him dead. He’d heard them say as much. They were going to force him out through
the trash chute. But two wrongs don’t make an eye for an eye and what goes around
comes down. He’d got that all wrong. What was going on?
Remnant yanked the hair from his lobes and grimaced through the pain. Every part
of him ached. Sleeping in a restricted space was playing havoc with his fragile, ageing
bones. He was too old to keep pulling the foetal position. He needed to stretch his
legs, clear his mind, make a fresh start.
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Chapter 29
When Mars started to declare itself from amid the sky’s countless white dots, its
brick red hue slowly becoming distinguishable from the featureless giant stars in faroff galaxies, all three crew were captivated.
Bettis had rehearsed the series of decisions and moves he’d need to make to land
successfully, a challenging procedure that the entire aviation community had dubbed
‘a nightmare’, trickier even than the old Hong Kong airport in diagonal rain and an
angry crosswind.
As the Baton Uric continued its approach, the thought, pressure and worry of
taking responsibility for the landing preyed on Bettis’ mind. He strapped himself in
and glanced at the damaged autopilot button, now covered with a plaster.
“We all need to sit down and strap up,” he announced with a dry mouth.
“What’s going on? Are you going to land my ship?” DT asked.
“It’s not your ship,” Remnant reminded him.
“It’s my fuel flying it.”
“Right. But it’s not your ship.”
DT decided to let it slide.
When the Baton Uric fell into the cloudy beige of the upper Martian atmosphere,
the mood in the cockpit became overwhelmed with tension. Although they’d been
entering the unknown for the last thirty-six million miles, this was an even more
dangerous unknown they were facing.
DT had grown accustomed to hearing the steady hum of the Baton Uric’s engines.
Now, as Bettis was preparing to land, the pitch was changing, and DT felt his blood
vessels filling with a much cooler variety of the red stuff, and the canals in his ears
bloating with air.
He turned to face Bettis and saw the pilot was sweating.
“The autopilot is on, yes?” DT asked.
Bettis nodded, checking the plastered button. The lack of confidence in him was
still as palpable as the tension that the lack of confidence was generating. Remnant
gripped the arms of his seat and DT prayed to a God who hadn’t heard from him with
such regularity since his primary school days in Peckham.
A computer was humiliating Bettis again, and all aboard could see how powerless
he was. DT and Remnant looked on with a mixture of fear and disdain at a pilot who
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was shaking and flitting from one button to another without pressing anything. This
was the real reason why passengers were banned from cockpits on commercial flights,
DT thought. It was nothing to do with terror threats and everything to do with not
letting the general public see how impotent and redundant computers had rendered
pilots. Silicon was running the show now. Humans were merely a toothless support
act. And DT had a front row seat for this pathetic performance, watching the pilot’s
veneer not so much crack as totally and utterly shatter.
Bettis felt Remnant’s eyes bore into his back and knew he’d be wondering why he
was wasting his skills, wanting him to justify his place on the ship. He sensed DT’s
disappointment too, predicting (correctly) that the jeweller was sitting next to him
wondering why he was paying this pilot so much for precious little.
Bettis needed to make a decision. He wanted to fly, but he didn’t want to die. He
glanced to his right where DT sat with eyes shut and lips muttering. Bettis leaned
forward, then shot back. No, leave it. The computer offered their best hope of a safe
landing. No question.
“That’s it. You sit back and relax,” Remnant mocked from behind. “Let the
computer do it.”
After a deep breath Bettis bent forward again and switched off the autopilot.
The Baton Uric lost ten thousand feet in a second, all three crew leaving their
senses and the lion’s share of their internal organs at the previous altitude.
“What the hell are you doing?” DT garbled, anticipating the re-emergence of
vomit.
“I’m flying,” Bettis declared at high volume.
“Let the computer do it,” DT yelled, stretching for the autopilot button. Bettis
veered the ship sharply right, a move that threw DT away from the dash.
“How do you know a computer can land this better than me?” Bettis yelled. “It’s
the first time either of us has tried it.”
“Computers don’t let emotions affect their decisions.”
“That doesn’t make them right.”
“No, but if you get it wrong, I will kill you.”
“Why don’t you try now?”
“There’s no room to swing a punch in here. Wait until we get on the ground.”
“But that’s what we’re fighting about, isn’t it? You don’t think I’m good enough to
get us onto the ground alive.”
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“The trouble is, mate, you don’t think you’re good enough either.” Remnant’s
intervention was accurate and cut deep.
“You’re not even good enough to be on this ship,” Bettis snarled as he gripped the
control stick.
“I’ve done more for this mission than you have,” Remnant shouted, pointing an
accusing finger at the pilot.
Bettis glanced at DT who had his eyes scrunched shut, lips moving in near-silent
recital of rapid prayer. The pilot used this opportunity to deftly switch autopilot back
on. With a kidney wrenching jolt, the computer altered the Baton Uric’s angle of
approach, a change that was enough to cause DT to shout out a few of the words of
the prayer he was ad-libbing.
Remnant was muttering to himself, regretting all past misdemeanours while Bettis
fake-wrestled with the controls. DT fanned his fingers in front of his face and peered
through the gaps, unable to believe that Bettis was still in control. The Baton Uric was
shaking and rattling, the nuts, bolts and blowtorched joints that held her together
straining under the pressure exerted on them by the unwelcoming Martian
atmosphere.
“Hand over to the computer, now,” DT yelled. He reached for the autopilot button
but couldn’t find it amid the shudder and shake. He fumbled the dashboard.
Bettis slapped the back of his hand. “Get off. You might press something you
shouldn’t,” he shouted.
“That’s what I’m worried about you doing.”
“I know what I’m doing.”
“Explain it to me then, because this doesn’t feel like we’re coming in to land at
Heathrow on a still summer’s evening.”
“I warned you that Martian landings were tough.”
Bettis had no idea what the computer was doing other than taking them down
toward the surface. All he could see through the windscreen was brick dust and the
occasional flash of star-lit sky.
Remnant was dry-retching the chilli con carne he had not enjoyed several hours
before. The shuddering of the ship rattled his wisdom teeth, the pressure in the
cockpit weighing down on his nasal column so much that his top incisors and canines
felt ready to shoot out of his gums and through his bottom lip.
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DT made another lunge for the dashboard, hitting the plaster-covered autopilot
button.
“Nooooo,” Bettis yelled as he fought with the control stick. The Baton Uric was
rocking from side to side like a man drunk on a gallon of Gates.
“You’ve switched the autopilot off.”
“What?”
The Martian crosswinds wailed, looking to take down these alien arrivals. The ship
cleared the dust clouds, revealing the Martian surface below, more brown than the red
the crew had expected.
“Crew seats for landing,” Bettis shouted, a little pointlessly as everyone was
already seated.
The dotted lights of a small runway glowing on the Martian surface were up ahead.
Bettis eased the speed of descent.
“I want the autopilot back on,” DT pleaded, his scrunched shut eyes close to tears.
Remnant still gripped the arms of his chair almost to the point of their ruin,
whispering apologies to all those he had wronged during his life.
He hadn’t finished going through the list by the time the Baton Uric’s wheels
touched the Martian surface.
Bettis wrestled with the control stick, trying to keep the vessel from flipping
forwards. The runway was well used, scarred by snake-like skid marks. The ship
rattled along its surface as Bettis lifted the wing flaps to slow her down. Remnant’s
teeth shuddered in his mouth. DT gripped his glasses and Bettis strained to keep hold
of the violently vibrating control stick.
When all aboard felt the sensation of the ship slowing to a speed that didn’t feel
deadly, a wave of relief swept over them.
DT, who often found himself welling up after long journeys back on Earth, opened
his eyes and discovered this trip magnified those emotions thirty-six million times.
His tears were uncontrollable. He hugged Bettis even before he’d taxied the ship to a
halt under the oxygen dome in front of a giant hangar where a pair of SEC fighters
were parked. Next to the hangar was a digital forty-eight sheet poster sporting a
middle-aged woman’s smiling face welcoming them to Mars and hoping they would
make their stay a long one.
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The sensation of not being in motion for the first time in months took some
adjusting to. Each man looked at the other, the hum of the Baton Uric’s now silent
engines still echoing in their ears.
“We made it. We bloody made it.” Remnant was the first to speak. He wanted to
get out. Experience something firm underfoot. DT mopped the corners of his eyes
with the tip of his silk tie. He too yearned to feel the crunch of rock under his shiny
shoes.
Bettis sat in the pilot’s seat staring ahead. Remnant felt like hugging him, but could
see the man wanted a moment to reflect on the enormity of what he had achieved.
“Well done, Mitch,” he said.
Bettis was unmoved, his nerves still frayed.
“See, you can do it,” Remnant added. “You don’t need computers, you just need
confidence.”
Bettis resented advice from anyone, most of all from a crew member he couldn’t
abide. But being as emotional as the others at having landed, he was gracious enough
to swivel in his pilot’s seat and force a smile that didn’t include his eyes.
Remnant knew right there and then that the pilot of his ship still wanted him dead.

Chapter 30
They cruised past dark frames of unfinished skyscrapers, and cranes frozen like
extinct dinosaurs, their long, skeletal necks peering down at a surface devoid of life.
Either side of the periodically tarmacced road a few neons flickered. A Starbucks. A
Hilton. A Shell. But outnumbering the established Earth brands were those for fuel
companies that hadn’t yet made a name for themselves on the mother planet. Garish
combinations of flickering coloured light bulbs decorated the entrances to these
independent fuel stations that each offered the same fuel at the same price, the only
differentiator being the extras that came with purchase. Free freeze-dried food here.
Free engine ‘once-over’ there. Free ship wash. Free map of the solar system. One
station even claimed no purchase was necessary to claim a free gift with purchase.
All the stations the Baton Uric cruised past sold liquid hydrogen ready-mixed with
liquid oxygen for rocket propelled ships.
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“Are you sure it’s just liquid hydrogen we need and not oxygen as well?” Bettis
asked.
“That’s what we filled up with back home, that’s what we need to fill up with
here,” said DT.
“No one seems to stock it on its own,” said Bettis scanning the neons.
They drove past huge warehouses stacked to their corrugated iron roofs with the
same dehydrated meals they had brought with them from Earth. After passing two
warehouses because Bettis couldn’t make up his mind which one he liked the look of
best, they pulled in at a third and selected more freeze-dried spagbols, chilli con
carnes, jam sponges and apple crumbles.
“Do you do anything else?” DT asked, hoping to introduce a little variety into his
diet. The sales assistant pulled a face which suggested it was a question he’d been
asked many times before. “You can have whatever you like, as long as it’s on our
shelves,” he said.
Once DT had paid cash and the sales assistant had loaded the boxes into the bare
cupboards in the galley, and waited for a tip which never materialised, the Baton Uric
continued its cruise down the main street in search of a fuel station that sold pure
liquid hydrogen.
“There’s one.” Remnant pointed to a flickering neon announcing RDM Fuels,
Purveyors of Pure Liquid Hydrogen for Advanced Nuclear Powered Ships. For the
crew, the vision was the equivalent of seeing a water fountain in the desert. The
station’s forecourt was dominated by a huge fuel tanker that was once silver but now
riddled with red dust and rust marks which suggested it had taken up permanent
residence, delivering fuel straight out of its long, oval tank, negating the need for
underground storage.
A middle-aged woman watched them turn in and she approached the ship, her
stride way more confident than it should have been. It was a walk that immediately
reminded Remnant of Elena. He slid open a side window in the cockpit and peered
down at her.
“I guess you boys have come looking for a good time, huh?” she called up, smiling
at Remnant who was instantly smitten by her good looks and American twang.
“Who’s asking?” Remnant replied, wondering if his positive reaction to her was
because she was the first woman he had set eyes on for nearly four months.
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“We have come here to refuel, that is all,” interrupted DT, peering over Remnant’s
shoulder. “So no funny business, just a tank full of liquid hydrogen, please.”
The woman stared at DT a while. She’d seen a few men like him recently. You
could always spot the guy funding the mission. Always in a rush, never with time for
banter.
“Lemme guess where y’all off to. A bright thing in the sky about twenty million
miles from here, am I right?”
“We’re going to make ourselves filthy rich, darlin,’’ said Remnant who was yet to
take his eyes off her.
“That’s what they all say,” she replied, clearly unimpressed. “Everyone sounds so
excited when they’re on the way there. Don’t hear so much from the guys on their
way back.” She connected the huge nozzle from the tanker to the Baton Uric and DT
breathed a little easier as he felt the vibration of fuel filling the vessel’s parched tanks.
Remnant was keen to keep the conversation going. “So, exactly how many have
made it back?”
“None that I’ve served so far. Fact is, y’all done well to get here, guys. Still, an
engine like yours will certainly help.” She gave the ship the once over with her eyes
and nodded her respect. “You’ve still got a ways to go, of course.” Her eyes flicked to
the fuel gauge on the side of the tanker. “Knew someone who told me a shortcut once.
Said it would shave weeks off the journey, there and back.”
“Short cut?” DT was incredulous. “There are no short cuts in space .We fly as the
crow flies.”
“Crows don’t fly out here. Your Earth rules mean zip.”
“The laws of physics are relevant wherever in the world you are.”
“You’re not in the world, and you’re assuming that space is flat.”
“Of course space is flat. Black and flat, like my stomach.” DT lifted his vest. Four
months of inactivity had seen a paunch and a few extra hairs develop in a vertical
hedge from his belly button. He quickly pulled his vest back down.
“That’s what scientists used to say about the Earth,” she told him.
Remnant caught a glimpse of the girl’s namebadge. “So, Aurora, tell us more about
this shortcut.”
“Sorry guys. Got a job to do.” She checked the readings on the gauge and pressed a
button to halt the flow of fuel.
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“That’ll be 58,000 dollars.” She rattled the tip of the fuel nozzle against the side of
the ship’s tank spout, more out of habit than a generous attempt to add a few more
drops to their fill.
DT fumbled in his pockets and passed his card to Remnant who dropped it out of
the window into Aurora’s hands.
She looked at both sides then pointed to a small sign on the tanker’s roof. ‘We
Don’t Take Nothing But Cash’. The message was illiterate, but its intention quite
clear. DT kissed his teeth.
“Where is the nearest cashpoint, please?” he asked.
“Hmmm. That’ll be about thirty-six million miles thataway.” She pointed in the
general direction of Earth, then handed back the card to Remnant.
DT felt a stab of pain. “I have nothing else to pay with. Have either of you got
cash?”
“Are you having a laugh, mate?” asked Remnant. “All I’ve got is my electron.”
“US dollars only, guys.”
“You will have to ciphon the fuel out,” said DT.
“What?” said Remnant.
“We will have to find somewhere that accepts cards.”
“Lemme save you the trouble of looking,” said Aurora. “Not one fuel station on
this planet accepts cards. And no one else sells pure liquid hydrogen.”
“I don’t care. Suck it out. Take it all out.” DT was adamant.
“No can do, I’m afraid. Once it’s in, it’s in. No good to anyone else second hand.”
“What a load of rubbish,” said Bettis who had been watching the scene unfold with
increasing impatience.
“I could call the boys out to settle this?”
“Bring them on,” said Bettis, the successful landing having boosted his confidence.
Remnant shook his head and DT placed a calming hand on Bettis’ shoulder. “Let’s
not get hasty here, Mitch.”
“No, fuck her. Let’s take a look at these ‘boys’ she’s speaking of. See if we can’t
give them a seeing-to before we head off.”
Aurora shrugged her shoulders and directed a piercing whistle at the hut from
which she had earlier strode so confidently.
“Let’s teach these Martians a lesson, eh?” Bettis looked enthusiastically at
Remnant and DT. Bettis had often found himself in potentially violent situations in
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foreign lands on stopovers. Get a few beers down him and the mouth started spewing
forth expletives and threats and empty promises of bodily damage to anyone prepared
to take him on. Plenty had taken him on, and all had won. Bettis made for a poor
fighter, too eager to go on the offensive without any thought for the defence of a
vulnerable jaw.
And now, ambling toward them across the Martian surface, in no particular hurry
but with a very specific intent, were a trio of the universe’s very worst lifeforms.
Degenerates indeed. Injurious to the eye. DT was already assessing how damaging the
stone-like fist one of them possessed would be to his ribcage. Remnant feared being
thrust to the front, as the only one with a tattoo and criminal connections, so surely
the most adept at handling himself.
Bettis had avoided looking at his future foes for as long as possible, but the fact
that DT was close to tugging his shirt off his shoulders forced his head to turn. It
immediately turned back. Intense fear instantly pulsed through Bettis as he caught
sight of them. They were disgusting. They could not be human. He didn’t want to use
the term ‘mutants’ for fear of causing offence. But they were mutants. Revolting.
Repulsive. Worse still, all three looked like they could handle themselves and
wouldn’t mind losing a tooth, eye or even a limb in the course of combat.
“Call them off, call them off,” he yelled.
“Are you sure you don’t want to teach them a lesson?” Aurora was trying not to
laugh.
Bettis shook his head. Aurora directed the mutants to halt their approach toward
the ship.
“Is there an Option B?” asked DT.
“Sure. I’m a reasonable gal. There’s one big favour you guys could do for me.”
DT knew what was coming. “No way.”
“Promise to show you that short cut? And you can drop me back here on your
return, with just a little bit of diamond by way of a thank you.”
Bettis shook his head. “You’ll add extra weight and use up more fuel.”
Aurora beckoned the three mutants to come closer. “Awww, come on. You guys
won’t appreciate the diamond when you see it. Takes a gal to do that. And I got all the
fuel you need so I’ll pay my way.”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” said Bettis. “I think we should go.”
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“We can’t go anywhere. We haven’t paid,” said DT, neatly summarising the
situation.
“Doesn’t look like we have much choice,” said Remnant.
DT leaned forward to whisper to him, “Come on. Do something. You told me you
could handle these types of people.”
Remnant glanced at the trio again and grimaced. “I could maybe take one, you
could keep another one busy. That still leaves one for him,” he said, nodding in
Bettis’ direction.
“Well, that leaves us with no choice.” DT sighed, straightening up and turning to
face Aurora.
“Welcome aboard, Miss, Mrs, Muss…”
“Call me Aurora.”
She ran back into the hut like an excited schoolgirl on the morning of a school trip.
The three mutants remained staring at the crew, Remnant wondering if he should
engage them in a conversation. He pulled a fake smile, but it produced no reaction.
He thought about the disappearing napkin trick which had served him well for years,
but he had no napkin.
“What’s the weather like around here?” he asked, cringing at the crassness of his
own question. The mutants’ glare did not falter. Then Remnant pointed beyond them
to Aurora rushing back out with an inexpensive bag that must have been pre-packed,
ready and waiting for such time as three fools rocked up in a spaceship.
When she walked into the cockpit, Remnant noticed her cheeks stained with tears.
“You OK?”
She swiped the tears with the back of her hand and smiled. “Let’s just get out of
here,” she said.
After brief introductions were made, Bettis fired up the engines. “Are we leaving
right now?” the pilot asked. “I wouldn’t mind having a quick look around.”
“Not a chance, my friend,” said DT. “We’re not here to see the sights.”
“I wouldn’t mind giving me old legs a stretch,” said Remnant.
“No, there isn’t time.”
Remnant pointed to his cockpit seat and directed Aurora to sit in it.
“What will you do?” she asked, looking around for a fourth seat that wasn’t there.
“Hold on tightly.”
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The ship taxied back toward the airstrip. Aurora waved goodbye to the three
mutants through the cockpit side window, blowing each of them a kiss.
“Where did you find them?” Remnant asked.
Aurora heard him but chose not to answer, and Remnant let it drop, fearing further
questions would offend.
“Has this place got a name?” he asked her, surveying the unfinished buildings and
flashing fuel station neons.
“It was meant to be the Martian equivalent of the Las Vegas strip. But as you can
see, it didn’t quite pan out that way. We all know it as Gasoline Alley.”
“Even though no one sells gasoline?” DT asked.
Aurora nodded. “Just one of those things.”
There were still no signs of life outside. The whole area was waiting for the
diamond prospectors to arrive en mass and bring new hope and wealth to a frontier
town that had been deserted by its founding fathers in its infancy.
Bettis pointed to a set of flashing red lights up ahead.
“What is it, a level crossing?” DT asked.
Remnant tapped DT’s shoulder and pointed to a huge, elegant ship coming into
land.
“Now why couldn’t Edgar build something like that,” said DT in awe of the size
and grace of the incoming vessel.
The crew sat in silence as the majestic ship slid into land, touching down with
hardly a skid or shudder to report.
“Why couldn’t we get a pilot as good as that?” Remnant quipped.
Bettis ignored him.
“That does not look like a vessel someone has made in their garage,” said DT.
They watched the ship taxi off the runway and into the hangar at the end, the red
glow of its quadruple nuclear engines gradually fading as the engines cooled.
“Check out the livery,” said DT, pointing to the huge US flag, SEC logo and the
ship’s name ‘The Cavalier’ on its starboard side.
“There have been quite a few SEC ships arriving in the last month,” said Aurora.
“The big boys are in town,” said Remnant. “What the hell are they all doing here?”
Aurora shrugged. “They’re keeping themselves to themselves,” she said.
“They’ve got to be on their way to the belt,” said DT.
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Aurora shook her head. “There’s only been SEC landings so far. No take-offs.
Word is there’s some big operation going down on the far side of the planet. Loads of
heavy machinery has been drafted in.”
“Maybe they’ve struck oil?” DT suggested. “You Americans like your oil.”
“We like other people’s oil too,” quipped Aurora.
They all watched as uniformed SEC guards briskly exited The Cavalier and
lowered the entrance gate to the hangar.
“Someone’s in a hurry,” said Remnant.
“And so are we,” added DT. “Come on Mitch, let’s go.”
Bettis pointed to the still flashing red lights. DT drummed his fingers on the arm of
his seat. He bent forward to look up and out into the Martian night sky to see if there
were any more incoming ships. “I think that’s it. I think we should go.”
Bettis hesitated. It went against a pilot’s instinct to jump a red.
“Come on, if they’re here to refuel and head off into the belt we need to get a
headstart.”
Bettis’ hand hovered over the thruster, then pulled away, then returned. Finally he
announced “crew seats for take-off.” With some reluctance, and against his better
judgement, Bettis eased the ship onto the runway, and with a deep breath prepared for
launch.
“Are you sure you don’t want to switch to computer control?” said Remnant, as
Bettis’ hand hovered over the thruster again. The pilot glanced over his shoulder at
Remnant standing next to Aurora, holding on to a clump of wires that arched down
from the ceiling like a multi-coloured hammock.
Bettis grinned, turned back and pushed the thruster forward.
The Baton Uric reacted with a roar, refreshed by its Martian hiatus, replenished by
the pure and fresh liquid hydrogen that bubbled in its tanks.
Remnant gripped the wires until they burned his palms as the G-forces went to
work, forcing him against the back wall of the cockpit.
Bettis eased the ship into the air then banked sharply right, as much to
inconvenience Remnant as to alter the ship’s trajectory toward its destination.
DT felt the same queasiness he’d experienced on launch from Earth a few months
earlier, but such was the sparse nature of his diet, he had very little to offer in the way
of vomit.
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Remnant looked down at Aurora who seemed unaffected by the launch, softly
smiling to herself as she looked at Bettis.
“I hope we’re heading in the right direction,” said Remnant.
Bettis tried to ignore the comment but felt he had to respond. “We’re heading
towards that.” He pointed to a circle barely the size of the moon directly in front of
them.
“What is that?” Remnant whispered to Aurora.
“You don’t know?” she asked.
“It’s a bit big and round to be an asteroid, innit?”
“That’s Jupiter. The biggest planet in our solar system.”
Remnant felt stupid for not knowing, and his heart sank further when, as the ship
levelled out, Aurora unclipped herself from her seat and walked forward to stand
between Bettis and DT at the front.
“Nice take off. You done that before?” she asked Bettis.
“Not for a while, and never from Mars,” he replied. “Got to say it felt good.” Bettis
grinned and felt some of his swagger returning. Some of the confidence and
excitement that had got him passionate about flying in the first place was seeping
back. He flicked the plastered switch that reverted control of the ship back to the
computer, and turned to face Aurora.
“So what’s it like, living on Mars?” he asked her, eyes all smiling and teeth
gleaming, with not a hair out of place as he self-consciously placed his elbow over the
back of his seat.
“Boring. The place is like one glorified highway service station. People just stop to
fill up their tanks, take a shit, grab something to eat and get the hell out. Pretty much
like what you guys did.”
“Please do not blame us for the failure of an entire planet, Miss Aurora,” said DT.
“Oh no. Blame lays squarely on the shoulders of the planet’s commissioner.
Dorothea Clarke.”
“I think I’ve heard of her,” lied Bettis, glancing back at Remnant who was sitting
down in the rear cockpit seat, trying to work out how best to squeeze his way into the
conversation.
“Yeah,” Aurora continued, “she’s let the place go to ruin. Basically SEC can do
whatever they like. Land when they want. Import as much hardware as they want.
And now the big multinationals from Earth are gradually putting local companies like
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ours out of business. We don’t stand a chance. They’re coming in with their mega
budgets and setting up shop, ready to refuel all the diamond hunters they’re expecting
to arrive.”
“Have there been many arrivals?” Bettis asked.
“The trickle is gradually getting stronger, but a lot of the ships arrive in a bad way
and don’t get much further. Most of them are badly built.”
“And you said no one’s come back from the belt?”
“Not yet. It’s at least a ninety day round trip remember, and it’s only in the last
month that ships have begun to head off there.”
“Did you see any Norwegians?” DT asked.
Aurora frowned at the randomness of the question.
“It’s just that there were reports before we left Earth of some reaching the
asteroid.”
“If they did, they’ve not made it back to Mars. I’m pretty sure we’d have heard if
anyone had. All the news from Earth right now is about the unrest. Things are really
getting serious back there. Anti-US sentiment is at an all-time high.”
“Petty jealousies, if you ask me,” said Bettis.
“What about the criminals on Mars?” Remnant chipped in from the back of the
cockpit. Everyone turned to face him.
“What about them?” Aurora asked coldly.
“There’s loads of them ain’t there? All getting together like pirates to raid ships
loaded with diamonds while they refuel for the trip home.”
“Hey look, there’s certainly a few felons on the planet, I’m not denying that. But
most people are just honest folk looking to make a new start in life. That’s how I
ended up out here.”
“Did you move here alone?” DT asked.
Aurora paused, losing herself in a momentary memory. “I came with my family.
My husband and three kids.”
“You have three kids?” DT sounded surprised.
She nodded.
“Where are they?”
“Back on Mars with my sister.”
“And they were OK with you just upping and leaving?”
“They’ve known I’ve wanted to go for a long time.”

137

“Wait a minute.” Remnant thought he’d worked something out. “They weren’t
mutants who came over to our ship, were they?
“Who said they were mutants?” Aurora asked.
Bettis looked into his lap.
“They were dressed up, is all,” she said. The crew looked embarrassed and Aurora
was amused by the fear her three children had caused.
“One of them was really tall, though” Remnant added. Aurora laughed.
“What about your husband?” DT asked, trying to sound as disinterested as he
could.
“I’ve not seen him for a while.”
“What did he do, run off with someone else?” Remnant’s clumsy question again
attracted a trio of unfriendly looks.
“He just walked out one night. No goodbyes, no nothing.”
“Nice guy.”
“He was.”
There was a pause that none of the men knew how to fill.
“So, whose ship is this?” Aurora asked with a brightness that belied the darkness
of the conversation that had gone before.
DT cleared his throat and adjusted his tie. “I’m the captain, so I guess it’s mine.”
Remnant was itching to refute that but thought better of it.
“You been in space before?” she asked DT.
“Never. I am a jeweller by trade. I own my own business in Hatton Garden.”
The name didn’t mean anything to Aurora.
“It’s London’s jewellery quarter.”
“Ah, OK, so you must be doing well for yourself, huh?”
“Not bad for a refugee from Nigeria, even if I do say so myself.”
She smiled. “And I guess you’ll be able to figure out the quality of the diamond
asteroid just by looking at it, huh?”
DT smiled. “I’d like to think my expert eye will yield insights into the quality of it
from a distance, yes.”
“Do you fly?” asked Bettis who had been watching the conversation between her
and DT unfold with increasing frustration.
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Aurora turned back to face him. “Er, no, I don’t. I mean, I learnt the basics from
sitting alongside my husband a few times, but I don’t have the confidence or skill to
actually do it myself.”
“I’ll teach you.”
“Oh, sure, sure, that would be cool.”
Remnant had heard and seen enough and made sure everyone saw him leave the
cockpit. He slumped onto the bottom bunk in the cabin. He didn’t like the confusion
of emotions that were swirling around his head and heart. She wasn’t that attractive,
or that witty. Not his type at all. And she was American. He’d not met many, his only
experience of them being on the television, or from the few tourists who strayed into
The Old Mitre. But more crucial and painful than all that was the fact she clearly
wasn’t interested in him.
About ten minutes later, the door to the cabin creaked open and Remnant
pretended to be asleep.
“Hey.”
It was her. He didn’t reply.
“Hey you, can I come in?”
Remnant feigned having been woken and half sat up on his elbows. “What’s the
matter?” he said faking grogginess.
“I’m just having a look around, as none of you guys has given me a tour yet.”
“Oh, sorry. Er… this is the cabin.”
She sniffed the air. “Smells interesting.”
“That’s not all my fault,” said Remnant.
“No, there’s a lot going on in here,” she said still sniffing. “Definitely something
that more than one man will have to take responsibility for.” She paused. “What was
that all about back there?”
“I was tired. It’s been a stressful time.”
“Really?”
“There’s things going on here that are a bit strange.”
“Like what?”
“I can’t say.”
“Shit, are you all weirdos or something?”
“Well, I don’t think I am, but that’s a matter of opinion.”
“And the other guys?”
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“I’m saying nothing. I’m not saying you’re in any danger or anything.”
“You just did.”
“No, well you’re not, I don’t think.”
“I’m confused.”
“Yeah, so am I. I’ve just woken up, I don’t know what I’m going on about. Ignore
me.”
“Wow, freaky. I think I’ll head back to…er…you get some rest.”
She smiled weakly and briefly then let herself out. Remnant lay flat on the bunk,
sighed, shook his head, pursed his lips and exhaled. On a scale of one to ten of
disastrousness, that conversation was at least a nine.

Chapter 31
After the initial enthusiasm and interest generated by having a new crew member
on board waned, the atmosphere on the Baton Uric reverted to its previous pattern of
long silences interspersed with food-based conversations and the odd but unsuccessful
attempt at flirtation with Aurora by each of the men.
Bettis was the worst and most frequent offender. He mentioned several times to
Aurora his keenness to teach her how to fly, and eventually she succumbed. During
the first lesson, he made a big deal of guiding her hands over the various knobs,
buttons, dials and sticks that were required to control the ship. Aurora listened
attentively to his talk of procedures and his dislike of the over-reliance on computers.
Remnant watched from the rear cockpit seat for as long as he could bear to. Usually,
Bettis’ over-enthusiastic smiles and his eagerness to touch Aurora forced Remnant to
his cabin, where more often than not, DT would be happily snoring, doing battle with
the engines to see who could make the most noise.
In between sleeps and occasional conversations with Aurora and DT, Remnant had
plenty of time to get to know the planet Jupiter. It stared back at him through the
cockpit windscreen like a giant torso-less head, its red swirling storm forming its
Cyclopian eye.
“You could fit three Earths inside that spot,” Aurora told him after seeing his
fascination with the planet increase over a period of weeks.
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“Really? It’s that big?”
She joined him at the front of the cockpit. “Sure is.”
“What’s it made of?”
“Gas, I think. I mean, I’m no expert, I just know the basics.”
Remnant didn’t answer her.
“You haven’t said much recently.”
Remnant looked at her. “It’s been a tough journey for me. I’ve got issues.”
“Who hasn’t?”
“Real big issues.”
“Still with you, buddy.”
Remnant smiled. “Yeah, I’ll stop going on.”
“No, no, vent if you need to. We all need time to get shit out there.”
“You really think there’s a diamond out there?” said Remnant.
“Geez, that’s the million dollar question, for sure. I’ve no idea, but people more
sensible than me seem to think there is, so who am I to argue? It’s gotta be worth
checking out though, huh?”
“I bloody hope so, darlin’. What will you do if we find it?”
“You mean after all the shouting and screaming and high fiving, and fainting?”
Remnant smiled.
“Do you know what, I’ve no idea, Si. I can call you Si, right?”
He nodded.
“I really haven’t thought about that, and perhaps I should. How about you?”
“I ain’t thought of nothing else. And I’ve still no idea what I’ll do. Whether I’ll just
laugh or shrug me shoulders or scream the house down or just piss myself. I just don’t
know if I’ll be able to handle it.”
The conversation was interrupted by Bettis entering, wiping sleep from his eyes.
“This looks cosy.”
Aurora smiled. “We were just trying to figure out how we’d react to seeing a huge
diamond out there.”
“Right.” Bettis walked over to the cockpit and slumped into his seat, feeling the
strain in his lower back caused by sleeping in a bunk too small. His pain was soon
forgotten as he leaned forward and tapped the dashboard.
“That’s interesting.”
“What is?”
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Remnant and Aurora rushed over. Bettis pointed to the radar. “There, look.”
On the screen, slightly to the left of where they were heading was a dot.
“What is it?” Aurora asked, her curiosity peaking.
“It’s a dot,” Remnant joked, his attempt at wit lost on the other two.
“It could be anything,” said Bettis.
“An alien?” Aurora asked.
“An asteroid?” Remnant asked. “The asteroid?”
“I don’t know about that. We’re still a long way from the belt, although it’s pretty
common for asteroids to get knocked into strange orbits.”
Remnant took a deep breath.
“You need to sit down,” Aurora told him.
Remnant nodded and took DT’s seat beside Bettis.
“Let’s go and check it out,” she said.
Bettis groaned. “I don’t know about that, either. It’s a long way off our set course.
We’ll burn a lot of fuel getting there.”
“But what if it’s the diamond?” Remnant asked.
“Chances are it isn’t. All the information we have suggests the diamond asteroid is
still several million miles from here.”
“I’ve got a good feeling about this, guys, let’s go check it out” said Aurora.
“Why are you so desperate to see what it is?” Bettis asked.
“I’m not desperate. I just think we should eliminate it from our investigations
before we go wandering off deeper into space.”
It seemed a fair enough answer to Remnant, but Bettis needed more convincing. “I
can’t sanction a change of direction on this scale. We need the captain’s say so.”
“Who made him captain?” Remnant asked.
“Not this again.”
“Yes, this again.”
“Hey, it’s a fair question, Mitch,” said Aurora. “Is this ship a democracy or what? I
vote we check it out.”
“And I’ll second that,” said Remnant.
“No, really?” said Bettis with mock surprise. “Well, I vote we check with the
captain. We’ll need to count his vote if this ship is to be as democratic as you want it
to be.”
Aurora rushed out of the cockpit.
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“He’s not going to like it,” Bettis said, more to himself than Remnant.
“It’s not all about what he likes.”
After a few minutes of silence, the cockpit door opened and Aurora all but dragged
DT to the front of the ship.
“This had better be good. I was midway through a very pleasant dream.”
Aurora pointed to the radar. “See that?”
DT adjusted his eyes, which soon widened. He leaned closer to the dashboard.
“What is that?” he asked Bettis.
“Could be an asteroid,” said Remnant.
“The asteroid?”
Bettis sighed again. “As I’ve already told these two, that’s highly unlikely. We’re a
long way from where the rock we’re looking for should be.”
“But what if it is our asteroid?” Aurora pleaded. “Are we gonna go sailing right
past without checking it out?”
“How far away is it, Mitch?” DT asked.
“Hmm, I’d say it’s about the same distance from London to Sydney. Depending on
which direction it’s moving. It’ll take us about six hours to reach it.”
“And six to get back on track. That is a lot of fuel,” said DT, sounding concerned.
“But think about the fuel you’ll save if it is our asteroid,” said Remnant.
“I am thinking about that, believe you me. Mitch, in your honest opinion, what are
the chances of that being the diamond?”
Bettis exhaled, feeling the pressure of expectation.
“Why are you asking him?” said Remnant, offended.
“Because I value his opinion,” was DT’s measured response.
“Ten thousand, no, a hundred thousand to one against.”
“What’s that mean?” Aurora asked, looking at Remnant.
“It means we stick to the course we are on,” said DT who turned to head back to
the cabin.
“No. No fucking way,” Aurora yelled. “Who made you captain? It’s my fuel
running this ship and I say we go check it out.”
She looked to Remnant for support, and he stood up for maximum impact. “I’m
with her on this. We can’t afford not to check it out.”
“And we also can’t afford to check it out,” said DT. “We won’t have enough fuel
to get to the belt. We are not changing course and that is final.”
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“I’m afraid it isn’t.” Aurora drew a laser pistol and pointed it at DT’s head.
“What the hell is that? How did you get that onboard?”
“Your security checks were pretty slack, I gotta say.”
“Who’s in charge of security checks around here?” DT asked the other two.
“You’re the captain,” Remnant reminded him.
“Did you know about this?” DT asked him, pointing at her gun. “I bet you’re in on
this.”
“There you go again, accusing me of stuff I ain’t done. I had no idea she was
carrying.”
“Yeah, look, er, hel-lo,” said Aurora, waving the weapon about. “Fuck whatever
shit you two got going on. Now, I’m sorry to have to do this, but I’m going to have to
insist we go check that dot out.”
“I must say, a gun is very inappropriate,” said Bettis. “Why are you so keen?”
“Call it feminine instinct, call it what you will, I need to know what it is.”
“What will happen if you fire that thing in here?” said DT pointing to the gun.
“Won’t it damage the walls and suck us all out into space?”
“You don’t want to find out,” she said.
Bettis was looking to DT for a decision. “Well, well, it seems I’m left with no
choice. Change course please, Mitch. Let’s go and see if that dot on the radar really is
what we’ve all been dreaming about.”
Bettis sighed and flicked a few switches and steered the Baton Uric in a new
direction.
The next six hours were among the most awkward yet experienced aboard the ship.
Aurora refused to withdraw her weapon from view, despite DT’s protestations.
Remnant sat in the co-pilot’s seat not knowing where to look. Bettis concentrated on
manually steering the vessel toward the target.
“You wouldn’t really have used that gun on me, would you?” DT asked Aurora.
She smiled. “No, of course not. I would have just got some nasty mutants I know
back home to bury you in the Martian desert.”
DT looked at her with newfound fear and slouched into a sulk on the rear cockpit
seat.
It was Bettis who eventually cracked the silence a few hours later. “Right, we
should be able to identify the target any minute now.”
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Aurora rushed over to the dashboard. The dot was now a slightly bigger dot but
looked too long and thin to be an asteroid.
“What do you reckon it is?” Remnant asked.
Bettis shook his head. “I’m not sure, but I’m fairly sure it isn’t an asteroid.”
DT stood and sighed. “Right, now we’ve established what we already suspected,
can we please get back to the original plan.”
“Move in closer. We need to move in closer,” Aurora insisted.
Bettis looked at DT who shrugged his shoulders. The pilot kept the ship on the
same trajectory, and as they closed in on the object, Aurora’s mouth slowly widened.
“My word,” said Bettis, equally surprised.
Remnant slowly stood.
DT wandered over to see what all the fuss was about. He gasped when he saw
what they were looking at. “How did that get here?” he asked.
Spinning slowly on an invisible axis was a space vessel about twice the size of the
Baton Uric. It looked in good working order, save for the patchy ice on the bodywork
and the thick ice on the inside of its smooth, reflective cockpit window. An extended
robotic arm hung limp from the side of the vessel, icicles dangling along its entire
length.
“He’s in there,” Aurora whispered.
“Who’s in there?” Remnant asked.
DT was more interested in the robotic arm. “Move in closer, Bettis. Let’s take a
look.”
As they approached the vessel, the livery on its side became clearer. The stars and
stripes. The NASA logo. And the ship’s name.
Prospector II.
“Oh my, oh my, look at that.” DT was pointing to the drill tip on the end of the
robotic arm. As the lights from the Baton Uric shone over its surface, small golden
glints glowed. “Unless I am very much mistaken, that is diamond dust my friends,”
DT declared. “Di-a-mond dust.”
Bettis stood and leant into the windscreen. “My word, is it? Is it really? It could be
ice.”
“That’s not ice. It’s golden.”
Bettis peered closer.
“Are you sure? Are you sure?” Remnant asked, straining to get a clearer look.
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“Take a good look for yourself,” said DT.
Remnant couldn’t decide if what he thought he was seeing was actually what he
was seeing.
“My husband. My husband’s in there,” Aurora said softly to Remnant.
DT whooped with joy and high, low and middle-fived Bettis. It was the most
animated either man had been in years.
“So it is true, there really is a diamond asteroid out here somewhere. Let’s get after
it,” DT said.
Remnant nodded while looking at Aurora who was staring at the stranded ship.
Bettis switched off the auto pilot.
“Hold on,” Aurora shouted.
“No way, we need to get going. We’ve lost enough time already,” said DT.
“My husband is on that ship,” she shouted.
The excitement disappeared in an instant, and the three men stared at her.
“How do you know?” DT asked.
“He was an astronaut. For NASA. He left me and the kids to go on a mission. On
that ship.”
“So what happened to it?” DT asked, looking for signs of damage.
“It looks like NASA left them out here to die,” she said.
“I could go and get him before we leave?” Remnant told Aurora.
“Now hold on a minute,” said DT. “No one’s leaving this ship. We’re getting out
of here and heading into the belt.”
Aurora was shaking her head. “We should leave him.”
“I can go and get his body if you want,” said Remnant in open defiance of DT’s
authority.
“Don’t be stupid, Si,” said DT. “It’s too risky. And we can’t afford to hang
around.”
Aurora looked at Remnant and smiled. “He’s right. We should go. I just needed to
see it for myself.”
DT nodded to Bettis who gently upped the thrust. All three men bowed their heads
as they passed the Prospector II, their heads staying down until the stricken ship was a
respectful distance behind them.
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Aurora looked stoically straight ahead, tears filling but not spilling from her eyes.
“There’s one good thing about this ship,” she said to no one in particular. “It doesn’t
let you look back.”

Chapter 32
‘Whose head will roll the furthest, that’s all you need worry about.’ Haygue was
red with anger and pointing an accusing finger at the SEC guard who greeted him in
the hangar at the end of the Martian airstrip a few minutes after M Krugler landed
Prospector III.
“We didn’t get sign off to proceed with the other airstrip until a week ago, sir. But
it’s nearly finished.”
“But it’s not quite finished, is it? Which is why I have to land here and take a
hundred-mile trip by transporter across the Martian desert.”
“About that transporter trip, sir.”
“What?” Hagyue was ready to overheat.
“There’s no transporter available to take you to the facility, sir.”
“Tell me you’re not serious, come on, tell me.”
“We’ve booked you a suite at the Hilton, sir.”
“The unfinished Hilton? Oh, well why didn’t you say? That makes everything OK,
then, doesn’t it?”
“It’s just a short walk this way if you’d care to follow me, sir.”
“We’re not going to the belt?” M Krugler asked. Haygue ignored him.
“Why aren’t we going to the belt, Haygue?” Stock asked.
“Not now.”
Prospector III had landed on Mars several weeks ahead of the Baton Uric and
before much of the SEC hardware had started to arrive. The fact that Stock was on
Mars hadn’t sunk in yet. But he was on Mars, a planet he’d dreamt and had
nightmares about. A planet that was once feared by mankind. Yet walking across its
surface felt no more unusual than trekking across the Mojave desert back home,
which he’d done, alone, because he mistakenly believed it would make for an
interesting blog. He followed Haygue and the SEC guard down Gasoline Alley
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toward the Hilton. If only Onamoto were here now, Stock thought. Sharing this
moment with him. They’d have gotten to know each other on the outward journey.
Stock would have spent more time out of his cabin and in Ona…
A stab of cold blood shot up Stock’s throat. Why hadn’t it occurred to him before?
The Prospector III only had three cabins, one for Haygue, one for M Krugler and one
for him. And yet Haygue had been expecting Onamoto. Stock turned to look at the old
guy who was still berating the SEC guard.
“I need to get to that facility, asap. Do you hear me? A-sap.”
“I understand that, sir, but all transporters are currently otherwise engaged in
mission-related activities.”
“Getting me to the facility is a mission-related activity,” Haygue barked. “Hell, it’s
a mission-related priority.”
“Yes sir, but everyone is working hard.”
“Yeah, working hard helping themselves.” Haygue turned around, aware of being
looked and frowned at by Stock. “What is it, Stock?”
“I want some answers,” Stock demanded.
“Well, give me some questions.”
“Did you kill Onamoto?”
The SEC guard glanced over his shoulder at Haygue who stifled a laugh. “Who
said I killed Onamoto?”
“Why did the ship only have three cabins? If you were expecting Onamoto, where
was he supposed to sleep?”
“The only thing I expected of Onamoto was for him to be a no-show. And, hey
presto, I was right.”
“Why hasn’t anyone heard anything from him since we launched?”
Haygue shrugged. “Maybe he’s gone into hiding. Like I said, Stock, you and him
made a lot of powerful enemies back home. Onamoto will be best off keeping his
head down for a while, because there’s a few expert marksmen wanting to shoot it
off.” Haygue turned back to the SEC guard. “My suite at the Hilton is bigger than
everyone else’s, right?”
“Of course, sir.”
Stock was nothing if not persistent. “Even if Onamoto is in hiding, he’d still update
his Facebook page, surely?”
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“You tell me, Stock. You seem to know him better than anyone else. In my mind,
he’s caused enough trouble already. I can’t begin to tell you the hassle he’s created
for our government. He’s actually forced them into making snap decisions, which is a
first.”
The SEC guard chuckled and dodged a particularly deep rut in the road.
Haygue could see Stock was genuinely concerned for Onamoto’s welfare and his
own safety. “Why do you give a shit about Onamoto anyways?”
“Because he’s been one of the few to tell the truth, to tell it how it is. If it wasn’t
for him, no one except SEC would know about the asteroid.”
Haygue stopped. His expression had turned stern and he leaned close to Stock. “If
you ask me, Onamoto deserves to die. He has divulged top secret information that
could and probably already has compromised the security and future prosperity of our
nation. Your nation.”
“Save the politics for someone who gives a shit, Haygue.”
“You should give a shit, Stock. No one should be revealing classified
information.”
“There’s no such thing as classified information anymore, Haygue. You live in a
world that’s gone. A world of privacy and secrecy that doesn’t exist anymore.
Everyone’s business is everyone else’s business. Whatever you do, others will know
about it, want to know about it or find ways to find out about it. Whatever you say,
someone will overhear it. Wherever you go, someone will film it. Every move you
make, someone knows about it. It’s the same for everyone.”
“No, it’s not,” Haygue shouted and kicked the dusty Martian surface. “Because if
what you say was true, you’d know what’s really happening out here. But you don’t
know shit, Stock. You haven’t got a clue.”
The SEC guard held the gold plated glass door open and ushered them into the
lobby of the Mars Hilton. It was as impressive as many of the top class hotels back on
Earth. A huge chandelier formed the centrepiece, with luxury brick red sofas either
side that matched the colour of the rugged Martian terrain. Oval lamp shades on the
end of thin gleaming silver poles were dotted around the marble floored room, and as
Haygue and Stock approached the reception desk, they both noticed something
strange. Aside from the concierge, there was no one else there.
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Chapter 33
The crack that had started to form within the crew developed into a split during the
month that followed the discovery of Prospector II. DT and Bettis were spending
more time together at the cockpit controls, or asleep in the cabin. Remnant and
Aurora talked in the cabin whenever the other two were in the cockpit, or talked in the
cockpit whenever the other two were in the cabin. She told Remnant about her
husband, Roscoe DeMarriott and how he’d always been an adventurous type who had
been one of the very first settlers on Mars, but who hadn’t settled into life there. But
living on Earth had been even more unsettling for him, ever since he was accused of
betraying the trust of his boss.
“Haygue I think his name was,” she said. “A real piece of work, you know. He got
my husband kicked out of NASA. But two years later he was on the phone. I knew it
would spell trouble. But Roscoe felt he owed him, so he went on the mission, and,
well, you saw how that turned out.”
“So what do you think happened to his ship?”
“Haygue used them. To get information about the asteroid. Then once he got what
he wanted, he cut them adrift. Left them to die, so he could be sure no one would find
out about the diamond.
“Then along came Onamoto.”
“God bless Onamoto, eh?”
Remnant smiled. “If it wasn’t for him, none of us would be here.”
She talked fondly too of her three children, now in the care of her sister on Mars.
“It’s been hard for them without their father around. I mean, there’s only so much a
mom can teach three sons. But they’re good kids. I just don’t think there’s any future
for them on Mars. Which is why I’m here really. Sure, I wanted to see if I could find
Roscoe. But I knew there’d be nothing to bring home. So now I’m kind of hoping you
guys will cut me a share of whatever we find so I can afford to take my boys back to
Wyoming and start over.”
Remnant waited for the questions about his background and when they came, he
answered them as truthfully as he dared, neglecting only to mention that he’d chosen
to come on this mission instead of attending Chloe’s wedding. “So, you see,”
Remnant concluded, “I’ve not got a lot going for me.”
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He was hoping for some kind of positive response, something along the lines of
‘you’ve got plenty going for you.’ Something that would give him hope. But all he
got was a ‘join the club, baby.’ Remnant took that as a knockback, a sign that she saw
nothing in him. That there was nothing to see. He spent the next few days avoiding
her as much as he could avoid anyone in such a small space. They still exchanged
pleasantries over their unpleasant meals, but other than that, Remnant made no effort
to engage her.
And so they waited and wondered what lay ahead. Bettis repeatedly checked the
maps that Aurora had brought with her, maps that pertained to know a shortcut to the
diamond asteroid, claiming accuracy to within a thousand miles. But Bettis couldn’t
make any sense of them.
“They’re useless,” he told Aurora as all four spent rare time together in the cockpit.
“Hey, I bought those off one of the first guys to make it to Mars to refuel,” she
said.
“And where is he now?” Bettis asked.
“Lost in space,” DT snorted. “Let’s face it, Aurora, you lied to us about knowing a
shortcut.”
“I didn’t lie. I was mistaken. I thought that map was the genuine article.”
Bettis screwed it up and threw it at Aurora. She looked to Remnant for some kind
of support, but he remained silent and seated.
It wasn’t until Remnant saw Bettis whispering something to DT a few days later
that anything else of note occurred on the ship. Remnant’s paranoia was enjoying a
powerful resurgence to such an extent that upon seeing the whispered exchange, he
asked Bettis to speak up.
“I was just telling DT that we are now entering the zone where the asteroid should
be,” said Bettis, resenting the interruption.
Remnant looked to Aurora, who was crouched on the floor by the rear cockpit seat
and raised his eyebrows. He looked over to the joystick that controlled the robotic arm
and breathed deeply.
DT experienced his biggest ever bout of nervously anticipated fear. With nearly
fifty-five million miles on the clock, he was concerned that there was still nothing on
the radar. “Shouldn’t we be seeing something by now?” he asked.
Bettis tapped the radar screen, more for effect than through any real expectation of
it producing a different result. “I suppose so,” he said.
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“For an asteroid belt, it’s surprisingly devoid of asteroids,” DT said, “diamond
ones or otherwise. Have you seen any yet?”
Bettis shook his head.
“But we are definitely in the asteroid belt?”
“We’re right where the predictions say the target should be.”
DT scanned the sky and shook his head. “It’s not here,” he said.
“It’s always moving though, right?” Remnant asked.
Bettis nodded. “We’re tracking its predicted orbit right now.”
“It can’t have gone,” DT said.
“Actually, it can.” Aurora’s answer was both unexpected and unwelcome. “It could
have been hit by another asteroid and knocked off course.”
“Take a look around, Miss Aurora,” said DT condescendingly. “I don’t see any
pushing and shoving going on out there, do you?”
Aurora was takenaback by the sarcastic tone of the reply, but Remnant again
declined the opportunity to spring to her defence. She looked at him, wondering what
had got into him, but said nothing.
The lack of progress after nearly five months of staring into space was beginning
to take its toll on the crew. The real fear that they’d travelled millions of miles for
nothing pulsed through DT. His thoughts returned to the hoax rumours he’d heard
back on Earth. Then he thought about the Norwegians. Maybe they got there first and
took it all with them. Maybe it wasn’t as big as people made out. Maybe there was
only enough to fill one ship’s hold.
Bettis stared out into the abyss. “We have to face the real possibility that there’s
nothing out there, and that there never was.”
“But they move, yes? These things, they orbit?” DT was clutching.
Bettis was getting frustrated with having to repeat himself. “They do, and that’s
exactly what we’re doing at the moment. Like I said to Remnant, we’re following the
same orbit the asteroid should be on.”
DT sat in silent contemplation of the massive amount of money he’d invested in
the ship. He turned to Remnant. “Look what you have done. You and your stupid
dreams. You have wasted my time and money. Destroyed my business.”
Not for the first time, Remnant was forced to defend himself against DT’s
allegations. “Hold on a minute, mate. No one forced you to come along on this
mission. In fact, I’d rather you’d stayed at home like the original plan. But you had to
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come along, stick your oar in, and now you’re blaming me ‘cos there’s nothing out
here.”
Bettis had begun to giggle to himself, his shoulders hunching up and falling down
in time with his laughter.
“What’s so funny?” Remnant asked.
Bettis genuinely didn’t know what he was laughing at, but couldn’t stop himself.
“What a waste of time,” he spluttered. “Still, my money’s in the bank. Shall I set
course for home?”
“No,” DT and Remnant yelled in unison.
“Fuck, fuck. Someone’s got to pay for this.” DT didn’t know where to look, what
to hit.
He turned to Aurora, his eyes shut, his brow furrowed as he tried to make sense of
the situation.
“So, you are saying our asteroid could be anywhere in the universe right now?”
“Anywhere but here,” she replied.
“Great. Let’s go searching for a needle in eighty-six billion haystacks.” DT threw
his hands into the air and looked to Remnant for a suggestion.
“I say we keep looking. We’ve no idea how accurate those predictions are.
Whoever made them certainly ain’t been out here before. Maybe it’s a few thousand
miles out.”
Bettis tapped the fuel gauge. “Remember, gentlemen and lady, there’s a finite
amount of fuel in our tank.”
“He’s right.” DT slumped into the co-pilot’s seat and rested his head in his cupped
hands. When he raised his head, he delivered the line nobody wanted to hear. “I think
we should head back to Mars.”
“No, we’re not giving up. Not yet.” Remnant’s desperation was clear. “Let’s not
put our faith in a prediction made by some dickhead scientist who ain’t been out of
his lab for years. Remember the drill on the Prospector II? The sparkling bits? Surely
that proves there’s something out here? The crew of that ship didn’t die for nothing.”
Aurora nodded. “I know things don’t look good right now, but I can assure you
NASA, SEC whatever they’re called, would not be sending a manned ship this deep
into space without good reason.”
“I hear what you are saying,” said DT, “but I am using the evidence before my
eyes. There is nothing here. If there was something here, it is not where it’s meant to
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be. And we can not afford to waste fuel hunting down something that could be
millions of miles away.”
“As this is a democracy, I vote we head back to Mars, people,” said Bettis. “Let’s
put this one down to experience.”
“Experience?” Remnant raged, punching the cockpit wall. “I didn’t come this far
just for the experience. I’ve ruined my life back on Earth. I’ve got absolutely nothing
to go back for, and I’m certainly not going back without some diamond. Now, if I
have to, I’ll pull Aurora’s gun on you.”
“Not that again,” said a jaded DT.
“Don’t make me do it. All I ask is a couple of days. Let’s keep looking.”
Aurora nodded. “Sounds like a plan to me.”
Attention turned to DT. “My instincts tell us to cut our losses and head home.”
“Come on DT. Remember what you said to me back on Earth, after the ship
crashed. You said you thought this trip was meant to be. That you were meant to be
on it.”
“I’d had a near-death experience. I did not know what I was talking about.”
“Well, I did. Now, I’ve got no idea what the hell I’m doing up here, any more than
any of you have. But we’re here now and we’ve got to make the most of it, because
once we turn back, that’s it. Our one chance is gone. Now, all I’m asking is a couple
of days, please DT.”
DT sighed and looked at the man who had saved his life and now was in the
process of ruining it.
“OK, OK, forty-eight hours. We’ll give it forty-eight hours. Mitch, let’s keep on
the projected orbit and see what we can see.”

Chapter 34
All four crew gathered around the dashboard, straining to get a look at the radar
thirty-three hours after deciding by a narrow majority to continue the search.
“That looks like something to me,” said Remnant, eager to see his determination to
keep the search going vindicated.
“I’m not so sure,” said Bettis. “It looks small, very small.
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“It’s got to be worth checking out though.”
“We are heading that way anyway, yes, Mitch?” asked DT
“It’s funny you should ask,” said Bettis. “Because here’s another thing. The ship’s
struggling to keep on its set course.”
“What do you mean?”
“We’re burning more fuel trying to stay on the predicted orbit of the diamond
asteroid.”
DT grimaced. It wasn’t the kind of news he wanted to hear.
“And I think I know why,” added Bettis. He leaned forward and tapped the
window, pointing to Jupiter, now the size of a full moon on their port side.
“What’s that got to do with us?” Remnant asked.
“That’s only the most powerful planet in the solar system, with magnetic forces
way beyond your comprehension,” Bettis scoffed.
“Hey, there’s no need to take that tone,” said Aurora.
Bettis was unflustered. “If you’d let me finish, I was about to say its strength is
beyond even my comprehension.”
“Right, right, so…?” DT was eager for definitive answers.
“So, I believe it’s slowly, but very powerfully dragging us towards it.”
The silence in the cockpit reflected the fear that had instantly filled everyone.
“And I’m sorry to have to be the bearer of more bad news, but I also believe that if
we leave it much longer, I’m not sure we’ll be able to escape its pull.”
“What are we waiting for, let’s get out of here.” DT was panic-stricken.
“Wait a minute,” said Remnant with more calmness.
“No, Sye, we cannot afford to wait any longer. Don’t you see, the longer we look
for this, the closer we get to our deaths.
“Let’s just check out that dot on the screen. That could be it.”
“It’s about two thousand miles away.” Bettis’ matter of fact tone couldn’t fail to
annoy Remnant.
“Put your foot down then,” Remnant shouted.
DT grabbed Remnant and pulled him round to face him for another nose-to-nose.
“Do you have a death wish or something, my friend?”
“I’ve got fuck all to live for.”
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DT looked Remnant in the eye. “However lightly you might value your own life,”
he said calmly, “I am afraid there are other lives on board this ship that I, as captain,
have to take into consideration.”
“I just don’t want to give up, DT. I can’t. Edgar, me, we went to all the effort to
build this. We’ve come all this way…”
“Yes, and believe you me, I am as disappointed and upset as you that we have
failed to locate the diamond. I have invested a lot of money in this. But we need to be
realists, Si. The search is over. Our quarry has escaped us and we must return home
empty-handed. Or we risk not being able to return home at all.”
Remnant recognised the undeniable truth in DT’s words. He sat down on the rear
cockpit seat and Aurora circled her arm around his shoulder.
“Maybe it was never here at all,” she whispered to him. “But thinking it was gave
you hope, didn’t it? Made you believe there was a point to life, after all? Certainly
had me going for a while.”
Remnant fought back the tears. For the first time, he had to contemplate returning
to Earth as empty-handed as he’d left it. He glanced up and out at Jupiter, the giant of
the solar system, its angry red eye swirling, tempting him into its hellishness.
DT whispered to Bettis who wasted no time in engaging the thrust.
“Hold tight, everyone.”
What if that dot was it, the answer to Remnant’s problems? What if he was within
a couple of thousand miles of salvation? He would never know. Maybe it was as
Bettis had said, he was never meant to know.
The Baton Uric spun a one eighty and the engines roared as it tried to escape
Jupiter’s ferocious pull. A ball of similar stature was forming in Remnant’s throat. It
wasn’t that it was hard for him to accept defeat. He’d been accepting that for more
years than he cared to remember. It was more that he knew he was letting people
down. Again. Chloe. Elena. Edgar. Gordon. He wanted to bring something back for
each of them. Change their lives forever and for the better. Apologise for the hassles
and the indignation and the ignorance and the threats and the violence and the
selfishness and the constant disappointment. And now that opportunity was gone.

Chapter 35
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Aurora looked in a couple of times with a soothing drink and even more soothing
words. But she guessed (correctly) that Remnant needed some wallow time, so she
left him be.
Journeying through space certainly gave a man plenty of time to think about, well,
everything. But thinking was not something that came easy to Remnant. The only
things he’d ever given any consistent thought were the form guides in the bookies and
the plans he’d drawn up for raids on Hatton Garden’s jewellers. They were just ideas,
never anything he seriously thought would happen. It was the usual stuff. Cause a
distraction. Get people looking one way while you quickly get in another. Then get
hands on and get out before security had time to notice.
He’d been looking forward to applying some of that theory to the diamond
asteroid, a quick bish-bash with the drill, then bosh, drop the shiny stuff into the net,
and away you go, disappearing into the night before anyone saw anything.
Remnant opened his eyes for the first time in hours. The cabin was as dull and
unwelcoming as it had been when he’d closed them earlier. His thoughts turned to the
Prospector II and those shiny glints on its drill bit. He didn’t imagine them. He didn’t
even see them until DT pointed them out. But they were real. Like Aurora said, why
would SEC send a manned crew this far out into the solar system if they didn’t
believe there was good reason to?
Remnant dismissed the tingle of excitement that had started to form in his gut as
just another desperate attempt to keep his dead dream alive. Let it go, stop clinging,
man. It’s gone. It was never meant to be.
But the nag wouldn’t go. What if someone had got there before them? The
Norwegians. The Americans. Someone could have. They hadn’t heard any news from
Earth for over a month.
What if a bigger, more powerful villain than him got to the diamond first and stole
it? He’d said all along that the job should be treated as a heist. But he hadn’t listened
to himself. He’d been treating it as a hunt, thinking like a hunter, not a criminal. In
heists, you take what you steal away from the place you’ve stolen it from.
But where would you take something as big as an asteroid?
Remnant was sitting up now, his heart racing. You’d take it somewhere no-one
would expect to find it.
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In his plans for the job on Hatton Garden, he always ended up in a lock-up, near to
where Edgar built the Baton Uric, for the great unveiling of their haul, literally yards
from the crime scene. Unexpected.
But you couldn’t sneak something the size of an asteroid anywhere. You wouldn’t
want to take it all the way back to Earth. You’d…
Remnant stood and quickly examined his face in the cabin mirror, the glass now
pockmarked with an indefinable grey substance. He’d grown used to seeing what he
saw, a bloated, tired red face looking back at him.
‘Well, Mr Remnant,’ he said, impersonating Ramage’s matter-of-fact tone. ‘Would
you mind if I had a little look around. See what’s what? See if you’re hiding
something.’
His mind flashed to the SEC ships on Mars. What were they up to? What was in
that hangar? That massive h…
He pulled open the door to the cabin and rushed into the cockpit.
“How long before we get back to Mars?” The excitement in the tone of his
question stirred his three fellow crew members who were all dozing in their respective
seats.
Remnant repeated the question.
“The same time it took us to get here, so about another forty days,” said Bettis.
“We can’t get there any quicker?”
“What, and burn more fuel? I’m not even sure we’ve got enough to get us there as
it is.”
“Why all the urgency, Si?” Aurora was standing looking at Remnant with concern,
seriously wondering whether he was sleepwalking, or worse, in the process of losing
his mind.
“I think that’s where it is. I think someone’s stolen it, and taken it back to Mars.”
“That’s fanciful,” said Bettis. “It’s no small task dragging a whole asteroid.”
“But Aurora, you said yourself, there’s been all kinds of hardware coming into
Mars over the past few months.”
She nodded. “I’ve no idea what it was for, but there was certainly a lot happening.”
“What if that was because they found the diamond and took it back to Mars to
break it up and ship it back to Earth?”
“It’s possible, I guess.”
“Why else would there be so much going on?”
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“Maybe they found oil, like I said,” said DT.
“Even so, I don’t see how us getting back to Mars any quicker is going to change
things,” said Bettis.
“Because they could have shipped all the diamond back to Earth by then.”
“SEC can do what it wants up here,” said Aurora. “They outnumber everyone else,
they’ve got more hardware, software, not to mention weaponry. There’s no way we
can stop them doing whatever they want to do, Si.”
“Why not?” Remnant asked. “You’re seeing the problems before you’re seeing the
opportunities.”
“Si, I’m just seeing the situation as it is.”
“She’s right, Remnant,” said Bettis. “Now get back in your box and carry on
sulking.”
Remnant felt an overwhelming urge to punch Bettis until DT emerged as the voice
of reason. “Si, there could well be something in what you say. But I am afraid we
need to err on the side of caution, my friend. With our precarious fuel situation, I
cannot sanction a change of speed. We shall have to take the risk and hope that SEC
takes longer to ship all the diamond off Mars. I am sorry, but I don’t feel we have any
choice.”
Aurora massaged Remnant’s shoulders in an attempt to relax him, but he shook her
off and stormed out.
“Some people just don’t know when to let go,” said Bettis.
“And some people just don’t know when to give people a break,” Aurora replied.

Chapter 36
Life in the luxurious Mars Hilton was stressful for Haygue. He didn’t want to be
there. Neither did anyone else judging by the number of empty rooms and the scarcity
of staff.
Amid the desolation, he, Stock and M Krugler occupied themselves in their rooms,
watching films and news of unrest back on Earth.
Haygue scoffed at the bitterness and desperation of nations jealous at the USA,
eager to grab a share of their knowledge of the diamond asteroid without putting in
the effort and expense of gathering it in the first place.
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Stock kept his blog updated, attracting new followers by the hundreds each day as
he told of his adventures. He put out a call for people to help find Onamoto, to see if
he was alive. He also called on people to stop fighting over the asteroid. ‘I seriously
don’t think it exists,’ he wrote. ‘I don’t think it ever existed, so people are fighting
over nothing.’ His posts attracted record numbers of comments, some calling him a
fraud, accusing him of trying to put people off the trail by calling the diamond
asteroid a hoax. Haygue was right, Stock conceded. People had to believe it was out
there, and anyone who told them otherwise became the enemy.
After ten days, the transporter finally turned up outside the Hilton. Haygue
watched his luggage being loaded onto the back, and grabbed the driver by the collar.
“How come this has taken so long getting here?”
“Sorry, sir, we’ve had a few issues with the construction of the facility.”
“What issues?”
“Well, something went wrong somewhere. The facility ended up having six sides.”
“What? The plans were clear. We’re building the Martian equivalent of the
Pentagon.”
“Yes, sir, but something somewhere went wrong and it ended up having six sides.”
Haygue rubbed his fingers across his multi-lined forehead. “Everything else has
gone to plan?”
The driver nodded. “It’s been a bit of a rush, but we’re ready.”
Stock and M Krugler joined them in the transporter which drove them back to the
hangar where the Prospector III was waiting.
“So we’re flying there now, are we?”
“Yes, sir. It’s quicker by air.”
“It would have been quicker to walk.”
Haygue stormed off the transporter and onto the ship that had been fixed, cleaned
and refuelled.
It didn’t take long for M Krugler to reacquaint himself with the controls, and after
a short delay which infuriated Haygue, they flew the hundred miles to the SEC
facility. As they approached the landing strip, Stock peered out of his side window,
eager to catch a glimpse of their destination.
“You’re on the wrong side, Stock,” said Haygue.
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Stock walked across the cockpit and looked to where Haygue was pointing. Down
below he saw a white, hexagonal building, its hollow middle covered by a tall, white
marquee.
“Wasn’t that meant to be a homage to the Pentagon?” Stock asked.
“Don’t go there, Stock.”
Haygue pointed to the airstrip adjacent to the building and M Krugler nodded.
“So what’s happening out here then?” Stock asked.
“All in good time, Stock. All in good time.”
On landing, Haygue had arranged stringent security checks for Stock and M
Krugler before they could enter the facility. Everything was scanned from hairline to
retinas to teeth to lungs to stomach to anus to kneebones to feet.
“You can’t be too careful,” Haygue told them, as he enjoyed watching Stock
endure the invasive examinations while he himself breezed through the checkpoint
un-interfered with.
Most of the SEC staff at the facility recognised Haygue, many nodding their
respect to the man they knew was the driving force behind the project, but those who
offered him a high five were left hanging. Sure, he was pleased with how things had
progressed in the past few months, but if he’d had his way from the beginning, this
thing would have been in the bag a long while back and he would have been back
home with Bette and his Congressional Gold Medal.
Once all the checkpoints had been cleared and clothing adjusted, Stock and M
Krugler followed Haygue down a long metallic corridor that formed one of the spokes
that led to the centre of the facility. At its end was a bright white light.
“Where are we going?” Stock asked. Haygue just turned round, smiled and
beckoned them to follow. As he walked toward the bright light, Stock was reminded
of the scenes that people who have near death experiences describe. And he knew
Haygue was no angel. But, he figured, if Haygue had wanted to kill him, he would
have done so by now. And M Krugler was there too. He didn’t look like the kind of
guy who’d go down without a fight.
Just as the white light was getting too bright, a SEC guard stepped in front of them,
halting their progress. He recognised Haygue, saluted him and handed him a pair of
sunglasses. Haygue directed the guard to hand pairs to Stock and M Krugler. Once the
men had fitted their shades, the guard turned on his heels and led them to the light.
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What Stock saw next caused him to let his tablet slip from his grasp. And he never
let his tablet slip from his grasp.
Under the white canvas ceiling of the marquee, surrounded by small white vehicles
that were circling it and ladders and ropes that were draped over it and cranes that
were leaning over it and men who were scurrying around it, there it was.
It wasn’t as big as he thought it would be, was Stock’s first thought. Must have
been four storeys tall and maybe two hundred metres wide. But that didn’t stop it
being the most magnificent thing he’d ever seen.
Haygue was no less awe inspired. He’d heard descriptions of the asteroid from
those who’d discovered it and hauled it back to Mars, but nothing could match the
sensation of seeing it with his own eyes.
“How…”
“Sssh.” Haygue wanted to enjoy the view without interruption. Even behind the
big, deep shades he was wearing, the asteroid dazzled. The beams from the facility’s
lights bounced off its surface as men moved huge drills into place around it. “I don’t
think Onamoto’s picture does it justice, do you?”
“Man, that’s worth flying millions of miles to see,” said M Krugler.
Stock nodded. “Can I take a photo of it?” He reached for his camera phone, but
realised it wasn’t there. “Where’s my handset?”
“You’ll get it back when we leave the facility, Stock. Just enjoy the view. Commit
the image to memory. Describe it to your fans later.”
“How did you get it here?” Stock asked.
Haygue beamed. “We tied a net between two ships and dragged it here. I’ve got
the fishermen back in Cape Cod to thank for that idea.”
“But all those people out there looking for it…”
“Wasting their time. You can post that on your website, Stock. Share it with
whoever you like. No one will listen. No one will believe you.”
For once, Stock knew Haygue was right, and for twice he was too interested in
marvelling at the operation happening in front of him to worry about sharing the news
with anyone.
On the facility’s landing strip, convoys of shuttles were moving into place, ready
to be loaded up with chunks of diamond. Elsewhere in the six-sided Martian
Pentagon, groups of SEC pilots were being briefed on the dangers they were likely to
face on their journey back to Earth.
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“And all this is going back to the States?” Stock asked Haygue.
The SEC guard intervened. “The asteroid has only been here a couple of days.
Cutting it up is proving more difficult than we anticipated. But we’re working on it.”
This was unwelcome news to Haygue. “Don’t keep me waiting too long,” he said.
“I want to get some of this beautiful rock back home and in the hands of the
President. The economy needs it.”
Stock wasn’t sure whether to be delighted or terrified by the prospect of being
aboard a ship carrying the most desired payload in the history of mankind. And for
the next few days he did not enjoy being in the company of Haygue who grew
increasingly frustrated by the variety of issues that delayed his departure.
Drill bits were snapping, blunting and sliding off the surface of the diamond, such
was its density. Haygue had specifically requested the toughest, hardest drills known
to man, and was assured that was what had been delivered to the planet. Yet still they
were no match for the huge diamond.
“We may have to blast it, sir,” a SEC specialist informed him.
“Blast it? I did not come all this way to destroy the most valuable object I have
ever set eyes on.”
So while the experts regrouped to dream up a solution to the problem of breaking
up the asteroid, Haygue, Stock and M Krugler returned to their sparse living quarters
within the SEC facility. They were hardly on a par with those found at the Hilton or
on board Prospector III, but at least they had the option of leaving them and walking
around the areas of the facility that were not restricted.
It took eight days before the SEC scientists declared they had created a drill bit that
was strong enough to penetrate the asteroid. And after a small celebration, it was
down to work.
But the work was cut short by a double explosion that shook the planet to its icy
core.

Chapter 37
Aurora was looking forward to seeing her sons and her sister, but was trying to
work out the best way to deliver the double disappointment she was carrying with her.
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She stared at the pictures of them on her handset, wondering how to tell them about
her husband’s death, and how to tell them all there was no diamond asteroid out there.
Remnant was impatient to get back to Mars but he didn’t want to get there at all if
his theory proved wrong and his hopes were to be dashed. He had tried to make some
sort of peace with Bettis, but the pilot wasn’t interested. He felt uncomfortable
whenever Remnant drew near, threatened by his presence, compelled to confront this
man from the other side of the tracks.
DT, as captain, felt a strong need to maintain peace aboard his ship. He classed
neither man a true friend, but found himself siding more with Bettis, who reflected
where he was in his life now. Remnant was DT’s past, poor and struggling and
desperate and unwilling to give up on his dreams.
In between his efforts to keep the peace, DT busied himself thinking of ways to
turn this fruitless trip into a business success, including setting up the first jewellery
store on Mars.
“Miss Aurora, what is the name of the Governor of Mars?” he asked, breaking a
silence that had pervaded for at least three hours.
If Aurora could have spat on the floor and got away with it, she would have. “Why
do you want to know about that bitch for?”
“I might have a business proposition to put to her.”
“Oh, well, she’ll be all ears, believe you me. There’s not a businessman’s idea that
Dorothea Clarke won’t accommodate.”
DT made a mental note of the name.
Remnant shuffled into the cockpit after a lengthy rest that had included dreams of
diamonds for what must have been the two-hundredth sleep in a row. He saw Mars
looming large in the cockpit window. “How long until we land?” he asked Bettis.
“A matter of hours,” was the cold, curt reply.
Remnant took a deep breath to calm his nerves.
Several hours later, Bettis put out the now traditional call for the crew to take their
seats. His eyes had been fixed on the fuel gauge for the last few minutes as it hovered
agonisingly close to empty. Then a red warning light came on. DT saw it and looked
over to his pilot. “That doesn’t look good,” he said.
“It isn’t.” Bettis didn’t look at him, instead staying focused on the data that was
being fed onto his computer monitor.
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The Baton Uric descended into the cloud that hovered above the Martian surface. It
was thicker and blacker than the conditions that had greeted them when they first
landed on the red planet.
“It seems we’ve picked an inclement day to be landing,” said Bettis, gripping the
control stick. His eyes flitted between the various dials and measurements and
readings and lights and needles on the dashboard. As they slowly lost altitude, the
ship was engulfed for a few tense moments by black clouds that filled the cockpit
windscreen with total darkness. DT looked at Bettis for a sign that they should be
concerned, but the pilot remained calm, outwardly at least. Then, as suddenly as it had
enveloped them, the black cloud loosened its grip and the surface below became
visible for the first time.
Bettis and DT both gasped. Remnant, who’d had his eyes closed in silent recital of
a prayer that featured a wish to find a sizeable lump of valuable rock below, opened
them on hearing the gasps and was equally shocked by what he saw. Aurora, who was
sitting too far back to see the surface looked to Remnant.
“What’s up?”
Remnant said nothing.
“Si, what’s the matter?”
Remnant shook his head. “What the hell happened down there?”
Aurora quickly unclipped herself from her seat and rushed over to the front of the
ship
Two giant craters pitted the surface below.
Aurora’s hand covered her mouth.
“What could have done that,” DT asked. “Meteors?”
No one answered.
“How far are we from Gasoline Alley?” Aurora asked Bettis, not recognising any
of the surface below. The pilot quickly checked the controls to confirm his worst
fears.
“We’re right above it.”
Aurora started to shake. “Oh no.”
DT stared open-mouthed at the destruction. “Could it have been some kind of raid
by pirates?”
The filling stations were gone. The Hilton too. Along with the half-finished frames
of countless abandoned construction projects.
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Remnant wanted to, but didn’t know how to help Aurora. What should he do, leave
her to herself, put a hand on her shoulder, arm around her waist, fingers over her eyes,
what?
“I don’t know where to land,” Bettis announced.
“And where do we refuel?” asked DT.
Remnant was frantically searching for any signs of the hangar that had featured in
his last few dreams. He was convinced the diamond was in there, but as he looked
below, there was no airstrip, no hangar, no nothing.
“We need to land right now,” said Bettis, pointing to the red fuel warning light
which was now flashing.
“Can you land in one of the craters?” DT asked, panic clearly evident in his voice.
“I can, but we’ll be stranded. No fuel and no means to get any. There’s nothing left
of the oxygen dome either.” Bettis glanced at the dashboard. “Crew, seats for a crash
landing,” he shouted, the red flashing light now giving off an emergency wail. Aurora
rushed back to her seat and Remnant grabbed the loop of wire that had served him
well on previous landings.
“Brace yourselves, this could be…”
The ship hit the Martian surface without an ounce of grace or a drop of fuel left in
its tank. It skidded along the charred surface, the crew fearing the fuselage would rip
apart underneath them and expose them to the suffocating Martian atmosphere.
Remnant wanted to let go of the wires and hold Aurora if this was to be his last
experience of life. But she was sitting, staring bravely ahead, shock still writ large
across her face. Bettis struggled with the control stick, letting it rock him from side to
side as the ship bumped across the terrain. Despite the scrapes and the bumps, the
Baton Uric held together before coming to a halt quite suddenly.
When the dust had settled, Aurora unclipped herself and peered out of the cockpit
window. There was nothing about the devastated landscape that she recognised. No
hut, no tanker, only blackened pits and smoking scars. It was like someone had
charcoal sketched random shapes on the planet’s surface.
Aurora pulled an oxygen mask out of her bag. It was no bigger than a World War
II gas mask, just as menacing to look at, but way more advanced. There was a Perspex
shield over the eyes from which fed two small clips which pumped oxygen into the
nostrils. She rushed out of the cockpit. Bettis and DT looked to Remnant and then
down to the other mask that had spilled out of her bag.
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In the hold, Aurora stood on the rising plinth, looking up.
“Hold on,” Remnant shouted, wrestling with the straps on the mask. “How do I get
this to work?”
Remnant leapt up to join Aurora. She quickly adjusted the straps and pulled the
mask over his head, just as the roof tiles slid back to reveal the airtight thick perspex
tube rising into the red Martian sky.
Aurora flicked on the oxygen supply to Remnant’s mask. He took a deep breath,
hoping his lungs could work with whatever he inhaled. Feeling no ill-effects, he gave
the thumbs up and put his arm around her waist, expecting her to pull away. She
stayed.
The tube delivered them onto the roof of the Baton Uric, its shell bruised and
blackened by the millions of miles it had travelled. They both scanned the horizon
around them and the surface below them. It was obvious that trying to find survivors
would be as fruitless as trying to find a diamond asteroid had proved to be.
Remnant gripped Aurora and she returned the grip, grasping in desperation,
weeping into her mask for her lost children, her sister, the Martian community she
was trying hard to feel part of. She pointed down and Remnant nodded then pressed
the button on the perspex tube that lowered the plinth.
Back in the hold they removed their masks and held each other.
“I’m sorry, so sorry,” he repeated softly into her ear.
Her sobs turned to full-on tears. “What am I going to do?”
Remnant shook his head. “You could help me get whoever did this. Make them
pay.”
“How are we going to do that? We don’t even know who it was.”
Remnant held her at arm’s length and looked her in the eye. “It’s obvious.
Whoever did this didn’t want people nosing around Mars, or refuelling their ships on
the way to the belt.”
“It could be pirates, or aliens,” she said.
“There’s no aliens,” he said, “and no pirates could get their hands on bombs big
enough to do this kind of damage. Only a few nations back home possess weapons
powerful enough to cause destruction on this scale. Mine. Yours. China. Russia. But
only one has the ships to get the weapons out this far.”
“You think SEC did it? You think it was Haygue?”
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“Don’t you? He killed your husband and his crew. Why would he think twice
about wasting settlers on Mars? Haygue’s running wild up here. And we’ve got to
stop him.”

Chapter 38
The five suits, three male and two female waited anxiously around the boardroom
table in Houston for the video conference connection to load. The older woman
fiddled with her expensive bracelet, the young blond guy paced the room. The black
guy checked his watch, resentful of being made to wait. The bald guy stared stoically
ahead. The younger woman tapped her pen on her pad.
When the connection was made, the bright sun from the background of the image
on the screen caused everyone in the room to squint. The man on the screen fiddled
with a few buttons and soon the brightness was toned down to a level that made
looking at it comfortable.
“Can you hear me,” the man asked, his accent strongly South African.
Everyone around the table replied in the affirmative.
“Right, I will get down to business, as I know we are all busy people. I am upset
about the lack of publicity our efforts on Mars have received here on Earth.”
The black guy leant toward the conference phone. “Mr Haalange, the world is on
the verge of war. I think people are a little more concerned about whether they’re
going to get their asses blasted, than what happened to a few ex-cons on another
planet.”
“Yes, but we are talking about two of the biggest man-made explosions in over a
century. Did you not get your best publicity people on the case?”
“It was just a case of bad timing,” said the young blond guy. “We blew it up on the
wrong day. We weren’t to know about the raids on the US nuclear silos.”
“It seems the popularity of nuclear energy is enjoying a renaissance the world
over,” said the black guy.
Haalange fidgeted, sitting sideways on a poolside lounger somewhere extremely
hot. “No, I think you are all taking this matter far too lightly. You do not realise how
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vital it is that we dissuade people from attempting to travel to Mars. We don’t want
them there.”
“You don’t want them there,” the blond guy whispered.
“What was that?” Haalange leaned into the screen, which gave the occupants of the
boardroom a chance to get a closer look at his face. Although his eyes were hidden
behind designer wraparounds, they could see he was over-tanned to the point that the
skin on his nose and cheekbones was smooth and red.
The blond guy spoke up. “I said I don’t think it matters whether people know this
happened or not.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because even if they do get to Mars, what are they going to do? There won’t be
anywhere left for them to refuel.”
“Exactly. So they will be stuck there, nosing around. Getting in our way. I don’t
like clutter.”
“Haygue’s got it under control,” said the younger woman.
Haalange pulled away from the screen. “Haygue is a loose cannon. Too ready to do
his own thing. He is not a team player.”
“We trust him to bring it on home,” said the younger woman.
Not everyone around the table nodded in agreement.
“I’m sure you do, I’m sure you do. I, however, have my reservations. I don’t trust
him. And I have been thinking very hard about this. Very hard. And I have come to a
conclusion…”
At this point Haalange was distracted by someone approaching him.
“One second,” he said to the boardroom, “I shall have to put you on hold.”
The screen turned bright blue and the words ‘On Hold’ in white bounced around
the screen. The message was accompanied by a piece of inoffensive repetitive music
that soon became highly offensive because of its repetitiveness.
“That guy spends too long in the sun,” said the blond guy. “It’s frying his brains.”
“I don’t think we should be speaking about our chief benefactor in such terms.” It
was the elder woman’s first contribution to the meeting. “Without him, there would
be no Martian colony. And we certainly would not have got our hands on the
asteroid.”
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The blond guy slammed his fist on the table. “Bullshit. We’d have got there. Sure,
it may have taken us a bit longer, but we’d have made it there first. No question. Who
else would beat us to it?”
“Fact is people, this guy has us by the balls,” said the black guy. “Not just us, the
whole fucking administration. His people have infiltrated our people.”
“Ah, Jack, don’t be so melodramatic,” said the young woman. “He’s just a guy
with too much money, and too much of a vested interest in getting his hands on that
diamond. If I were him, I’d be doing the same thing. Making sure that if that stuff
comes to Earth, it comes straight to me.”
The music cut and Haalange reappeared, still sitting on his lounger.
“Yes, where was I, change of plan, that’s right. Um, I want you to destroy the SEC
facility.” He said it with coldness, aloofness and casualness, like he was asking them
to make a fresh pot of coffee.
“What the fuck are you on, man?” said the blond guy.
“Who was that? Who said that?”
“It doesn’t matter who said that,” said Jack. “We are not going to sanction the
destruction of the Martian facility. Some of our best scientists are up there.”
“Get them out, then destroy it.”
“What about the asteroid?”
“The asteroid is to be destroyed.”
“Why?”
“I just need someone in the room to give the order.”
“I’ll do it.” The elder woman at the far end of the table stood, staring straight at the
screen, refusing to look anyone else in the eye.
“And I’ll second that.” It was the bald guy.
The blond guy shook his head. “Let me get this straight, we go to all the effort to
establish a presence on Mars, then we luck out because we find there’s an asteroid
worth zillions a few million miles away. We capture the zillion dollar asteroid then all
of a sudden we say, nah, fuck this, let’s blow it all up? It doesn’t make sense.”
Jack had his shaking head in his hands. “My, my, what have we done?” He looked
at the blond guy and the younger woman.
Haalange grinned. “Monika? Gert? You know what to do next.” The older woman
and bald guy nodded. Haalange addressed the other three in the room. “I would like to
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thank you lady, and gentlemen, for your cooperation in this matter, however
unwittingly you gave it.”
The blond guy was still searching for answers. “Will someone mind telling me
what the fuck is going on? What have we done, Jack?”
Jack sat still shaking his head in his now trembling hands.

Chapter 39
Aurora wanted to be left alone with her grief, so Remnant made her as comfortable
as he could on the bottom bunk in the cabin and joined the rest of the crew in trying to
decide how best to extricate themselves from this situation.
“As far as we know, there’s no fuel anywhere on the planet,” said DT. “That’s the
worse case scenario,” he added.
“I’ll walk as far as it takes to find some,” said Remnant.
“But how will you bring it back?” Bettis asked. We’ll need a whole tanker-full to
get us home.”
“I’ll carry back enough to get us to a tanker then, won’t I?”
Bettis swivelled back to face the windscreen.
“I’m not going to sit here and wait to die,” said Remnant.
Bettis wasn’t listening. Instead he was peering at something through the window.
He pointed it out to DT.
“See that thing? Over there.”
The word ‘thing’ immediately got Remnant thinking about aliens. He hadn’t
studied much in his time, but he’d seen documentaries about Mars and about how it
was the most likely planet in the solar system to harbour alien life forms. What if they
were responsible for the explosions?
DT struggled to find what Bettis was pointing at.
“Can you see it?” Bettis asked.
DT was about to say no when he caught a glimpse of something moving amid the
ashes. “I see it… it’s…”
“Is it coming to get us?” Remnant asked in a voice that betrayed his fear.
“It’s someone. A woman. I think it’s a woman.”
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As she drew closer, they saw she was holding flowers that she was periodically
casting onto the ground, crossing herself after doing so.
A few minutes later, DT and Bettis were surprised to see Remnant in an oxygen
mask on the Martian surface, ushering the woman toward their ship. She was hesitant
at first, but Remnant put an arm around her and pointed toward the cockpit.
“Gentlemen, this is Dot,” Remnant said, as he led the woman into the cockpit.
They both nodded at her as she sat, head bowed, almost ashamed to show her face,
which was thickly lined and pinched, her lips smoked away, her eyes sad, her hair
grey and unkempt.
“That’s DT and Mitch Bettis, my fellow crew members,” Remnant told her.
“Pleased to meet y’all,” she said quietly, her accent clearly Texan.
DT walked over to her and sat on his haunches at her feet, holding each of her
cold, liver spotted hands. “I presume you lost someone in the explosion?”
She looked at him. “It’s all my fault,” she said.
DT looked up at Remnant. “I am sure that is not the case. You cannot blame
yourself for such an atrocity.”
“You don’t understand,” she yelled.
As Remnant doubted whether his decision to invite this strange woman on board
was a good one, a yawning Aurora entered the cockpit, having been woken by the
shout. She looked down at the old woman and gasped in shock. “What’s she doing
here? Get her out of here.”
Aurora lunged at Dot, but Remnant grabbed her arm before she made contact. “She
needs our help,” he shouted at Aurora. “We found her wandering around outside.”
“She’s responsible for this,” Aurora raged.
DT looked at Remnant then Aurora. “That’s exactly what she just said.”
“You don’t know who this is?” Aurora asked.
The men shook their heads.
“She’s the one who let this planet go to ruin. She’s the one who’s letting SEC and
big business do what they like here. She’s the Governor of Mars.”
“The woman on that poster?” Remnant asked.
“Dorothea Clarke?” DT asked.
Aurora nodded.
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The men could see very few similarities between the glamorous smiling face
they’d seen beaming back at them from the digital poster, and the snivelling wreck
who was now cowering before them.
“Sorry,” was all Dorothea could say.
“Sorry? I lost my three sons, my sister, my business. Everything.”
“If I could turn back time, really, I would.”
“What happened here?” DT asked her.
“We got bombed. Two massive nukes.”
“Who? Why?”
“I still don’t know for sure, but I have my suspicions.”
“It was SEC,” said Aurora. “Tell them it was SEC. You know it was.”
Dorothea looked at each of them in turn. “I think it was SEC,” she said quietly.
“You’ve met Haygue?” Aurora asked.
She shook her head. “I’ve heard he’s here, though. He’s been here a while.”
Aurora’s eyes widened. “Haygue’s here on Mars?” She looked over to Remnant.
“There’s something going down a hundred miles or so from here that SEC don’t
want people knowing about. They certainly don’t want diamond hunters from Earth
sniffing around.”
“That’s why they bombed Gasoline Alley?”
Dorothea nodded.
“Have you checked out the SEC facility?” Aurora asked.
“I saw the blueprints. I approved the plans. They wanted to build an exact copy of
the Pentagon. What for, I don’t know.”
“Can you get us there?” Remnant asked.
“To the facility? Security will be tight. We won’t get in.”
“But you’re the Martian governor. You run this place.”
“It’s not the kind of job title that washes with SEC.”
“You never questioned what they planned to do at the facility?” DT asked.
“What was the point? They’d tell me one thing then go straight ahead and do
whatever they wanted.”
“We need to go and check it out now,” Remnant insisted.
“What’s the rush?” Dorothea asked.
“He thinks that’s where the diamond asteroid is,” said Bettis, condescendingly.
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Dorothea raised her eyebrows. “That’s an interesting theory. But I have to say it’s
unlikely. I mean, how would you get a whole asteroid back here?”
“I’m not letting this one go,” said Remnant. “We’ve already turned our backs on
something that could have been the asteroid. I need to check this out for myself. I
need to go to that facility. Can you get me there?”
“I don’t know… I think I...”
“Come on,” Remnant shouted, “you run this place, you must have some trucks or
jeeps or tanks. Anything.”
“Sorry, Dorothea, he gets carried away sometimes,” said DT trying to calm down
Remnant.
“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with a bit of enthusiasm,” she said. “Listen, guys, I
got a transporter you can borrow. What the hell are you doing out here anyway?”
“We’re on our way back from the belt.”
“You went all the way out there?”
Remnant nodded.
“And found nothing, right?”
The silence that followed said more than any words.
“Man, that sucks.”
“I think that Haygue stole it,” said Remnant. “Don’t ask me why, but the man’s a
crook, and I know how the crooked mind works. He’s bloody stolen it and brought it
back here to chop it up and fence it.”
“Well, if you’re right, that’s a misuse of Martian real estate,” she said, pulling a
phone from her inside pocket. “And that would give me grounds to conduct a search
of the facility.”
She called her security services and ordered a transporter to pick them up. It
arrived within half an hour. The driver boarded the Baton Uric, saluted Dorothea and
handed out oxygen masks. DT paused before taking his, but Bettis shook his head.
“I’m exercising my contractual right not to leave this ship,” he said.
“You can’t stay here on your own,” said DT.
“Why not?”
“Look, if he wants to leave the hard work to us, let him,” said Remnant. “I’m
pretty sure he’d be useless if things get violent anyway.”
Bettis jumped out of his seat and charged at Remnant who was ready for the attack
and took up a defensive position.
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“You’re the scum of the Earth, do you know that?” raged Bettis. “Useless, working
class scum, who’s bitter at the rest of the world because you failed in your life.
You’re a waster.”
“A waster I may be,” Remnant calmly countered, “but at least I’m facing up to it.
You, you’re in denial, mate. You know your skills ain’t needed no more. A computer
can do your job better than you can. You know that and you need to get over that.
Move on. Us working class have had machines taking our jobs for centuries. Now it’s
your turn to feel the pain. Machines are the way forward, so that leaves people like
me and like you more time to do what we do best, fucking things up. And right now,
more than anything, I want to fuck up this Haygue bloke.”
“We should go,” said Dorothea, pulling gently on Remnant’s forearm.
“I ain’t got no quarrel with you, Bettis,” Remnant continued. “I mean, you’re a
dick, but Haygue’s in a completely different league. You coming, DT?”
DT took a deep breath and nodded as Bettis slowly walked back to his seat.
Once they were all aboard the transporter, Dorothea directed the driver to head for
the SEC facility.
“Are you sure?” he asked her.
“My visit there is long overdue,” she said sternly.

Chapter 40
Despite being close on one hundred miles away from their epicentre, the blasts
were big enough to rock the SEC facility, shake the drills that were breaking up the
diamond and rattle the confidence of the scientists and engineers on the site.
Haygue’s initial suspicions were that a couple of big ships had crash-landed back
at the airstrip adjacent to Gasoline Alley, but M Krugler told him no man-made vessel
could make that sort of impact.
“Maybe it’s terrorists,” Stock suggested. “Maybe a rogue cell launched a missile
from Earth, designed to destroy the Martian colony.” Despite his disdain for the man,
who was continuing to look younger by the day, Haygue had to concede the theory
was feasible. Plenty of other theories did the rounds around the six-sided Martian
Pentagon, but the only thing Haygue was certain of was that he couldn’t afford to
hang around there much longer.
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“I feel like a sitting duck,” he confided in Stock and M Krugler as they sat in the
Pentagon bar, drinking while not particularly enjoying each other’s company. “A big
target waiting to be taken out.”
“I just want some action,” M Krugler moaned. “I came on this mission to see the
belt and dodge a few asteroids.”
“You’ll be compensated for your inactivity,” Haygue told him.
The drilling of the diamond was painfully slow, and a week after the double
explosion, still only small shards were detaching from the main body. Shards worth
hundreds of thousands of dollars, but small fry compared to the value of the rest of the
rock.
Haygue was anxious to get as much loaded onto the Prospector III as possible, as
soon as possible, and made sure M Krugler was ready to depart at a moment’s notice.
“I’m ready to go when you are, mate,” M Krugler told him in a tone that was a
little overly familiar for Haygue’s liking.
Stock watched the diamond mining operation with fascination, describing the
vision before him as best he could for his followers back on Earth, in the absence of
any photographs, an issue he raised with his host one night in the bar. “I want my
camera back, Haygue. You’re contravening my human rights by denying me access to
the tool of my trade.”
“And you’re contravening my human rights by constantly moaning. Now, I’ve
brought you to Mars for free and I’ve shown you the most valuable rock man has ever
seen for free. You could at least do me the service of shutting the fuck up.”
Haygue watched the mining operation closely too, but not through fascination at
the beauty of the process. He wanted to make sure that those he’d cleared to do the
hands-on work were not pocketing valuable chunks of the rock. He had hand-picked
and briefed all the SEC staff stationed on Mars, but couldn’t trust any of them. No
man had ever seen a diamond this big. It would only be natural to think that if even a
little bit of the gem slid into a pocket, a boot or down a throat it would not be missed.
But as far as Haygue was concerned, the diamond was government property the
moment the Prospector laid a camera lens on it. Without the government, there would
have been no discovery, and no hardware with which to drag the asteroid back to
Mars.
A sense of duty and responsibility for the safe delivery of the diamond into the
President’s hands hadn’t left him since he departed Earth. ‘He was an honourable
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man,’ that’s what the President would say just before pinning his medal to his lapel.
‘An honourable servant who helped pull his country’s economy out of the mire. And
an honest man who made sure every first and last shard of diamond made it home to
where it belongs.’
Haygue paced his room in the Martian Pentagon. He was still literally and actually
millions of miles away from receiving his invite to the White House and seeing the
pride on Bette’s face as he got the reward she (and he) felt he richly deserved.
A knock at his door disturbed his train of thought. “Not now, Stock, not now.”
“It’s not Stock, sir. We have an important call from Houston for you.”
Haygue knew the call would have to be important as interplanetary
communications were notoriously expensive. He opened the door and was greeted
with a salute from an impossibly young SEC guard.
“I need to enter your video conference details, sir.”
Haygue pushed the door open wider and the guard ducked under his arm and
rushed into the room. He grabbed the remote control from the bedside table and
pointed it in direction of the small screen that hung from the ceiling.
“Who’s the call from?” Haygue asked.
“I don’t know, sir. I mean, I’m not allowed to know. All I know is it’s from
Houston.”
Having established the connection, the SEC guard nodded and walked backwards
out of the room, pulling the doors shut on his way.
Haygue waited for an image to appear on the screen, soon becoming impatient
despite knowing the vast distance the signal was travelling. After a few minutes, a
discernible image took shape and he immediately recognised the face on the screen.
“Jack?”
Jack wasn’t wearing a tie for the first time Haygue could remember. “Errol. Listen
to me. You must get out. Get out of the facility. Get off Mars.”
“Why? What’s going on?”
“Just get the hell out. The place is going to go up.”
“Go up?”
“Boom.” Jack spread his arms wide, making a mushroom shape.
“Who’s gonna blow it up, terrorists?”
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“I can’t tell you. Look, it’s getting complicated down here. Real complicated. But
the order’s gone out to blow the place. The bombers are orbiting the planet as we
speak.”
“Bombers. What bombers?”
“Our bombers, Errol.”
“What? Our own bombers are going to destroy our own facility?”
“Like I said, it’s complicated. I’m just giving you a heads up here. Get the hell out
before it’s too late.”
“What the hell is going on down there, Jack?”
“It’s not good. Our own people are raiding our nuclear plants, stealing the fuel
from our nuclear weapons to fuel their missions to the diamond asteroid. At a time
when armies around the world are mobilising. Uniting against us.”
“We should tell them we have the asteroid. Tell them to stay home.”
Jack shook his head. “They wouldn’t believe us. No one believes a word we say
anymore. There’s going to be a war, Errol, but our own citizens are disabling our
nuclear defences.” Jack looked over his shoulder like he was worried he was being
watched. “Listen,” he whispered. “This is serious. We’ve been infiltrated. Maybe at
the highest level.”
Haygue jolted back from the screen, repelled by what Jack had just told him.
“And you know what I mean when I say the highest level.”
Haygue nodded. “But what do you mean by infiltrated?”
“I don’t think the President is pulling the strings on this, Errol. We’re not pulling
the strings, and you’re certainly not.”
“Who the fuck is then?”
The screen cracked. Jack spoke but the sound was lost.
“Jack. Jack?” Haygue shouted. “I can’t hear you, Jack”. Then the picture was lost.
Haygue ran to his room door, threw it open and called down the hall for assistance.
The same SEC guard who had set up the conference call came running back in.
“Get the connection back. I need that connection back, now.”
“Yes, sir.” The guard pressed a few combinations of buttons designed to reboot the
system, but shook his head. “The caller’s gone, sir.”
“Gone? What do you mean gone?”
“He’s hung up.”
“Right, OK. Thanks er… have M Krugler come to my room immediately, please.”
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The guard looked at the bedside phone and wondered why Haygue couldn’t call
the pilot himself, but he rushed over and dialled anyway. The guard had gone before
M Krugler arrived ten minutes later, beige trousers on and a white towel around his
naked shoulders.
“We got some news, Hayguey?”
If he didn’t have so many other problems, Haygue would have brought the pilot to
task for referring to him in such a disrespectful way, but instead slammed the door
behind him.
“We need to get the hell out of here.”
“I’m ready to go when you are.”
“Like tonight. Like now.”
M Krugler shook his head. “P3 will take at least another forty-eight hours to be
skyworthy.”
“Why so fucking long?”
“Some kind of engine problem I was told.”
“No good, no good. Can we use any of the other ships?”
“Sure, there’s a couple with diamonds already loaded. But they’re way slower than
Prospector III.”
“We’ll have to use one.”
“Why the big rush?”
“Don’t ask questions. Just do as I say. If you want to live.”
To here
After insisting M Krugler put on some kind of shirt, the two of them headed with
their luggage for the airstrip adjacent to the Pentagon. M Krugler pointed to one of the
ships and Haygue nodded. They marched towards it purposefully, Haygue telling the
guard on duty outside the ship that they had important business to attend to on board,
and that he was to report to the officer’s mess with immediate effect.
As the SEC guard ran off, Haygue and M Krugler boarded, the pilot heading
straight for the cockpit while Haygue checked out the hold. He switched on the light
and was delighted to see it contained three huge chunks of diamond, each about the
size of a suitcase, as well as six smaller lumps. There was room for more was
Haygue’s first thought, but he knew there wasn’t time. It would have to do. He
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estimated the payload was still worth several billion dollars, enough to give the US
economy the shot in the arm it needed. He rushed back to the cockpit.
“This baby is fuelled to the max and ready to roll,” M Krugler told him.
“There’s a fair bit of loot aboard,” said Haygue, strapping himself into the copilot’s seat. Enough to get us handsomely rewarded when we get home.”
“I’ll say amen to that.”
“So let’s go.”
“Right now? What about Stock?”
“What about him?”
M Krugler shrugged his shoulders and fired up the engines. The sound
reverberated across the Martian landscape, disturbing the sleep of those SEC agents
who’d had time to grab any. As Stock turned over in his bed, he was oblivious to the
fact that his ticket home was about to leave him stranded on Mars.

Chapter 41
The guards’ heads were close shaven, eyes behind their oxygen masks focused on
the approaching transporter.
Onboard, DT breathed deeply and glanced at Remnant, whose expression
suggested he was spoiling for a fight. He’d said little since they left the Baton Uric,
his eyes firmly focused on the road ahead. He’d asked Dorothea’s driver to put his
foot down several times, and it had taken Aurora’s interventions for the requests to
stop.
The guards both stretched one of their arms in front of them, flat palms facing the
oncoming vehicle. Remnant adjusted his oxygen mask and exercised his fingers.
“Leave this to me,” said Dorothea, directing the comment exclusively at Remnant.
She disembarked along with her driver and approached the guards.
Those left in the transporter couldn’t hear what was being said, but could see the
guards shaking their heads, then Dorothea gesticulating with a ferocity that took the
guards by surprise. But still they stood firm. Dorothea’s hands found their way to her
hips and Remnant wondered if she had a weapon concealed there.
“What’s taking so long?” he whispered to no one in particular. “They’ve got to let
her in, she runs the fucking planet.”
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“It looks like a no,” said DT.
“I’m not taking no for an answer,” said Remnant. “No way.”
Dorothea shook her head and started to walk back to the transporter.
“Right, that’s it.” Remnant reached for the door handle, but DT grabbed his arm.
“Wait.”
“No more waiting.” Remnant shook himself free from DT’s weak grasp, jumped
off the transporter and strode towards the SEC guards. Seeing the purposefulness of
his stride, they immediately drew their weapons, suspecting (correctly) that he meant
to force his way past them.
Dorothea pushed Remnant back, with the help of her driver. “Leave it, Simon,” she
shouted at him.
It was then that alarms sounded around the facility. The SEC guards grabbed their
handsets. “The airstrip,” one shouted to the other. “Someone’s launching.” Both
guards ran off in the same direction. Remnant ran after them, following them through
a gate in the wire fence that separated the rest of the facility from its modest main
entrance. The guards sprinted towards a runway on which a small ship was taking off,
its double nuclear engines glowing red, its roar rapidly reaching a crescendo.
Remnant watched as the guards stopped at the edge of the strip, alongside half a
dozen other guards, all powerless to intervene as the ship took to the skies. Remnant
shot a glance to his right, to a side entrance into the facility out of which more SEC
guards were streaming. He quickly ran past them and into the building.
Inside was all metallic and panic, with SEC staff running around an outer corridor
that spanned the entire circumference of the facility. From this outer corridor, long,
dead straight walkways led, like spokes on a wheel from the outside entrances to the
centre of the building, from which emanated a bright white light.
Slowly, Remnant started walking towards it, the sound of running feet on the
metallic floors echoing all around. All SEC staff were heading in the opposite
direction to him, running for the exit as the alarm echoed off the walls.
“Where are you going?” one of them shouted at Remnant.
“Are you crazy?” yelled another.
Remnant was deaf to them, such was his determination to discover if what lay at
the end of the corridor was what he suspected.
A burly SEC guard shoulder-barged past him, panting heavily in his haste to
escape. “Incoming, incoming,” he shouted at Remnant, but he wasn’t about to turn
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back for anything or anyone. The bright light was less than fifty metres away, its glow
forcing him to squint. Then he was grabbed under the arm by a SEC guard and
dragged back towards the entrance. “We’ve got to get the hell out, buddy. This place
is going up.”
“I can’t,” Remnant shouted, shaking himself free from the man’s grip.
The guard glanced over his shoulder at the object of Remnant’s fascination. “Don’t
do it to yourself, man. It’s not worth it.”
Remnant ran towards the light that was already beginning to dazzle him. He held
his palms flat against the light in front of his forehead in a desperate attempt to shield
his eyes from the object he yearned to see and steal. The intensity of the beam slowed
his run to a stumble as his retinas burned. Light was bouncing off the walls, creating a
kaleidoscope of rainbow colour his brain couldn’t process. He squinted, but the little
light he let in seared down his optical nerve, sending a pulse of pain to the base of his
neck. He had to shut his eyes but he desperately wanted to open them. To witness its
brilliance. To see, once and for all, that it wasn’t a figment of his imagination.
“Bomb!” someone yelled.
Remnant felt a hand tug on his left bicep. The force flipping him around, away
from the light. Another hand pulled on his other arm.
“Get off me,” he shouted.
He tried to fight them off but they were insistent.
“Come on, Sye, we have to go. We have to go.” He recognised the voice.
“No, leave me here. I want to stay.”
“You won’t find him here,” said Aurora.
“Who?”
“Haygue. He’ll be gone by now.”
“I don’t give a shit about Haygue. I want the diamond.”
He tried to turn his head back towards the bright light. Aurora couldn’t resist
looking down the corridor towards it. Even from behind the thick, dark lenses of the
shades she was wearing, the brilliance of the glow could not be denied.
“It’s too late, Sye.”
Remnant shook his head, but felt himself powerless to fight against the force of
two determined people dragging him away by each arm. Their walk turned into a run
as the screaming and shouting reached a crescendo. Aurora guided Remnant back
towards the entrance to the facility, the piercing alarms he’d been deaf to now pulsing
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through his brain. He opened his eyes as best he could, tears leaking through the
miniscule gaps between the sore lids. He didn’t want to be running this way. He
glimpsed Aurora’s face, pale with fear, running beside him. She adjusted his oxygen
mask and shouted at him to breathe. Seconds later they were out, on the Martian
surface, sprinting through the gate in the security fence. Remnant glanced to his right
and saw Dorothea’s driver, one arm hooked around his, the other pointing towards the
transporter up ahead.
The road out of the facility was already heavy with vehicles forming a surprisingly
orderly convoy of escapees. Then someone pointed to a thin line of flame in the sky
heading towards them with a low whistle.
“A tracer,” someone else yelled.
“Come on,” Dorothea’s driver shouted.
The tracer was above them in seconds and with a bone shaking boom it scored a
direct hit on the centre of the facility behind them. Remnant was thrown in the air by
the force of the impact, hitting the rocky terrain with a thump and a scrape. Screams,
shouts and wails were all muffled for a few seconds, and Remnant was reminded of
the explosion that destroyed DT’s jewellery store back home. Ears ringing, he
strained to look up and saw DT jumping from the transporter, running towards him.
Remnant reached out for his hand but couldn’t find it in the confusion. He tried to call
out, but his voice was muffled by his crooked oxygen mask. He looked left to see
Aurora struggling to her feet beside him. To his right, Dorothea’s driver was lying
face down, blood pumping through a gap in his hair. Remnant watched Aurora
stagger back towards the transporter but fall short. He tried to call her name, but still
couldn’t be heard. Then he was dragged to his feet by his arms. Barely able to stand,
he let DT haul him onto the transporter, then watched as DT turned back, grabbed
Aurora and lifted her aboard.
Both she and Remnant lay panting on the floor side by side as DT and Dorothea
ran over to check on her prone driver. Between them they lifted him into the back of
the transporter. DT pressed a patch of cloth firmly to his head wound while Dorothea
ran around to the driver’s side and took the wheel. She thrust the transporter into
reverse.
There were more shouts from outside as SEC scientists and security staff fled the
facility. Some banged on the side of the transporter, desperately pleading to be
allowed on.
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“There’s no room,” she shouted at them. “I’ve got three casualties in the back
here.” She drew her laser. It was enough to disperse the SEC guards clinging to the
sides of the vehicle. A couple had their oxygen masks ripped from their faces by
desperate co-workers eager to secure a place on the transporter. The de-masked
grabbed their throats, gasping for air that wasn’t there. Dorothea shifted into first and
hit the gas. As she wheel-spun away, it looked like she was going to crash straight
into the back of the convoy ahead.
“Look out!” DT screamed.
Dorothea knew what she was doing. At the last minute, she detoured off the road
and headed into the Martian desert.

Chapter 42
Remnant came to on the bottom bunk. His hands immediately reached for his eyes
which were burning with a ferocity he’d not experienced before. He blinked to see if
that would help ease the pain. It didn’t. He jumped up, scraping his head on the
bottom of DT’s bunk. Rubbing the damaged area, he peered into the mirror. He could
see, that was a start. Unfortunately, all he could see was a face that was craggy and
lined. Eyes that were encircled by red, a mouth that drooped and hair that was greyer
and thinner than he remembered.
There were some thick wraparound sunglasses on the ledge under the mirror. He
put them on and found that reducing the amount of light that bounced off his retinas
helped ease the pain.
He opened the cabin door. The engines were quiet, so the ship was definitely static.
He entered the cockpit to find Aurora curled up on the rear seat staring at her handset.
She looked up when Remnant entered, then turned away.
“Where’s DT?” he asked her.
“Out,” was Aurora’s curt response.
Remnant searched his brain in an attempt to discover why Aurora was taking such
a tone with him. His thoughts flashed back to the SEC facility, the blinding light, and
the pain in his biceps. Then the arteries to his heart pulsed like jump leads.
“How’s the driver?” he asked.
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Aurora’s head remained bowed. Bettis peered over his shoulder and turned back
again, shaking his head.
“What happened to him? Aurora?”
“He didn’t make it.”
Remnant knew what she meant but that didn’t stop him asking her what she meant.
The dominant emotion he felt when she told him wasn’t guilt. It was fear. The only
thing he could think to say was “where’s DT gone?”
“He’s out with Dorothea. They’re getting fuel.”
“We’re leaving?”
Aurora nodded. “We’re going home. Well, you are.”
“What do you mean by that?”
Aurora looked out of the cockpit window and across the blackened Martian
surface. “I’m thinking of hanging around here.”
Remnant scanned the barren landscape. “What’s left for you here?”
“Memories.” She turned her handset to face Remnant. The image of her three kids
was losing its lucidity as the battery power drained. “It won’t be long before they’re
gone.”
“You can’t stay here,” said Remnant.
“Why not?”
“Because we’ve got to get Haygue. We’ve got to make him pay for what he did.”
“You’re not interested in Haygue. All you want is to get your hands on that
diamond. You proved that in the facility.”
Remnant recalled the entrancing bright white light, and being dragged away from
it.
“It was there. It was there, wasn’t it? I knew they’d stolen it. I said they’d brought
it back here, didn’t I?”
“Give yourself a pat on the back,” said Aurora sarcastically.
“Don’t be like that.”
“Like what? Like someone who’s lost everything? Like someone who’s bored of
hearing someone else constantly go on about a fucking rock? Well, the news is there
is no diamond anymore. They blew it up. So it’s time for us all to go home.”
Remnant’s heart sank at the recollection of the explosions. He couldn’t believe
someone would want to destroy the asteroid, but knew talking about it now would
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only lead to further trouble. “How long have I been asleep?” he asked in a deliberate
change of tack.
“About thirty-six hours,” said Bettis, walking over to stand behind Aurora, placing
a hand awkwardly and very deliberately on her shoulder. “We’ve had a nice chat in
that time, haven’t we, Aurora? Really got to know each other.”
Aurora’s half-smile disappeared when she looked at Remnant who was staring
down at her.
“And how did you amuse yourself, Bettis, while we were all out?” Remnant asked.
“Ah, you know, this and that and a bit of the other. I’m itching to get home now, if
truth be told. It’s getting a little cold here for my bones.”
On the scarred horizon, a white dot began to take on a more definite shape.
“Ah, that’ll be DT with our fuel,” Bettis declared.
A few minutes later, a huge tanker pulled up alongside the Baton Uric and DT
guided Dorothea down the steps from the cab and onto his ship. Once inside, he
nodded at Remnant. Dorothea deliberately ignored him.
The driver of the tanker connected the fuel nozzle to the ship and soon they all felt
the reassuring vibration that denoted gallons of liquid hydrogen flowing into the
ship’s tank.
Silence pervaded the cockpit, the kind of silence that Ramage used to inflict on
Remnant.
“Look, I’m sorry, OK? I’m sorry for going in there. I just… I just wanted…”
“We all know what you wanted,” said DT flatly.
“I can’t believe someone destroyed it,” said Remnant.
Aurora jumped to her feet. “See, there you go again. All you’re interested in is
getting your hands on that diamond. A man died, Sye. A man who rescued you is now
dead.”
“I didn’t ask to be rescued,” he shouted. “I didn’t want to be rescued. You should
have left me there.”
“I wish we fucking had,” said Aurora, and stormed out of the cockpit. Bettis
followed her.
Another silence pervaded until Dorothea spoke softly. “He was a good man, a
good man. A loyal man. He was doing what came naturally to him. Helping others.
He never questioned anything I asked him to do. Just did it without complaint.”
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Remnant slumped into the rear cockpit seat, his head in his hands. “Why didn’t
you just leave me there?”
Dorothea slowly turned to face him. “We didn’t do it for you, we did it for us. We
heard there was a bomb on the way. We couldn’t just leave you there. We’d never be
able to live with ourselves.”
Another silence.
“So what do we do now?” Remnant asked.
“We are filling up and heading home, my friend,” said DT.
“We can’t. Someone’s got to pay for what’s happened. Haygue has to pay. He’s
destroyed this planet. He’s killed Aurora’s husband and kids, and he’s…”
“No one knows where he is,” said DT.
“I do. A ship launched from the facility. Before the explosion. The guards saw it. I
heard them saying someone’s taking off.”
“So? That could have been anyone,” said DT, delivering another hard dose of
reality.
Remnant felt himself back in a situation he’d faced many times on this trip, trying
to motivate the others to go on a mission they all thought pointless. He shook his
head. What was the point?
He left the cockpit, pausing outside the cabin door after hearing Bettis’ soft tones
inside. He wanted to go in, but then again he didn’t want to go in. The volume of the
engines increased as he opened the door to the hold. He imagined, hoped, dreamed the
room would be full of glitter and glister by now, but it remained as empty as it had
always been. He slowly walked across its surface, each echoing step accentuating the
hollowness he felt. A three-month journey back home to nothing lay ahead. Back to a
world he didn’t feel part of or want to be part of. Who would be pleased to see him?
Edgar maybe, until he saw he had no diamond. Gordon might let him back into The
Old Mitre, for old time’s sake, but there was no guarantee. And as for Elena and
Chloe? Well…
He rushed out of the hold and barged into the cabin. Aurora was lying on the
bottom bunk and Bettis was standing admiring himself in the mirror. “This is a most
inappropriate intrusion,” Bettis complained.
“I need a moment with Aurora, alone,” Remnant told him.
“The least you could have done is knock.” Bettis looked down at Aurora. “Do you
want to be alone with this man?”
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She smiled weakly and nodded. Bettis stared at Remnant as he slowly left the
room. Remnant shut the door and crouched on his haunches, looking Aurora straight
in the eyes. “I’ve decided. I’m staying here with you, here on Mars.”
She stared back at him. Remnant had expected some kind of reaction, a whelp of
delight, maybe, or at least a hug, but Aurora looked away to a nondescript square of
the cabin floor.
“Who are you?” she asked. The question took Remnant by surprise. He looked to
her for clarification. “Who’s the real you, Sye? I don’t know the you, you. I just see...
I don’t know what I see. You want the diamond? You want Haygue? You want me?
What?”
It was a confusing speech that ached Remnant’s heart to hear. “I know I’ve acted
like an idiot, but I’ve just been so focused on… on…”
“Lining your pockets.”
“Do you blame me?” he said, raising his voice. “I’ve never had nothing. Nothing. I
never got nothing from me parents, never got nothing from school, never got a break
or a stroke of luck. And yeah, I know a lot of that is my fault and I should have tried
harder. I get all that. But it ain’t all my fault, not all of it. And at least I’m trying to be
better. I’m trying, but all I ever get is something else or someone else standing in my
way.”
“Welcome to the world, man. That’s how things roll. You think you’re the only
one who’s been treated like shit? I lost my husband and now my kids through no fault
of my own. Someone else is to blame for them dying, not me.”
The humming of the liquid hydrogen filling the ship’s tank stopped.
Remnant grabbed Aurora by the arms, forcing her to stand. “We can get him.” He
stared almost manically at her. “Let’s get him before he gets home and hides behind
all the security of government or whatever. Let’s make him pay.”
“We won’t be able to get anywhere near him, Sye. He’ll be protected to the hilt.
That’s if he’s still alive.”
“I saw a ship leave the facility. On its own. It has to be him onboard, has to. You
don’t have to help me, but I’m going to get him. I can’t get any diamond, but I can get
Haygue.”

Chapter 43
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Haygue felt a surge of relief as soon as he and M Krugler were airborne. It felt
liberating to get off the surface of Mars and be heading home, with diamond in his
hold, albeit not as much as he would have liked and not in the ship he would have
preferred.
After they’d reached cruising altitude, M Krugler pointed to a moving dot on the
radar. Haygue tracked it and knew at the speed it was moving it could only be one
thing.
They both peered through the windscreen in time to see the second missile score a
direct hit on the centre of the six-sided Martian Pentagon below. The explosion was
localised but no less devastating. Shards of sparks flew up into the atmosphere, and
Haygue couldn’t help but take perverse pleasure in the knowledge that the blast had
caused the value of the rock in the hold of his ship to rise dramatically. But neither
man spoke, knowing something of the kind of devastation that would have been
wreaked on the SEC staff and scientists fleeing below.
“This one’s over, Stock,” Haygue quietly whispered, affording himself a little
smile. The scourge of the latter part of his career had finally been silenced.
M Krugler checked the readings on the dash, satisfied that their course was set for
Earth. Both men knew that, because this ship had half the nuclear engine capacity of
the P3, the journey home would take a lot longer.
There hadn’t been time to fully check out the facilities and weaponry on board, but
two laser bores protruding from the front of the vessel, and a ‘Shield On’ button on
the dash suggested it had both offensive and defensive capabilities.
Haygue unclipped himself from the co-pilot’s seat. “I’m just off to reserve the
most comfortable bunk,” he said.
M Krugler snorted and half smiled, expecting no less from Haygue, who wandered
to the back of the ship. He opened the door to the hold, and was comforted to see the
three big chunks of rock in the gloom, surrounded by the smaller off-cuts, their
kaleidoscopic brilliance reflecting the small shaft of light from the cockpit that
opening the door let in.
Haygue softly shut the door, like he had just looked in on a sleeping child, and
smiled to himself.
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He found conditions in the cabin less agreeable. This was clearly a ship meant for
mid-level SEC staff. There were no luxuries, certainly no widescreen televisions, just
a bunk bed, a wash basin, a mirror and a cupboard that doubled as a WC.
He left the room quickly and briefly glanced into the galley, where twin
microwaves stood on a shelf. Seeing them brought on pangs of hunger that had been
suppressed by the tension and panic of the escape from Mars. He opened the storage
cupboard door.
Empty.
There was another cupboard below the microwaves. He pulled open the doors to
that.
Empty.
His stomach rumbled as his heart slipped into overdrive. He opened both the
microwaves. Both lit up emptiness. He looked around for other cupboards, but the
galley was not a big place and there was nowhere else food could be stored. He
rushed back into the cabin and flicked on the lights. He tore the mattresses off both
bunks, checked inside and under the pillowcases and in the clothes storage spaces. All
were empty. He stood, struggling for breath now, quivering fingers massaging his
brow. He opened the door to the hold, but knew there was nothing in there save the
diamond. He ran to the cockpit.
“What have you done with it all,” he shouted at M Krugler, who looked at Haygue
in confusion.
“What have I done with what?” he asked.
“The food, the food. Where is it?”
M Krugler rushed past Haygue into the galley. “Shit.”
“Why didn’t you check?” Haygue asked.
“Why didn’t you?”
“It’s not my job.”
“It’s not mine either.”
“My job was to get the diamond off the planet and back to Earth.”
“And mine is to fly you there.”
“What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know.”
Each man looked at the other, both experiencing thoughts of the darkest and most
basic of survival instincts.
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“OK, OK, let’s sit and think,” Haygue said, leading M Krugler back to the cockpit.
Both men sat down and looked out at the vast emptiness of space that lay head.
“Do you have anything edible in your luggage?” Haygue asked.
M Krugler shook his head.
“You don’t want to go check?” Haygue said impatiently.
“I know there’s nothing in there. Just clothes and shit.”
Haygue sighed. “Well, I know for sure I don’t have anything.”
“We’ll have to turn back.”
“To what? There’s nothing left on Mars. It’s all destroyed.”
“Maybe we’ll pass a drive thru,” M Krugler joked.
Haygue thumped the dash. “Damn the SEC idiots. Why wouldn’t they load the
ship with food?”
“No one was expecting to leave in such a hurry. And let’s face it, food wasn’t
exactly top of our list.”
Haygue knew what M Krugler was getting at, and he didn’t like it. Nor did he care
for the cannibalistic thoughts that were periodically flashing through his mind. The
fear that he may have to eat his pilot to survive was exacerbated by the worry that the
burly, more powerful M Krugler would be having exactly the same thoughts.

Chapter 44
“What could I do?” Dorothea Clarke asked DT. “I had powerful businessman
coming to me with proposals which turned to threats if I didn’t agree to them.”
DT found Dorothea engaging company and genuinely remorseful about what had
happened to the planet the President of the United States had put her in charge of.
“I got visits from high ranking government officials telling me this and this and
this is going to be happening on Mars and here’s a little something to make sure the
blueprints get green-lighted.”
“There is nothing you could have done differently, Dorothea,” he said. “Nothing
anyone could have done.”
“But why would anyone want to destroy everything after investing so much in it?
That’s what I don’t get.”
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“What we have witnessed defies belief,” he said, shaking his head. A long silence
followed. “What will you do now?”
“I have to stay and finish the job,” she said. “I still believe in this place. I still
believe that man needs to establish more of a presence in the solar system. The Earth
is becoming untenable. It could well be on the verge of destroying itself as we speak.
To keep mankind alive, the Martian colony has to work, has to thrive, has to sustain
itself.”
“So you will rebuild, yes?”
“Absolutely. I’m going to revert to the original plan. Create a place that people
don’t just want to visit but want to live and bring up their kids. And that’ll be a lot
easier now there’s no diamond asteroid to distract people.”
“It is certainly a place I would consider setting up business. Once everything is
sorted out, I mean.”
“You would be warmly welcomed here.” Dorothea stood and sighed. “Well, y’all,
I wish you a safe trip home. I’m sorry you didn’t find what you came out here for.”
She turned to Aurora. “And I’m extremely sorry for what happened to your family.”
Aurora half-smiled, accepting the apology with good grace.
“We’re going to find Haygue and we’re going to make sure he pays,” said
Remnant who was standing behind Aurora.
“Well, I wish you luck with that.” She turned to DT who kissed her on both
cheeks.
“Thank you, thank you,” he said. “For the fuel and for your kind hospitality,
without which none of us would be able to journey home.”
She smiled at him. “I hope to see you again one day, Damilou.”
“Oh yes, oh yes,” he said. “With God’s will, I shall return.”
He helped Dorothea off the ship and watched her board the tanker which circled
them before driving back across the charred terrain, flashing its hazard lights until
they were small yellow orbs in the distance.
“Shouldn’t we fly to the SEC centre, just to see…”
Remnant’s question was met with a chorus of no’s.
“There won’t be anything left, my friend. The place is fried,” said DT.
Aurora agreed. “Let’s just get out of here.”
“Crew seats for take-off,” said Bettis. Remnant stood next to Aurora at the back of
the cockpit and grabbed the usual hammock of wires above his head.
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Bettis fired the engines and steered the ship through the tracks left by Dorothea’s
tanker. It was hardly an ideal runway, but only marginally more bumpy than Leather
Lane had been. Bettis pushed the thruster forward and the crew felt the now familiar
rush of G-forces battering their senses.
The Baton Uric rattled, shuddering the eyeballs of its crew. Bettis pulled back on
the control stick and the ship took off for what they knew would be the last time.
They were up and on their way home. As DT looked down on the ruined landscape,
he considered the enormity of the task Dorothea faced if she was to realise her
dreams. But he was convinced that if anyone could do it, she could.
Bettis swung the ship sharply left as they continued to gain altitude. DT felt a
familiar and unwelcome rumbling down below, but not the urge to expel the contents
of his stomach that had marred previous take-offs.
As the ship levelled out, Bettis switched control over to the autopilot. The crew
unclipped themselves from their seats and Remnant loosened his grip on the wires
above his head.
Nothing of import happened during the first few days of the journey home,
although Remnant nervously requested that they all have a formal meeting to discuss
the diamond for one last time. Bettis declared his lack of desire to participate and sat
facing the dashboard for the duration of the meeting, which Remnant opened.
“Now, I know you’re all fed up with hearing me go on about the diamond, but I
just want us to have a plan in case we catch up with Haygue’s ship and get a chance to
get our hands on some.”
“Not. Going. To. Happen,” Bettis said, still facing away from the group.
“I really hope we do, Sye,” said DT, beginning to tire of his pilot’s negativity.
Remnant carried on. “Well, I’ve been thinking. Haygue ain’t gonna let us just
waltz aboard his ship and help ourselves. So we’ve got to be a bit clever about it.
Now, from what we know about him, he sounds a bit greedy. So I’ve been thinking
that the best way for us to get on his ship is to pretend we’ve got some diamond. Too
much diamond for us to carry, so we need to offload some, else we ain’t got enough
fuel to get home in one piece.”
“Do you think he will fall for that?” DT asked. It wasn’t the response Remnant was
looking for, and immediately put him on the defensive.
“That’s Plan A,” he said. “I reckon if Haygue’s the kind of bloke I think he is, he’ll
lap it up.”
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“And if he doesn’t?”
“It’ll be onto Plan B.”
“Which is?”
“Which is still in the making, but will involve us getting a little more hands-on.”
DT looked disappointed. “Remember, Sye, we have not got much weaponry.”
“Yeah, I know, I know. I’ve had a think about that too and there is something we
could use to our advantage.” He nodded in the direction of the robotic arm, folded
flush against the starboard flank of the ship. “I don’t think anyone wants that coming
through their cockpit windscreen at high speed, do you?”
“There’s something coming through on the radio, if anyone’s interested,” Bettis
announced. All three rushed over to him. They heard three short beeps followed by
three long beeps then three more short beeps.
“Morse code,” said DT.
Bettis nodded. “Someone’s in trouble.”
“It’s hardly surprising,” said DT. “There are a lot of badly built ships up here
looking for the asteroid. I’m surprised we haven’t heard more distress calls.”
“What should we do?” Aurora asked.
“No more diversions,” said DT. “We’re heading straight home.”
Everyone looked to Remnant for a reaction. “What? I’m with you on this,” he said.
Bettis pointed to a dot on the radar screen.
“Is that them?” DT asked.
Bettis held up a finger to silence the crew. “There’s more to the message.” A less
easy to decipher combination of short and long beeps followed which Bettis’ expert
ear translated with ease. ‘Desperately need food. Have run out of food. Please help.
SOS.’
“So it’s not their ship that’s letting them down, it’s their chef,” said Aurora.
“We could spare some food, couldn’t we?” said Remnant.
“No way,” said Bettis. “We’ve no idea what could happen on the way home. I’m
certainly not giving away any of mine.”
Remnant looked to DT. “I’d like to, my friend, but I’ve been feeling weak for the
last few days. I’m not sure I can spare it.”
“They can have some of mine if they want it,” Remnant said. “I can go without for
a bit. Done it enough times before. And it’s not like I’m giving up a seat at The Ritz,
is it?”
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“They can have some of mine too,” said Aurora.
“What if it’s a trap? They could be pirates,” said DT.
“We’ve got nothing that would interest pirates,” said Remnant.
Whoever was up ahead, they weren’t travelling at any great speed. As they closed
in, Bettis confirmed the dot on the radar was indeed the ship in distress. “We could
pretend we didn’t see them,” he said. “Change our direction slightly and leave them to
it. It could be a trap. It could be anyone.”
“It ain’t gonna cost us much to help them out,” said Remnant. “Just pull alongside
and I’ll pop over with a couple of boxes.”
“Sye, you are making it sound as though it is as easy as taking a cup of sugar to the
next door neighbour,” said DT.
“That’s cos I’m a bit nervous. I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.”
The crew could now see the other ship through the cockpit windscreen. It was a
small but well made vessel whose livery bore the stars and stripes.
“Ah, come on, we’ve definitely got to help the Yanks out,” said Remnant. “You’d
never forgive us, would you Aurora?”
She smiled at him.
“Well, let’s make it quick,” said DT. “We are not a charity.”
Remnant grabbed a couple of boxes of food from the galley and his oxygen mask
from the cabin. He looked at himself in the cabin mirror and saw Aurora move into
the reflection behind him.
“Bettis has sent the ship a message that you wish to board. They’ve OK’d it.”
Remnant breathed deeply and nodded.
“You don’t have to do this, you know.”
“It’s just a little favour innit? Not much. Just a friendly gesture between allies.”
As Bettis manoeuvred the ship under the American vessel, Remnant kissed Aurora
on the cheek before pulling on his oxygen mask and putting the food into his
backpack. She opened the door to the hold and smiled at him as he walked in.
The perspex tube slowly elevated Remnant out through the top of the Baton Uric.
He breathed deeply, not really understanding why he’d been so keen to help out the
stricken ship. At least it gave him the chance to feel good on what had been a mission
full of disappointment. The boarding plinth of the American ship had already been
lowered. It was crude, basic, no more than a circular metallic platform attached to the
bottom of a long, equally metallic tube. Remnant stood on the roof of the Baton Uric,
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about three feet away. A quick jump. That’s all it would take. A jump, then grab onto
the tube. Easy. A small step for man. But as much as his brain tried to make light of
the task, his heart was insisting this was a big deal, potentially life threatening, so it
was getting in as many beats as it could before it exploded or was starved of oxygen.
Remnant breathed deeply and pressed the button that lowered the perspex shield
back into the Baton Uric. He was convinced it took twice as long to lower as it had
when Edgar had demonstrated it back in the lock-up. Come on, come on. Remnant
had to decide when was best to jump. He reached out for the metallic tube but it was
just beyond him. He needed to make one giant leap.
As the perspex casing disappeared below his shins back into the ship, he leapt. He
flew up several feet in seconds, uninhibited by gravity, the underside of the American
ship seemingly plummeting to meet his head.
He reached out for the metallic tube, but his hand slipped up its smooth surface.
Design fault right there, he thought. He angled his body so that his other arm could
encircle the tube and clamped his knees against it. He was on, like a newborn
clutching a parent’s finger. And like older child on a climbing frame, he crawled up
into the American vessel.
He’d expected starving hands to snatch the food from him, but there was no one to
greet him when the rising platform came to a halt in a square hallway.
His heart rate doubled. What if Bettis was right and this was a trap? What if they
thought they had diamond aboard the Baton Uric and were planning to take him
hostage?
Cautiously, he removed his mask and sniffed the air, relieved to find it contained
oxygen.
“Hello?” he called out. No answer.
He had four closed doors to choose between. The nearest, to his right, was locked.
But the next opened onto a cockpit that was only slightly bigger than the Baton
Uric’s. Up ahead, a man’s head tilted back over the pilot’s seat. His long hair and
beard reminded Remnant of the clichéd image of pirates.
“Hello?” Remnant repeated.
The man didn’t move. Remnant edged towards him, gently placing the food boxes
on the floor along the way. He reached the back of the man’s seat and slowly peered
round at his face, hoping he wasn’t sporting an eye patch. Thankfully he could see
both his eyes. They were shut. What skin wasn’t covered by thick whiskers was
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wretchedly pale. Remnant leaned in close and detected weak breathing. He shook the
man’s shoulders. His eyes flicked open, their redness startling Remnant. The man
recoiled, shocked to see a stranger on board, but Remnant’s pacifying palms calmed
him. He pointed to the food boxes on the cockpit floor. The man turned, saw them and
pushed past Remnant. He ripped into the nearest box, tearing off the paper lid to a box
of chilli con carne and devouring the dehydrated contents. The first crunches tasted
good to the man, but sounded like breaking teeth to Remnant.
The man grabbed a second box.
“Don’t you think you should add water to that and heat it up?” Remnant asked.
The man paused, then nodded and rushed out of the cockpit with his box of food,
much like an ape taking his meal back to his den.
While he was gone, Remnant checked out the jacket that was hanging over the
back of the man’s seat. His pockets were empty. The name ‘M Krugler’ on the
pockmarked badge meant nothing to him.
M Krugler returned, hands shovelling warm chilli out of the plastic tray and into
his starving mouth.
“What’s the M stand for?” Remnant asked, pointing to the jacket.
“Mo,” he croaked in between mouthfuls. The difficulty the pilot had speaking
suggested it had been a while since he’d conversed with anyone.
“My name’s Sye.”
M Krugler shook Remnant’s hand weakly but enthusiastically. “I got to thank you
for answering the call, mate. Didn’t think anyone would. I thought we were over.”
“We?” Remnant asked.
“Mmmm, there’s another guy in the cabin.”
“Won’t he be hungry too?”
M Krugler finished his dish and then disappeared with boxes of food. While he
was gone, Remnant took another look around the cockpit. The controls looked far
more complicated than those aboard the Baton Uric. A maze of complex lights and
dials and screens and needles. But the ship’s engines were far quieter than the ones
Remnant had grown used to. There was little else of interest, and Remnant was
conscious of DT’s eagerness to get going. He didn’t want to hang around but thought
he’d better see if the other guy was OK before leaving.
He heard the ping of the microwave, and a celebratory yell. Then M Krugler
returned to the cockpit, followed by a pale-looking Errol Haygue.
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Remnant stood and Haygue rushed to embrace him.
“Wow, what can I say. The Brits to the rescue, huh?”
Remnant nodded.
“Well, that’s a favour returned, wouldn’t you say?”
Remnant looked confused.
“We bailed you out in the Second, right? So I guess we’re quits.”
Remnant smiled weakly.
“I’m Errol by the way,” said Haygue, shaking Remnant’s hand firmly before
stuffing more food into his mouth. “What brings you all the way out here?” he asked.
“Same reason as everyone else.”
Haygue glanced at M Krugler and back to Remnant. “The old diamond asteroid,
huh? You get lucky?”
Remnant shook his head. “Somebody blew it up before we could get to it.”
“What? Who the fuck would do that? That’s why we couldn’t find it, Krugler.” M
Krugler was too busy eating to acknowledge the lie.
Haygue edged back towards the cockpit door. “Well, I’m sure you’re itching to get
home as much as we are.” Haygue beckoned Remnant to follow him out of the
cockpit door. “Myself and my pilot are eternally grateful for the good deed you’ve
done.”
Remnant walked into the hallway and stood on the floor plinth that would lower
him back to his ship. He shook Haygue’s hand and then M Krugler’s.
“You need to press that button, Haygue,” M Krugler told the veteran.
“Ah, sorry, of course.”
Remnant smiled. But in an instant his expression changed.
He looked at the old man standing in front of him, pressing the button, smiling and
waving goodbye, chilli con carne dribbling from a corner of his mouth. Remnant no
longer heard what he was saying, just saw his lips moving, his hand slowly waving.
He wanted to shout out ‘no’ but couldn’t. As the plinth started to lower him off the
ship, Remnant jumped up and fell forward into Haygue’s arms.
“Whoah, whoah, what’s going on here?” Haygue looked to M Krugler for help.
Together, the two men dragged Remnant back into the cockpit and sat him in the copilot’s seat.
Remnant shook his head, trying to act as dazed as he could. “Sorry about that. I
don’t know what came over me.”

198

“Space does strange things to a man,” said Haygue. “You think I’m always this
colour?”
Remnant was having trouble looking at Haygue’s face at all. His mind was
frantically trying to work out what to do. He knew he couldn’t overpower these two
on his own, even though they’d been weakened by near-starvation. They’d fight hard
to protect whatever they had on board. “I forgot to bring... er… we’ve got another box
of food for you.”
“No, no, you’ve been generous enough,” said Haygue. “I’m sure we’ll be fine with
what you’ve given us.”
“Hold on,” said the ravenous M Krugler. “Another wouldn’t hurt.”
“It’s no problem,” said Remnant. “I could get my colleague to bring it on board.
I’m sure she’d love to meet you.”
“She?” said Haygue, raising his eyebrows at M Krugler. “Oh, I’m sure we can
make time to meet a she. It’s been a while since either of us met a she, hasn’t it?”
M Krugler smiled weakly, concerned that his stomach was performing repeated
somersaults following the first introduction of food to it for many days.
“You mind if I use your radio?” Remnant asked.
“Go ahead,” said M Krugler, pointing to the dashboard. “I’ve got to use our
bathroom.”
“You dirty bastard,” Haygue joked. “Getting all excited, huh?”
M Krugler frowned then left. Haygue turned to see Remnant looking baffled by all
the buttons in front of him. Haygue flicked on the radio for him.
“Hello everyone, it’s me. Sye. Er, this is a message for Aurora. Really need you on
board here.”
“What the devil are you up to, Remnant?” Bettis’ voice was angry with
impatience.
“Let me speak to Aurora.”
“That’s it man, you tell them who’s boss,” said Haygue tucking into another chilli.
“Hello, Sye?” Aurora’s voice was calming and sounded sweet to Haygue’s ears.
“Aurora, can you bring some of that killer chilli on board this ship?” Remnant
asked.
“What killer chilli?”
“This American astronaut is really loving it. I think you’ll really want to meet
him.”
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“And I sure want to meet you,” Haygue called out.
“Killer,” Remnant repeated. “Killer chilli. Bring some, Aurora.”
There was silence on the other end of the line.
“I’m on my way,” said Aurora coolly.
“Adda girl,” shouted Haygue.
Remnant killed the radio connection and turned slowly to face Haygue. “So,
you’ve been up in space a lot?” he asked him, grimacing at the banal nature of his
question.
Haygue nearly spat low-grade beef into Remnant’s face. “Once or twice,” he said.
“It’s kind of what I do really, or used to be, until I got a little too grey in the hair,
something you’d know a little about.”
Remnant smiled, not knowing where next to take the conversation. He was glad to
see M Krugler returning from the WC. “Ah, that was messy,” the burly South African
said.
“We got more on the way,” said Haygue.
There were a few minutes of awkward silence before Aurora arrived on board. She
pulled off her oxygen mask and looked at each of the men in turn.
“This is Mo,” Remnant said, pointing to M Krugler. “And this is…”
“Errol Haygue, ma’am. And what a pleasure it is to meet you.”
M Krugler tried to take the box from Aurora, but she insisted that Haygue take it.
“Guess she can see who’s in charge around here, right?” Haygue smiled.
“I just want you to check there’s enough chilli in there for you,” she replied.
“I’m sure there is,” he said, smiling at her. “Whereabouts in the States you from?”
“Wyoming.”
“I’m a New England man myself. Never been to Wyoming.”
“Oh, you should, you should.”
Haygue slowly began to open the box of food. “We’re the luckiest men alive,
Krugler, and no mistake.” He pulled up one flap of the box lid and paused. “You got
any salmon in here, or steak maybe. Steak would be…”
He lifted the other flap and looked up at Aurora, then over to Remnant, all trace of
pleasure gone from his face.
“What is this, some kind of sick joke?” Haygue asked. He pulled a photograph out
of the box.
“Do you know who that is?” Aurora asked.
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Haygue looked down at the photo. “Of course.”
“Do you know who I am?” she asked.
Haygue shook his head.
“Take a wild one,” said Aurora.
“I’m not in the habit of taking a wild anything,” he said. “But at a guess, I’d say
you’re DeMarriott’s girlfriend or significant other?”
“Wife.”
“Ah, he never mentioned he was married.”
“We had three kids together.” Haygue looked at her blankly. “He never mentioned
them either, I guess?”
“I can’t divulge any information about a former employee, I’m afraid. It’s all
classified.”
“What’s going on here?” M Krugler asked.
Aurora’s gaze hadn’t left Haygue. “You killed my husband.”
“Whoah,” said M Krugler, takenaback by the accusation aimed at his captain.
“Your husband failed in his mission, pure and simple. I paid him well for…”
Haygue stopped himself mid-sentence.
“I received no money,” said Aurora.
“The terms of your husband’s contract stated that payment would only be made
upon the successful completion of the mission.”
“Shall we take a look in your hold?” Aurora suggested. “If we find diamond in
there, I’d say the mission’s pretty much complete, wouldn’t you?”
Aurora saw Haygue glance at M Krugler and took that as a signal to act. She
pulled her laser gun from her jacket.
M Krugler jumped to his feet, but Remnant pushed him back down. “Now, lads,
we can make this easy, or we can make it fucking difficult,” said Remnant. “We know
you’ve got gems on board and we ain’t leaving without some.”
“There’s no diamond on this ship,” said Haygue. “You said yourself it got blown
up.”
“Yeah, but not before you got your hands on some. I was on Mars when it
happened. I was in the SEC facility.”
“How the hell did you get in the SEC facility?”
“That doesn’t matter. What matters is a ship launched before the place went up. It
was this ship, weren’t it? You got away then blew the place up.”
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“What?” Haygue was confused.
“And you killed my kids,” Aurora yelled, pushing the barrel of her gun hard into
Haygue’s right temple.
“What kids, where?” Haygue was genuinely shocked.
“Gasoline Alley.”
“Hold on a minute. Those explosions on Mars were nothing to do with SEC or the
US. Nothing,” he yelled. “Do you think we’d do something like that? Do you think
we wanted media attention focused on Mars with what we were up to? Those bombs
were the work of terrorists. Nothing to do with us.”
“What were you up to on Mars?”
“I’m afraid that’s classified information.”
“How about we have a look in the hold and see what we can see?” said Remnant.
“Be my guest,” said Haygue. “I’d take you there myself, but for this gun in my
head.”
Aurora withdrew the barrel far enough to give Haygue room to slowly get to his
feet and straighten his shirt. “Well, this turned into a great party, didn’t it?” he said.
“Just lead the way,” said Aurora. She waited for Haygue and M Krugler to leave
the cockpit before walking alongside Remnant behind them.
“Where do you want to look first?” Haygue called out.
“One door at a time will do,” said Remnant. They looked in the galley and the
cabin and the toilet which still bore the stench scars from M Krugler’s recent visit,
until finally they reached the door at the back of the ship.
“This is the engine room,” said Haygue. “We keep it locked.”
“Unlock it,” said Remnant.
“There’s a nuclear engine in there. Unlocking it will contaminate all of us.”
“I don’t give a shit. Unlock it.”
Haygue patted down his jacket. “I don’t have the keys.” He looked to M Krugler,
who did likewise. With a flash of cutting silver, M Krugler pulled out a knife and
hurled it at Remnant’s head. Remnant’s surprisingly quick reactions, combined with
the slight inaccuracy of the throw, enabled him to dodge the spinning weapon which
lodged itself in the far wall. Haygue aimed a kick at the laser gun in Aurora’s hand,
but age prevented his kick reaching the required height. In a flash, she grabbed his
ankle and threw the old man to the floor, digging the barrel of her gun even more
deeply into his temple.
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“Open the fucking door or you’re dead,” she told him.
Remnant’s shaking hand pulled the knife out of the wall and pointed it towards M
Krugler.
“Who’s got the keys?” he shouted. M Krugler dangled them in front of his face.
“Unlock it.”
M Krugler walked slowly over to the door and unlocked it and turned back to face
them.
“Open it,” said Remnant.
The pilot looked down at the prone Haygue who was grimacing from the pain. “Do
whatever they say,” he groaned.
M Krugler slowly opened the door.
The contents of the room sucked in the lights from the hallway, reflecting them
back with a rhomboid brilliance that dazzled and dazed. Remnant stood openmouthed as three giant boulders of intense sparkle shot a thousand multi-coloured
winks back at him. There were several other smaller lumps of diamond scattered
about the floor, each worth several billions, Remnant presumed. Aurora was no less
amazed by the sight, to the extent that she withdrew the barrel of her gun from
Haygue’s temple a little. No one could speak, not even M Krugler and Haygue who
were still captivated by their own payload.
“You didn’t even think to give us some for saving your lives?” Remnant asked
bitterly.
“You’d have gotten a reward once we all got home,” Haygue told him.
“We’re not waiting that long,” Remnant said.
He ushered M Krugler back into the cockpit and into the pilot’s seat. He then
punched a hole in the ceiling and, exactly where he expected, a hammock of wires fell
down. Remnant ripped them out.
“What are you doing?” M Krugler asked. “Those are important wires.”
“You’re not wrong there, mate,” said Remnant. He separated the wires into two
and used one half to tie M Krugler’s hands to the ship’s control stick.
Aurora then ushered Haygue into the co-pilot’s seat, and with swift savagery
Remnant wrapped the remaining cord of wire around Haygue’s neck.
“What are you doing?” Aurora shouted at him.
Remnant’s face was red, his whole body trembling with rage. “Give me one good
reason why I shouldn’t kill you,” he spat at Haygue. Aurora shouted at him to stop but
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he was deaf to her plea. “You think you’re too big? Too powerful?” Remnant
continued. “You think little old me can’t touch you? That little old me has to let you
walk over him? That little old me doesn’t deserve a reward for saving you?”
“Let go, Sye. You’re strangling him.” Aurora tried to pull Remnant’s hands from
Haygue’s neck.
“I’ve fucking had enough, you hear? We’ve all had enough. I’m taking your
fucking diamond.”
Aurora managed to wrench Remnant’s hands away from Haygue who coughed and
spluttered as he breathed again.
“You try and follow us,” Remnant shouted, pointing at Haygue between the eyes,
“and I’ll kill you. And that’s a promise.”
“Enough, Sye,” said Aurora. “You’ve gone too far.”
“He’s the one who’s gone too far, not me.”
Aurora quickly tied Haygue’s hands behind his back.
“Don’t take all the diamond, please,” said Haygue, despairingly.
“We’re not greedy like you. We just want our fair share,” said Aurora.
She and Remnant ran to the hold and stood in the doorway. After overcoming the
awe the haul struck in both of them, Aurora pointed at one of the large slabs, about
the size of two microwave ovens stacked on top of each other. She tried to lift it, but it
was too heavy. Even with Remnant’s help, they couldn’t shift it.
“Damn it. We’ll have to go for something smaller,” Remnant said.
Together they dragged a smaller lump across the floor to the plinth. Both then ran
back to the hold and surveyed the remaining diamond.
“There’s no way we’ll shift the bigger ones,” she told Remnant. He picked up the
biggest smaller lump he could carry and Aurora did likewise.
They stood gazing at the remaining diamond in the hold, but were distracted by the
sound of Haygue and M Krugler wrestling to free themselves in the cockpit.
“Come on, come on,” Haygue shouted.
Aurora jumped on the big lump of diamond in the hallway.
“Nearly there,” M Krugler strained.
Remnant slapped the button on the wall, then joined Aurora as the platform
lowered them through the floor of the ship.
“That’s got it,” they heard Haygue shout. Heavy footsteps hurried across the floor
above them. As they leapt from the plinth onto the roof of the Baton Uric they looked
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up to see Haygue frantically pressing the button to call the plinth back up. Aurora
grabbed the bigger lump, weightless now, while Remnant slotted to the two smaller
diamonds under each arm to stop them floating away. They stood on the plinth as it
lowered them back into the Baton Uric, while Haygue stared down, raging at them. “I
want my diamond back, you bastards. If you get back to Earth before I do, I’ll kill
you. Do you hear me?”

PART III
Chapter 45
The Garfield was an extravagant yet oddly-shaped ship compared to the others
roaming the solar system between Earth and Mars. Flying in the face of the fashion
for long, tubular structures, it was a circular ship, distinguished still further by a
brown, Arabian roof-shaped turret on its top which offered a 360 degree vista of
space, and contained a small, but expensive boardroom table, cut from the finest
maple.
Robin ‘Zeut’ Haalange sat at the head of this table. Diamonds had permitted
generations of his family to enjoy the good life on the expansive ancestral ranch in
Limpopo Province, north east South Africa. Zeut was the latest in the line to enjoy
excessive time reclining under the unrelenting African sun. As a result he looked
older than his thirty-six years. Harsh solar rays had dried out his skin and cracked the
flesh around his searing blue eyes that were invariably hidden behind ultra dark
wraparounds. Expensive meals had expanded his midriff, enabling him to grab a
handful of excess flab from his flanks every time he sat down – which was often.
The experts who plundered the sparkling rock beneath his land told him the mines
over which his family ruled and reclined would yield for another fifteen years. He
received the news with a dismissive wave of his tanned arm. Over-exposure to
diamonds had dulled his emotions. He no longer saw beauty in them. The world’s
most sought after treasures were to him like French fries to a fast food worker, keys to
a locksmith, washers to a plumber.
His younger brother, Alexis, was the real driving force behind the business,
responsible for regularly raising their wholesale price as other diamond mines across
the world surrendered their last and closed for good.
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A year before the discovery of the diamond asteroid, the Haalange mines were the
only commercially viable ones remaining on Earth. That didn’t stop the news of the
asteroid being unwelcome. Too much diamond flooding the market would equal less
massive profits.
But more fortune had already shone on the Haalanges. Before the discovery of the
asteroid, the second double dip of the century hit the world’s economies, forcing not
just broken businessmen but bankrupt nations to turn to Zeut for help. Among them,
amid the greatest secrecy imaginable, was the US government. They sent thickly
disguised representatives to meet with his people to discuss a fiscal deal that would
bail out a US economy drowning in bad debt.
Zeut, Alexis and their team of expert, hardball negotiators played it cool
throughout and struck a hard bargain, securing loan repayment interest rates that were
long-term but potentially crippling to the US economy if they defaulted.
After the deal was struck, Haalange kept a close eye on developments in the US,
and enjoyed access to information normally stamped ‘top secret’. He was surprised to
learn from the informants he had within the administration that a vast chunk of the
money he’d loaned was being invested in space hardware bound for Mars.
The US government made the task of finding out the exact purpose of this
hardware as difficult as possible, but the truth emerged long before Onamoto broke
the news to the world. Haalange’s mistrust and disdain for the United States was
sealed, and a plan was hatched to make sure that the diamond asteroid the Americans
so desperately wanted to bring home never made it back to Earth.
To this dastardly end, Haalange signed off plans to build his own fleet of
spacecraft, of which The Garfield was to be jewel in the crown. He invested in stateof-the-art tracking devices, sent out lucrative offers to every pilot who had ever
ventured to Mars and hired the world’s pre-eminent explosives experts.
Now, as Haalange surveyed the faces around the maple table aboard The Garfield,
his army was ready. And better still, a pleasing side effect of the discovery of the
asteroid diamond had come into play. American citizens, desperate to fuel their own
missions to find the diamond had taken to stealing the fuel that powered their own
nation’s nuclear weapons. Staff who worked at the silos were selling and escaping
with millions of gallons of liquid hydrogen, leaving the United States’ nuclear arsenal
toothless, and the entire nation vulnerable to attack from countries bitter at not being
informed about the diamond asteroid. With the President unwilling to share
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information, even with some of his closest allies, a third World War was brewing,
with who would be fighting whom just as unclear as the identity of the likely victor.
Sitting next to Haalange at the boardroom table was the only man he could really
trust, Alexis. Opposite him was Constantine, the head of his diamond mining
operation back on Earth and a faithful servant to his family for three decades. Further
down the table sitting opposite each other were Monika and Gert, the two spies he had
installed within the highest echelons of the United States government.
Haalange stood and the low murmuring around the table instantly silenced. “Lady
and gentlemen,” Haalange began, “time is not on our side, so let me get straight down
to business. Man has always feared an alien invasion. Green men from Mars with
lasers for hands and brains far bigger and cleverer than our own. We have all seen
such films on the television, I am sure.” No one around the table could think of a
single film that featured aliens with lasers for hands, but all nodded. “But man never
considered that it would be he who invited the aliens back to his planet, and he who
let them destroy him from within. I speak, of course, of the diamond asteroid. And as
I speak, thousands of fools are still on expeditions to discover it. As we know, they
are all doomed to fail. We have already destroyed the asteroid, and the Martian
colony that sprung up to fuel missions to it. But even the best defences are penetrable,
and my sources inform me that a vessel escaped from the SEC facility before its
destruction with alien diamond on board. This tiny vessel is currently heading back to
Earth.” Haalange paused purely for effect. “Make no mistake, we are tracking this
ship and we shall make an example of the crew to deter others from following in their
path.”
Spontaneous applause erupted around the table, but Haalange abruptly held up a
palm to quell the celebrations. “We must not be premature,” he warned, “for more
news has reached me, of a second vessel with alien diamond on board. We do not
know, as yet, how well armed this vessel is, but we are expecting information on this
in a short while. In the meantime, I am sanctioning the dispatch of two fighters to
neutralise this second ship.” Haalange expected applause here but was surprised when
none was forthcoming. “Alexis,” he continued. “I want you to travel on one of these
fighters to observe the destruction of this second ship.”
It was a request Haalange’s brother had not been expecting and did not welcome.
Haalange could tell the prospect of being on the front line did not sit easily with
Alexis, so he briefly suspended the meeting and took him to one side.
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“I need you there, bro. I can not trust anyone else. But do not worry, it is going to
be a turkey shoot.”
Alexis nodded nervously and Haalange placed a calming hand on his brother’s
shoulder. “You know I’d never put you in any danger, bro.”
His brother nodded even more nervously. “OK, OK.”
The brothers shook hands and returned to the table.
“So that is settled,” Haalange announced. “My brother will lead the attack on this
second ship and those of us left aboard The Garfield will intercept the first, which we
believe contains our friend Errol Haygue.”
There were smirks around the table.
“How do we know that others haven’t slipped through the net with diamond on
board?” Constantine asked.
“We don’t, but our tracking facilities are the most advanced available, and there is
no reason to believe they have or will fail us. But in the unlikely event they do, we
will have a nice little surprise awaiting them when they try and approach Earth.”
Haalange’s summation of the situation satisfied all around the table, and relish at
finally being able to confront Haygue was expressed by Gert and Monika. Haalange
nodded his approval. “I am sure we shall all take great delight in removing that
particular thorn from our sides,” he said.

Chapter 46
Remnant cracked open the third of his cans of Gates and shared its warm contents
with his fellow crew. Unsurprisingly, the atmosphere aboard the Baton Uric had been
euphoric ever since he and Aurora returned.
Bettis was overwhelmed by the sight of the diamonds and nodded appreciatively
when Remnant told how he and Aurora stole the gems from under the eyes and nose
of the head of SEC.
DT took some convincing that they were serious about what they claimed to have
deposited in the hold, but when he saw the three chunks he remained speechless for
minutes, shaking his head as if in denial. After he’d asked the inevitable where and
how questions, he demanded to be given time alone with the gems. “I need to assess
their authenticity and street value,” he told the rest of the crew.
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“Can we trust you?” Remnant asked playfully.
“Well, I can’t exactly run off with them, can I?” he said ushering them all out of
the hold and gently closing and locking the door.
“How much do you think it’s all worth?” Bettis asked when all three had settled in
the cockpit.
“I’ll leave that to the expert,” said Remnant. “All I’ll say is I’ve seen diamonds a
lot smaller than the ones we’ve got, on sale in jeweller’s windows for hundreds of
thousands of pounds.”
Bettis exhaled.
“How long before we get it all home?” Aurora asked Bettis.
“A couple of months,” he said.
All three stared at the ship’s floor, the same worry on their minds, which Aurora
voiced, “That’s a long time to be carrying such valuable loot,” she said.
“Do you think Haygue will try and steal it back?” Bettis asked.
Remnant grimaced at the mere mention of the man. “Let him try,” said Remnant.
“I’ll be ready and waiting.”
“He also said he wasn’t responsible for blowing up Gasoline Alley and the SEC
facility,” said Aurora.
“And you believed him?” asked Bettis
“I don’t know. But why would SEC want to draw attention to what they were
doing on Mars?”
“Who else would have bombed it?”
“I think we’ll find out soon enough,” said Aurora.
“What do you mean?” Remnant asked.
“I think it’s safe to presume that whoever wanted the diamond destroyed will be
pulling out all the stops to ensure none of it reaches Earth.”
All three paused to consider the enormity of the forces that were lining up against
them. “It was never going to be easy getting something that valuable back to Earth
without attracting trouble,” added Bettis. “Did your engineer friend build any defence
mechanisms into the ship? A shield, perhaps?”
“We built this ship out of other crashed ships. None of those had shields,”
Remnant told him.
“That’s a shame. A real shame,” said Bettis.
In the silence that followed, attention turned to DT.
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“Is he still in the hold?” Aurora asked.
Remnant quickly checked the galley and cabin on his way to the hold, which was
locked. He knocked on the door. “DT? DT?” He pressed his ear against the cold
plastic door, stolen from a portable workman’s cabin on Leather Lane, but could hear
nothing save the hum and whirr of the engines. He rushed back to the cockpit. “He’s
locked the door and he’s not answering.”
“Maybe he’s asleep,” said Aurora.
“It’s been an emotional day for him,” said Bettis. “That’s the biggest diamond he’s
ever seen in his career. It’s probably blown his mind.”
“He should have seen the other bits Haygue had in his hold,” said Remnant. “It
would have finished him off.”
“Mitch? Mitch?”
It was DT. Bettis walked to the cockpit door and saw DT beckoning him into the
hold. He turned to face Remnant and Aurora. “Don’t touch anything. I won’t be
long.”
It was a couple of hours before Bettis emerged from the hold. During that time,
Remnant’s thoughts returned to the conspirational discussion he’d overheard between
the two earlier in the mission. Was this clandestine meeting in the hold a sign that
they were adding the final touches to their plan to take out him and Aurora?
“So, what did he say?” Remnant asked.
“It’s not good news,” a solemn Bettis told them.
“Is he all right?” Aurora asked.
“He’s fine. But the diamond…”
“It is a fake.” DT was standing in the doorway. “The diamond is a fake.”
There was a moment when nothing was said or could be said. The enormity of the
information disabled vocal chords. Each crew member looked at the others in turn.
“How’s that possible?” asked Remnant. “Who’d go to all the trouble of putting a
fucking fake diamond in space?”
“I don’t know,” said DT. “But it is definitely man-made.”
Remnant couldn’t stop shaking his head. He looked at Aurora, hoping she’d say
something positive. “It must be worth something?” was all she could muster.
“The lumps will fetch a few thousand for their novelty value, I suspect. But no
more.”
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“I don’t believe you,” said Remnant. “You’re just saying that so you can trick us
into giving them to you.”
“Believe what you like, Remnant,” said Bettis.
“You can shut up. Why were you in the room with him for so long anyway?”
“I was going over my test procedures with Mitch,” said DT. “I wanted to make
sure I hadn’t missed anything out. That I was testing the diamond in the correct way.
It has been a long time since I have conducted any tests. I wanted a witness to make
sure my methods were accurate.”
“And unfortunately they were,” said Bettis.
“I don’t believe either of you. You both want me and her out of the way so you can
share the diamond between yourselves. You’re planning to poison us or something, I
don’t know.”
“Calm down, Si,” said Aurora.
“No, Aurora. I overheard them earlier in the mission planning to take me out and
split the loot between them. I heard them say it. And now we’ve got them the loot,
they don’t need us anymore, so they’ve thought up some plan to get rid of us. We
need to watch ourselves darlin’, else these two will have us.”
“How can you jump to such conclusions?” asked DT. “I have merely given you the
benefit of my expert opinion. The diamond is a fake. It is a compound of rock and
coloured glass. Now, why can you not accept an expert’s opinion? Why can you not
accept that someone knows more about something than you do?”
“Because I don’t trust you. Either of you.” Remnant stormed out of the cockpit.
DT looked at Bettis but neither man spoke.
Aurora followed Remnant into the hold where he picked up one of the lumps of
diamond. He ran his fingers along its hard, uneven surface and peered into its heart,
enjoying the myriad shades of light that bounced back at him.
“You wouldn’t mind wearing some of this, would you?” he asked Aurora.
“It’s beautiful. But what if he’s right, Si? What if it isn’t real?”
“It looks real. It feels real. Why would anyone go to all the trouble to dump a fake
diamond this far out into space? It doesn’t make sense.”
They both stared into the captivating rock. Aurora ran her fingers over its cold
surface. “I think we carry on presuming it’s real,” she said, “until we get home and
get a second opinion. Agreed?”
Remnant nodded.
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“That would look great encased in a band of gold, by the way,” she added, looking
him straight in the eye.

Chapter 47
Remnant extended his right leg and prodded the bump in the bed above. Although
the move caused DT’s snoring to falter, a few breaths later it was back to its original
velocity. Tired of trying to sleep, Remnant admitted defeat and crept back into the
cockpit, passing Aurora who was snoozing on the rear seat and heading towards
Bettis who was sitting bent over the controls, looking like he was sleeptalking.
Remnant edged closer until he could make out what he was saying.
“There isn’t one. Repeat, there is definitely no shield.”
Remnant froze. What was going on? Did he hear that right? “Who are you talking
to?” Bettis reacted to Remnant’s voice like he’d been on the receiving end of a cattle
prod, and fumbled with a few buttons on the dashboard.
“Who were you talking to about shields?” Remnant repeated.
“No one. There was no one there.”
“Don’t give me that. Who was it? You’re telling someone we got no shield, ain’t
you?” Remnant’s raised voice woke Aurora who, after blinking sleep from her eyes,
saw the two men facing each other.
“Who you grassing us up to?” Remnant raged.
“No one, honestly. It was no one.”
“I don’t fucking believe you, mate.”
“What’s going on, Si?” Aurora asked.
“I caught him on the radio telling someone that we’ve got no shield.”
“Mitch?” DT’s sleep had been disturbed by the ruckus and he stood in the doorway
to the cockpit.
“I didn’t…”
“Mitch?”
Bettis was shaking his head, fighting back the tears. “They threatened to kill me.”
“Who?” Remnant demanded.
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“I don’t know who they were. They forced their way on here while I was waiting
for you to get back from the SEC facility on Mars. They said I was to let them know
if you got any diamond.”
“And did you?”
“I had to.”
Remnant slapped the cockpit wall. “Damn.”
“Did they pay you?” DT asked.
Bettis looked away.
“You’re scum, you know that,” said Remnant. Bettis pushed him away.
“You think you’re the only one with problems?” Bettis shouted. “I’m forty-five
and finished. I’ve got nothing to go back home for, like you’ve got nothing to go back
for. So why shouldn’t I cash in?”
“Where are these people you have betrayed us to?” DT asked solemnly.
“They’re on their way.”
“They? How many are there?” Remnant fumed.
“I don’t know.”
“We need to get out of here, now” said Remnant.
Bettis shook his head. “It’s pointless. They’ll catch us up. They mean to have that
diamond.”
Remnant turned to DT. “Did you know about this?”
“Of course I did not. I am as shocked as you are.”
Remnant turned back to Bettis. “Do these people know the diamond’s fake?”
“I tried to tell them but they wouldn’t listen.”
DT could not hide his disappointment. “You have betrayed my trust in you, Mitch.
I paid you well to be my pilot.”
“Not well enough,” Bettis mumbled, unable to look DT in the eye.
“I paid you above the going rate, my friend.”
“And for what?” Remnant asked. “He’s hardly done anything.”
“I landed us on Mars. I controlled the take off. Look, I’ve got to take care of my
future.”
“We would have given you a share in the profits from the diamond,” said DT.
“What profits are we going to make from a fake?”
DT looked away.
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“And anyway, they promised to double whatever you offered me.” The others
looked at him in disgust. “Sorry, but when I get back home, I’m going to need to
support myself.”
“Can’t you stop thinking about yourself for once?” DT roared. “You have put all
of our lives at risk with your greed. You have got us into this mess, and you will have
to get us out of it.”
“No.” Bettis turned to stare out of the cockpit window then slowly back to face
DT. “When they come and take the diamond, they will take me with them.”
“You what?” Remnant exclaimed
Bettis nodded.
“So who’s gonna fly us home?”
Before Bettis had time to answer, the Baton Uric was rocked by a red laser bolt out
of the blue. It slashed its way along the starboard side of the ship, catapulting the crew
across the cockpit with its immense force before disappearing.
“Friends of yours, are they?” Remnant yelled at Bettis as he hauled himself to his
feet.
“They’re not meant to shoot us down,” said Bettis in a panic.
“Seems there’s been a change of plan.”
Remnant caught Bettis glancing at the pilot’s seat.
“Well? Are you going to help us get the hell out of here, or shall we wait until they
kill us all?” Remnant shouted at him.
Bettis jumped into the seat and flicked off the autopilot.
DT had been shocked by how close the laser bolt had come to destroying them,
and remained where he’d fallen, cowering on the floor by the cockpit door.
“Is there anything I can do to help?” Aurora yelled, still strapped in the rear
cockpit seat.
“Just start praying,” said Remnant.
Two fighters roared past the windscreen, each with twin laser gun turrets either
side of their cockpits.
“They’ll be back,” cried Bettis. “Hold on.”
Bettis pulled back hard on the control stick and the ship performed a rapid, internal
organ dislodging hundred and eighty degree loop.
After the yells and screams, Remnant was the first to gather himself. “Are we
faster than them?” he asked.
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“I doubt it,” said Bettis, yanking the control stick hard left then hard right in quick
succession. He was pleased by the responsiveness of the controls, even if his crew
were less than delighted with the effect the moves had on their insides.
“Any sign of them on the radar?” Remnant asked.
“They’re on their way back.”
“Shouldn’t we be facing them?”
“We’ve nothing to attack them with.”
Remnant glanced across the cockpit. “Turn the ship around,” he shouted.
“They’ll kill us. We have to try and escape.”
“Yes, listen to him, Si,” said DT weakly. “We need to get out of here.”
“There is no escape,” said Remnant. “You said yourself they’ll catch us up.”
Bettis looked to DT who looked ill.
“I don’t like this, I want this to stop,” said the jeweller.
“I’m with you on that one, mate,” said Remnant, “but I’m not sure that’s gonna cut
any ice with our friends out there. Turn us around, Bettis.”
Bettis crossed himself before ramming the control stick left and turning the ship
sharply around. “The fighters are dead ahead and closing in fast.”
Remnant switched on the vessel’s robotic arm. It creaked as the ice that encased it
gradually shattered.
“Incoming,” Bettis shouted.
A pair of red laser bolts whizzed over and above them, their searing balls of flame
sizzling through the dead sky.
As the fighters zoomed past, Remnant yanked the bulky robotic arm outwards,
cracking it against the wings of one of the fighters. The velocity of the impact sent
sparks flying. The arm was swiftly torn from the side of the Baton Uric, causing the
ship to list heavily first to the right, then to the left.
Bettis battled to keep the vessel horizontal. “Did you get it, did you get it?” he
shouted.
“I hit something,” Remnant replied.
Bettis’ eyes darted down to the radar. “There’s only one. I’m only seeing one. I
think it’s down.”
Remnant was tempted to celebrate but knew there was more work to be done.
“Aurora, where’s your gun?”
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Remnant glanced over his shoulder to the rear cockpit seat. It was empty and DT
was no longer cowering in the doorway. “Where did they go?” he shouted.
Bettis was totally focused on the dashboard. “The other fighter’s coming back,” he
said, fear in his voice.
Remnant rushed out of the cockpit and threw open the cabin door to find DT
sobbing on the top bunk.
“Have you seen Aurora?”
DT shook his head. “I want to get off. I want to go home,” he sobbed.
“Me too, mate. Me too.” He slammed the door shut and tried the handle of the
hold. It was locked. “Aurora! Aurora!”
Remnant slapped the door with a flat palm. “What are you doing in there? Let me
in.”
Aurora’s oxygen mask was on and she was on the rising platform, laser gun drawn.
Remnant rushed back into the cockpit. “I think Aurora’s going up top,” he shouted
to Bettis.
If Aurora had time to enjoy the view from inside the perspex tube atop the Baton
Uric, she would have appreciated the beauty of the vast emptiness that surrounded her
and the clarity of the millions of stars that enveloped her. But, instead, she was
focused on the roar of an approaching fighter.
“What shall I do?” Bettis asked Remnant.
“We need to get behind the fighter so she can shoot the engines, don’t we? Is that
the best way to knock it out?”
“I don’t know. I know about flying planes, not shooting them down.”
“How far away is it?” Remnant asked.
Bettis glanced back down to the radar. “Not far enough.”
The fighter let rip with a double laser bolt. Aurora didn’t see either of them
coming, but Bettis instinctively pulled the control stick towards him.
Aurora bit on the laser gun and pressed her palms against the inside of the perspex
tube in a desperate attempt to keep her balance as the tube rocked on the Baton Uric’s
roof. Remnant was thrown to the back of the cockpit, slamming against the rear wall
as the ship doubled back on itself, dodging the dual laser bolts and falling into line
behind the remaining fighter.
Aurora gathered herself, her head and shoulders now peering over the top of the
perspex tube, gun trained on the roaring red circles of the twin engines ahead.
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Bettis maintained top speed, heading straight for the fighter. “Now, Aurora, now,”
he shouted.
She didn’t need any prompting, having already fired a trio of bolts directly into the
fighter’s engine. Its glowing red turned to purple turned to black turned to a blinding
flash of white as the fighter disintegrated into millions of tiny diamonds of fire.
“She got him, she got him,” Bettis yelled, turning around to see Remnant
struggling to his feet, rubbing his sore shoulder. “She did it, she did it,” he repeated,
embracing Remnant, who didn’t return the gesture, but merely smiled.
The two men took a few minutes to gather their breath, Bettis stifling nerveinduced laughter.
The cockpit door opened and Aurora rushed in, her laser gun barrel still smoking.
“Good shooting, Aurora,” shouted Bettis.
She ignored him, heading straight for Remnant. They embraced, and he kissed her
gently on the forehead.
“Well done,” he whispered.
“That was close,” she said.
“Are we expecting any more of your friends?” Remnant asked Bettis, who turned
away, feeling the shame.
“I don’t know. I really don’t know.”
Aurora pulled Remnant back toward her, wanting him to forget about Bettis for a
moment.
“Where’s DT?” she asked, her pulse still racing.
“In the cabin,” said Remnant.
They called out to him but there was no answer.
“Leave him,” said Remnant. “Let him rest.”
The adrenaline was still pumping and all took deep breaths to try and calm
themselves. Aurora slumped on the rear cockpit seat as Bettis and Remnant walked to
the front.
“I’m sorry,” Bettis whispered. “I’m sorry for getting us into that mess. Captain.”
Remnant didn’t answer, but he couldn’t deny hearing himself called ‘captain’ filled
him with pride. Both men sat down and Bettis checked the direction of the ship.
“We’re over halfway home, he said.”
Remnant nodded. “Let’s hope for a quieter second half.”
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Chapter 48
Remnant tapped the door to the bathroom, but it creaked open revealing nothing
but the worn appliances. He checked the cabin too. Empty. He rushed to the hold,
expecting to find it locked, but it was open and there was no sign of DT. More
disturbingly, there were only two lumps of diamond on the floor. He rushed back into
the cockpit.
“Where’s DT?” he asked.
“What’s the matter?” Aurora replied.
“I can’t find him. And one of the diamonds is missing.” Remnant rushed back into
the cabin and threw the blankets and mattresses off the bunks.
“Where could he be?” Aurora asked from the doorway.
Remnant pushed past her and crouched by the hatch that led to the escape pod. A
small red light was flashing above the door. Remnant pointed to it.
Aurora tapped on the hatch. “Damilou?”
They could hear movement inside, a creak of the leather seats that Remnant had
stolen from a crashed vessel on Fetter Lane.
“DT, what you doing in there, mate?” Remnant asked, rapping the hatch.
“Go away,” he replied.
“Why don’t you come out and we can chat about this,” said Aurora, calmly, not
knowing exactly what ‘this’ was.
“I am going home.” DT’s voice sounded weak, broken.
“We’re all going home,” said Remnant. “A few more weeks and we’ll all be
there.”
“I want to go home now,” DT said. “I’ve had enough.”
“The quickest way for us all to get home is for you to come out and for us to have
a chat about it, face to face.”
“I want to see a blue sky. I want to hear a bird sing. I want to hear a distant train
rumbling. I want to hear a car alarm, a mobile phone ring tune. I want to feel the
rain.”
“We all want those things,” Remnant told him. “But don’t be selfish about it.
Come on out and we’ll all help you get through this. It’s not easy. None of us is
finding it easy. But let’s get through it together. I’ll tell you about the dreams I’ve
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been having. They’re scary. I’m hearing voices, me ex-wife’s, me daughter’s. Every
night they’re screaming at me, and every night I’m screaming back. ‘I’m coming
home, I tell them. I’ve got some diamond.”
“It’s fake,” DT reminded him.
“Then why are you taking a lump with you?”
There was a pause.
“Because I don’t trust my judgement anymore. I don’t know if I did the tests
correctly. I need a second opinion.”
There was a release of air pressure from inside the pod. Remnant looked at Aurora,
alarmed.
“I’ve got a red light on the dash,” Bettis called from the cockpit. “Everything OK
back there?”
Remnant banged on the hatch. “Don’t go, DT. Stay where you are.” Remnant
panicked. “You were right about me,” he said, desperately trying to find something to
delay DT’s departure while he tried to prise open the hatch. He banged the hatch
harder. “I said you were right about me.”
“What about you?” DT shouted over the pod’s hissing.
“I was part of the gang that raided your shop.”
Another silence followed.
“I needed the money,” Remnant continued. “They offered to pay me to be their
lookout. I took some cash in hand in advance. Bought meself breakfast. I only got a
few quid. I was desperate. I was starving. But I didn’t like it. I didn’t want to do it. I
didn’t want to be the lookout for a couple of young thieves. I was better than that. So
when they came out all loaded up with your gems, I wanted to stop them. I tried to
stop them. But they… well you know the rest.”
“I knew it. I knew it,” DT cried out from within.
“So why don’t you come on out and land one on me? I’ll give you a free hit. I
deserve it, don’t I? Like you said, I’m a liar, a cheat, a bad husband. A crap father.”
“You have told Miss Aurora about your daughter then?”
Aurora looked inquisitively at Remnant who clamped his eyes shut. “You have
told her about the wedding? The wedding you sacrificed to come on this mission?”
“Yeah, she knows all about that,” Remnant lied.
“What man deserts his daughter when she needs him most, to go on a treasure
hunt, Miss Aurora?”
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“I…er…yeah, Si told me about that. It was a pretty tough decision for anyone to
have to make, I guess.”
“Do you think so?” DT sounded disappointed.
“Look, I think you should come out now, DT,” said Remnant. “We’re getting
bored of talking to a door.”
“Yeah, why don’t you come on out and hit Remnant and give me a slap too. I sure
as hell deserve it.”
“Why do you deserve it, Miss Aurora?”
She looked at Remnant. “I kind of lied to you all on Mars. About paying with a
card.” She looked guiltily at Remnant. “It’s just a trick I pulled on every tank I filled
up. You were the first guys to fall for it.”
There was the sound of something on the receiving end of a kick inside the pod.
“I definitely can not come out now,” moaned DT. “It is too embarrassing.”
Remnant realised the softly softly approach to negotiation was exhausted. “If you
don’t come out now, I’m coming in,” he shouted, gripping the edges of the hatch. It
was an aggressive move that DT reacted to by firing up the pod’s engines.
“No, DT,” Remnant shouted. “You’re taking our only escape route with you.” He
tried to pull the hatch off its hinges. The metallic door bent at the corner. Remnant
peered into the gap but could only see a darkened entrance to a tunnel.
“It’s been nice knowing you all,” DT called out.
A hiss announced the sealing of the pod door.
“Bettis, get here,” Remnant yelled as he and Aurora managed to bend the top
corner of the hatch still further.
The pilot rushed over and added his fingers to the mix, but the door would only
bend. They could not free it from its hinges.
The sound of the pod’s engines grew louder.
“He’s not seriously…” Bettis leaned his mouth over the hole they had created.
“You’ll never make it, DT,” he shouted. “We’re too far from Earth.”
The pod’s engines reached a crescendo. Then the three remaining crew were
rocked back onto their heels by a ferocious blast of heat gushing through the gap
they’d bent in the hatch. The pod had detached. They scrambled to their feet and ran
into the cockpit in time to see the pod zoom off into space ahead of them.
DT was rocketing his way back to Earth, cradling a shiny lump of rock he hoped
he was wrong about, and holding on to his dreams of fame.
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Chapter 49
A hand pushed Haygue who was slumped in the co-pilot’s seat. The old man
groaned, the dribble that had been forming on his lower lip like an icicle dropping
into his lap. The second push was firmer, causing Haygue to slump forward onto the
dash.
“Wake up, Haygue.”
Haalange looked down on the SEC boss. Haygue’s eyes opened, the lids as red as
the sclera. He struggled to focus and looked over to M Krugler for help, but the pilot
was sitting, staring at him, a guard’s laser gun to his head.
“What is this, hell?”
“Not yet,” Haalange told him, yanking him upright in his seat.
“How did you get on this ship?” Haygue croaked through dry lips.
“Sleeping men offer very little resistance.”
“Well, we’re awake now. So get off my ship.”
“I think you will find this is my ship. You stole it.”
“This ship is the property of the government of the United States of America, of
which I am a servant.”
Haalange snorted in derision. “I wonder how united those states are at this moment
in time.”
“What are you talking about? Who are you?”
“You can call me, I don’t know, your nation’s chief benefactor? I’m Zeut
Haalange, Mr Haygue. Bankroller of this little mission of NASA, SEC or whatever
else you’re calling yourselves today.”
Haygue looked at him with confusion.
“Your so-called united states are bankrupt,” Haalange continued. “And but for me,
there would have been civil unrest long ago.”
Haygue pointed weakly at Haalange, his eyes staring, watering. “What did you do
to Jack?”
“Ah yes, Jack and his young colleagues. I am not sure what happened to them.” He
looked over his shoulder at the two guards who were standing impossibly upright
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behind him, guns pointed at Haygue and M Krugler respectively. Both men smirked.
“Anyway, enough of the pleasantries. I am sure you know why I am here.”
“That diamond is the property of…”
“…the United States of America. I know the drill, Haygue. Unfortunately, this
diamond has been labelled a biohazard by what little is left of your government. I
therefore have the authority to destroy it.”
“Show me the papers.”
“There are no papers.”
“There’s always papers. That’s why things take so long to get done. Papers that
need signing, countersigning, witnessing. If there’s no papers, there’s no taking the
diamonds.”
“I have no interest in taking your diamonds, Mr Haygue. We are here to destroy
them.”
Haygue looked at Haalange with incredulity. “So it was you who bombed the
facility and flattened Gasoline Alley?”
“A necessary evil, I am afraid. All those who have come into contact with the
asteroid pose a risk to the human race.”
“What are you talking about? What do you care about the human race? You’re just
a diamond hustler who doesn’t want any gems getting back to Earth.”
“So, you do know who I am.”
“Of course I fucking do. No one expected the mighty Haalange Corps to take the
news of the asteroid sitting down.” Haygue’s mocking tone infuriated Haalange.
“I would have rather taken more time over planning my response to the discovery
of the asteroid,” said Haalange. “You really should keep a closer eye on your former
employees, Mr Haygue.”
Haygue started chuckling to himself. “Ah, you mean the elusive Onamoto.”
“Not much has been heard of him recently. He was the most wanted man in
America for some time, I believe. I expect someone has dealt with him.”
Haygue shook his head and slowly turned to stare at Haalange. “Let me tell you
something about Onamoto, Haalange. You. Are. Looking. At. Him.”
The South African started to laugh, then stopped abruptly when he saw how
serious Haygue was.
“I am Onamoto,” said Haygue, slowly.
Haalange stared down at the old man.
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“Think about it,” Haygue continued. “He was the only person who could get things
done, quickly. I couldn’t. Jack and the rest of them couldn’t. The President couldn’t.
But a snake in the grass? A former employee with a grudge who starts singing like a
canary? Man, there was no better way of getting the people in the corridors of power
panicking and pulling their fingers out. Onamoto worked like a dream.”
Haalange’s expression remained stern. “Onamoto has cost many people their lives,
Mr Haygue. You will take the weight of that responsibility to your grave.”
“Onamoto didn’t kill anyone. He just told the truth.”
“Sometimes the truth is the most dangerous weapon.”
“Yeah, but telling the truth gets things done. The only problem is it took me my
whole life to realise that.”
A loud noise from the ship’s hold distracted both men.
“What’s going on back there?” Haygue asked, trying to get to his feet. Haalange
pushed him back into his seat.
“We are removing the diamond.”
“What are you going to do, blow it up like you did on Mars?”
“We are going to set it free then shoot it down like a sitting duck. While you
watch.”
“Man, are you going to be public enemy number one back home.”
“You have been away a long time. Do not think your home is as you left it. The
greed of your own people, chasing the so-called American dream, like some twentyfirst Century Gold Rush has finished your nation. The West is no longer the best, Mr
Haygue. There will be a new world order once the war is over. A more balanced
planet where all countries, no matter what their size or stature, have an equal say.”
“You’re deranged, Haalange. The United States will remain the world’s strongest
nation for a thousand years.”
Haalange smiled and shook his head. “Empires rise and fall. It is the way of the
world. Your own citizens have stolen your nuclear deterrent from under your noses. It
will take a generation to replenish that weaponry. And long before then, maybe we
will have discovered another diamond asteroid. Or created one.
Haalange pointed to one of the lumps of diamond Haygue had been transporting
home floating past the cockpit window. They watched it drift by in silence, its beauty
unmistakable, but the dangers inherent in that beauty all too real for the men who had
fought to secure it, and those who were preparing to destroy it.
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Haalange spoke briefly and coldly into his intercom then turned to Haygue. “Say
goodnight to the American dream, Mr Haygue.”
Seconds later the rock was struck by a laserbolt from The Garfield that shattered
the diamond, its charred remains falling onto the ship like pills spilling onto a tin roof.
Haalange nodded to the two guards standing behind him and they moved toward
Haygue who stood and faced Haalange. “My dream might be over, Haalange. But you
will never kill the American dream.”
Haalange pursed his lips in brief thought and then strode out the room.
The first guard then coldly delivered a sharp laser bolt to M Krugler’s forehead,
and the bulky pilot slumped forward in his seat.
As the second guard took aim at Haygue’s temple, the veteran grabbed the
American flag, gripped the stars and sang The Star Spangled Banner.

Chapter 50
The Baton Uric was a trickier ship to steer minus its escape pod. It had been
designed to fly with it, of course, and Edgar had assumed that if the pod were ever to
be deployed, there’d be no one left on board the main ship to worry about how
difficult it was to pilot.
Bettis quietly monitored the direction in which the ship’s computer was taking
them, making a few adjustments here and there to compensate for the fact that the
vessel was listing towards its heavier port side now the pod was missing from
starboard.
It was a nervous time for the three remaining crew. Bettis had lost his closest ally,
and all aboard felt more self-conscious with diamond in their hold, and more
vulnerable with their pod missing. In the weeks that followed, every dot in the sky
was no longer an anonymous star but a heavily-armed ship, its menacing crew of
pirates hellbent on relieving them of their hard-won haul. Every flash and twinkle of a
star was no longer a mysterious world millions of miles away but a laser beam
heading their way.
Under such circumstances, paranoia became king. They knew that they were a
defenceless target with a priceless cargo on board. They knew it was just a matter of
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time before Bettis made the announcement they’d all been fearing, yet expecting. And
sure enough, eventually it came.
“We’ve got company,” he said flatly, pointing to a dot on the radar.
Remnant glanced at it. “Do you know what, I’m sick of dots on that bloody screen.
All of them have been nothing but trouble.”
“I suspect this will be no different.”
A light on the dashboard announced an incoming radio message. Bettis looked to
Remnant who nodded.
The voice was stern, clipped, almost robotic. ‘This is the Haalange Corps. We are
tracking your ship. We will shoot you down, repeat, shoot you down, unless you
follow orders.’
“How far away are they?” Remnant asked.
“I estimate they are a few thousand miles behind.”
“Reckon we can make a run for it?”
“It’s hard to say, not knowing what kind of ship they’re in.”
“It’s got to be worth a try.”
Bettis nodded. “Crew, seats for, I dunno…”
“The race home?” Remnant suggested. He was about to head to the back of the
cockpit and stand alongside Aurora who was already strapping herself into the rear
seat when he realised there was a vacant seat next to Bettis.
Slowly and uncertainly he lowered himself onto the comfortable Bentley leather,
feeling both at home and awkward, a little undeserving even. He waited for Bettis to
comment, but the pilot had his eyes fixed on the radar. “We’re ready, captain.”
“Let’s do it.”
Bettis eased the thruster forward and the Baton Uric responded forcefully,
throwing the three crew back into their seats, G-forces spreading their already red and
bloated cheeks and rattling their lips and teeth.
Remnant enjoyed the sensation of speed, and took comfort in the knowledge that
with every second they were getting closer and closer to successfully completing their
mission.
“Come on, Bettis. Give it some more.”
Bettis glanced down at the radar, then back up to the windscreen then back down
again. “We’re going as fast as we possibly can.”
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The Baton Uric was rattling under the pressure of the intense speed. Bettis looked
down at the radar again. Was that a fault with the equipment? He tapped the circular
face. There was a continuous thin line on the radar that spread across the diameter of
the screen. And it was up ahead.
Remnant noticed his pilot’s consternation. “What’s up?”
Bettis checked some other controls on the dash. “There’s something up ahead.”
“Earth, I hope?”
“Before that. It looks like some kind of wall.”
“A wall? In space?”
“I’ve given up being surprised by what other people will do,” said Bettis. “If we
don’t slow down, we’re going to crash right into it.”
“But whoever’s chasing us will catch up.”
“I think that’s an inevitability,” Bettis said, pointing to the dot pursuing them on
the radar. It was closer than it had been ten minutes ago.
Remnant’s instinct was to keep running, never look back. But there were no
shadows to fall back into with his loot up here. He looked back to Aurora, who looked
hopefully towards him. “Slow down,” he ordered Bettis, reluctantly.
The pilot eased off the thrust.
“What’s going on?” Aurora asked.
“They’re catching us up,” Remnant told her, resignation tainting his voice. “And
there’s some kind of wall up ahead.”
The precise nature of what lay in front soon revealed itself. Remnant and Bettis
gazed in awe at the most spellbinding man-made entity they’d ever seen – a line of
hovering ships faced them, extending further than the eye could see to both the left
and the right, each ship no more than fifty metres apart.
As the Baton Uric slowed and the roar of the engine died, the confusion of radio
messages being transmitted by the wall of ships came through. In between the muddle
and the noise and the interference, a theme became clear. The Baton Uric would be
shot down if they proceeded any further.
“What are they all doing?” Remnant asked.
“It looks like a wall to protect the Earth,” Bettis replied.
“From what?”
Bettis turned to face Remnant. “Us.”
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“Stop right in front of one of them ships,” Remnant told Bettis, “Whoever’s
chasing us ain’t gonna try and shoot us down if we’re that close to one of their ships.”
Bettis drew the Baton Uric to a halt a few metres in front of one of the vessels in
the wall, its crew obscured by a tinted cockpit window. Remnant’s crew waited
nervously, and heard the roar of their chasing ship draw near. They braced themselves
for an impact, but no laser bolt came. Instead, the huge, magnificent ship drew
alongside, close enough for the crew to read the legend ‘The Garfield’ on its starboard
side. Bettis admired the quirkiness of its design, specifically the turret that adorned its
top.
A message from the South African aboard The Garfield silenced all the others.
‘That was a foolish move. You are fortunate we have not shot you down. But I wanted
the personal pleasure of killing the people who killed my brother.’
Remnant frowned.
‘We have been tracking your ship. You have been to Mars. Can you confirm?’
“Yeah, we popped into Mars. Had a look around.” Remnant’s casual tone was not
going down well aboard The Garfield.
‘Unless you take our threat seriously, you will be shot down,’ came the cold reply.
It wasn’t the result Remnant was expecting. Bettis and Aurora looked to him. He leant
forward with urgency.
“Wait a minute, wait a minute. OK, we have some diamond.”
A few seconds of silence followed, with each of the crew looking at the others in
turn, wondering what the response would be. When it came it was cold and
unequivocal. ‘You will be shot down.’
Remnant shot to his feet, bending down to address the dashboard mic. “Hold on, if
it’s diamond you want, you can have some. We’re willing to share it.”
‘The diamond will be destroyed.’
Remnant pulled away from the radio. “What’s up with these people? What do they
want?”
“They want us dead,” Bettis replied coldly. Remnant looked at him. “It’s nothing
to do with me this time, Remnant. I haven’t said anything to them. They want to shoot
me down just as much as you.”
Remnant leaned forward toward the radio mic again. “Listen, hold fire. We’re
holding your brother hostage onboard here. Repeat, we have a hostage. You need to
listen to our demands, or we will kill him. Do you want me to repeat that?”
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Another painful silence followed. Bettis and Aurora looked at Remnant wondering
what he was thinking.
‘Confirm the identity of the hostage,’ said the voice from The Garfield.
Remnant’s eyes flitted from side to side as he rapidly flicked through his mind’s
hypothetical book of tricks to find a way out of this situation. “He’s from one of the
ships you sent to shoot us down earlier,” he said.
‘Confirm the name of the hostage.’ The message was more forceful and less patient
second time around.
“Sorry, he’s a bit gagged and tied up at the moment. But trust us, he’s here and
he’s alive.”
‘We will not negotiate until the identity of the hostage is confirmed.’
“Then you’d better come and identify him yourselves.”
“What are you doing, Si?” Aurora was standing over his shoulder.
“Gambling? I dunno. I’m just trying to keep us alive.”
Bettis looked over, eyebrows raised. “They’re thinking about it.”
“What do we do if they come on board?” Aurora asked.
“One step at a time,” Remnant said slowly.
The radio cracked into life. ‘Prepare to be boarded. Repeat, prepare to be
boarded.’

Chapter 51
The crew of the Baton Uric keenly felt the disorientation and vulnerability that
comes with having someone walk on your roof. Three sets of footsteps rang hollow
and metallic above them, before coming to an abrupt halt.
Remnant looked at Bettis in the cockpit, both men feeling the pump of nerves in
the heart of their hearts. Remnant slowly stood and calmly walked to the open cockpit
door in time to see the entrance of the hold slowly open.
A tall, tanned man no older than forty paused in the hold and stared at Remnant.
He wore his hair long, and a silver cape about his shoulders that suggested he was
new to this space business, but eager to try and look the part. His searing blue eyes
flitted around, considering the possibility that this could be some kind of trap. He sent
the two guards who had followed him on board ahead of him. Both wore shiny silver
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and navy blue space suits with helmets that covered the top half of their faces. They
had weapons drawn and the first motioned to Remnant to move back into the cockpit
and stand next to Bettis. The two guards scanned the cockpit like pros, one covering
the other while they searched for boobytraps or hidden assailants. Then while one
trained his laser on Remnant and Bettis’ foreheads in quick succession, the other
fleeced the men for weapons they didn’t have.
Satisfied the men were unarmed, the second guard signalled the all-clear to the tall
man in silver who strode into the cockpit.
“You are holding my brother hostage?” the man asked.
Remnant nodded.
“Fetch him. If any harm has come to him, harm will come to you.”
“Sorry, I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” It was Bettis trying to sound as
upper class English as he could in the face of this aggressive and abrupt South
African. He offered a hand which was not shaken.
“I’m Haalange. Zeut Haalange.”
“Well, Mr Haalange, I must say we thought your tone earlier a little inappropriate.”
Remnant wasn’t sure what Bettis was playing at, but his approach was certainly
baffling Haalange, who was already getting impatient.
“Fetch my brother,” he ordered.
“I should warn you. He’s badly injured,” said Remnant. “It was a pretty messy
battle.”
“Bring him to me.”
“We could have left him for dead, you know. But we didn’t.”
Haalange’s guards drew their weapons, their patience exhausted.
“OK, OK, follow me.” Remnant led the two guards into the cabin while Haalange
stayed with Bettis in the cockpit.
The guards sniffed the cabin air, the quality of which hadn’t improved even with
Aurora on board. Remnant pointed to the top bunk.
“He’s sleeping,” Remnant whispered.
One of the guards gently prodded the blanketed lump on the top bunk with the butt
of his laser gun. Then the second whipped back the blanket, revealing a pile of dirty
clothes and pillows.
Aurora seized her moment, delivering a devastatingly ferocious blow to the second
guard’s tackle from her lower bunk hiding place. The man groaned and doubled-up,
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intense pain searing from the scrotia up into the heart of the gut. His crouching
allowed Aurora to deliver a kick to his face that sent him flying back into the first
guard, whom Remnant had grabbed around the neck. This first guard was desperately
delivering reverse punches to Remnant’s upper thigh, but the captain of the Baton
Uric was oblivious to the pain, such was his determination to overpower these men.
He clenched his teeth as the guard fought and punched and kicked for his next breath.
“Go and help Bettis,” Remnant shouted, seeing that her man was down and out.
She nodded, grabbed the guard’s laser and ran out.
Remnant’s grip around the guard’s neck was unrelenting, holding on way past the
moment the guard breathed his last.
There was no elation when he finally let the body slip. Just a tingling in his head
and arms, an emptiness in his stomach, a coldness in his blood and, above all, a
profound lack of understanding and appreciation of the enormity of what he’d just
done.
“Si get in here,” Aurora yelled.
Aurora was pointing her gun at Haalange who had Bettis in a headlock, a silver
laser pistol pointing at his scalp.
“This has all turned very nasty very quickly, hasn’t it?” Haalange said. “I presume
there is no hostage?”
“We took out both your ships. There were no survivors,” Remnant said, matter-offactly.
Haalange scrunched shut his eyes, and fought back the tears for his lost brother.
“What do you want with us?” asked Remnant. “I’ve already said you can take the
diamond.”
“What I want, what we all want,” he said with a sweeping arm movement that
included the wall of ships in front of them, “is for our home planet to remain
untainted by aliens. Free of bugs and viruses harboured by people who’ve been to
Mars. And by the diamond you’re trying to smuggle back.”
“That’s what this is all about?” Remnant asked. “The fighters? The wall of ships?”
“The purity of the Earth cannot, must not be tainted.”
“The Earth, pure? What planet have you been living on, mate? The Earth ain’t
pure. You ain’t pure. None of us is.”
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Bettis groaned from the pain caused by the awkward position Haalange had him in.
“If you’re going to kill me, then kill me,” he muttered as best he could. Haalange
pulled him upright, his laser still pointing at his head.
“Switch on the radio. I need to call my ship.”
Bettis pulled away from Haalange, conscious of the weapon still trained on him.
The pilot reached for the radio button, but at the last minute his hand switched to the
thruster which he slammed forward. The Baton Uric reacted with a jolt that caught
Haalange unawares and caused him to lose his balance. Aurora was thrown to the
back of the cockpit where she hit her head hard against the wall and fell unconscious.
The sudden move gave Remnant the crucial seconds he needed to leap on the prone
South African.
He desperately tried to wrestle the pistol from Haalange’s grip. “You’re not going
to win this one,” Remnant snarled through gritted teeth.
Bettis was steering the vessel through the gap in between two of the ships in the
wall. Frantic messages were coming in over the intercom, asking for permission to
shoot down the ship. All were being met with denials from The Garfield.
The Baton Uric’s pilot heard these and upped the thrust, speeding away from the
wall, his eyes clenched shut, waiting for the explosive moment that would end it all.
But with a ceasefire imposed, all the crews in the wall could do was watch.
After engaging autopilot, Bettis leapt from his seat to deliver a weak kick to
Haalange’s flank as he struggled with Remnant. The South African kicked Bettis
away with ease then summoned the strength to push off Remnant. Aurora rose to her
feet, still disorientated by her fall. She saw Haalange crawl to an upright position and
face Remnant, his finger poised on the trigger of his laser pistol. But before he could
press it, Bettis dived for the gun. As if in slow motion, Aurora watched Haalange
withdraw the weapon slightly, causing Bettis’ diving hands to miss the target. As he
dived, his head turned to face Haalange just as he released two searing blue bolts from
the barrel. They burned into and through Bettis’ brain.
The pilot fell at Remnant’s feet, the captain instinctively crouching to cradle him.
“Bettis? Bettis?” Remnant yelled. The pilot’s body shook for a few seconds then went
limp.
A still dazed Aurora found her gun and fired a laser bolt in what appeared to her to
be Haalange’s general direction. She succeeded only in hitting the dashboard, causing
a small explosion and a widespread short circuit.
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As the cockpit lights flickered, Haalange swung to face Aurora and drew his pistol,
the barrel pointing squarely at her face. Remnant was on him in a flash, with a dive
that belied his years but revealed the captain’s passionate desire to protect his one
remaining crew member.
He pushed Haalange back, slamming him against the port side wall of the cockpit.
The impact winded the South African, causing his grip on his gun to loosen enough
for it to fall from his grasp and for Remnant to kick it across the cockpit floor.
Remnant rained punches into the tanned face of the diamond zillionaire, his
knuckles scraping against sun-toughened skin, filling searing blue eyes with glittering
tears. Each punch Remnant delivered meant something. “That’s for me missing my
daughter’s wedding. That’s for me being unemployed. That’s for me going hungry.
That’s for Aurora’s husband. That’s for each-of-her sons. And that’s for trying to take
away what’s rightfully mine.”
Remnant wanted to punch and punch and punch but Aurora pulled him away,
screaming ‘enough’ after seeing purple mountains forming on Remnant’s knuckles
and two rivers of blood trickle from Haalange’s nostrils.
Aurora gripped Remnant. “It’s over, it’s over,” she cried. He nodded, closing his
mouth to try and suppress the crying he needed to do. He didn’t want to, but he had to
look at Bettis, lying motionless where he fell.
Another fizzing short on the smoking dashboard distracted them. He ran over and
saw the thruster still defiantly in the forward position where Bettis had left it, Earth,
home, now slowly emerging from the peppering of stars.

Chapter 52
Remnant slowly and gently lowered the floorboard and stood, head bowed next to
Aurora.
“I’m not very good at speeches,” he said talking to the floor. “I’ve never had to
make one really. But I’d just like to say that I although I didn’t know you for long,
Bettis, er… Mitch, and although we didn’t see eye-to-eye most of the time, in the end,
I think, I hope, there was respect between the two of us. There certainly was from me.
So I’d just like to say rest in peace, my friend.”
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“Amen,” said Aurora, which Remnant repeated. Before they left the hold, Remnant
checked the floorboard on the opposite side of the hold under which they’d laid the
body of the strangled guard.
Haalange and his surviving guard were tied up back-to-back over the rear cockpit
seat, the guard nodding off to sleep. “I won’t tell you again, stop leaning forward,”
Haalange barked at him.
When Aurora and Remnant entered, Haalange stared at the lump of diamond each
was carrying like it was a ticking timebomb.
“Don’t bring that anywhere near me,” he said.
Aurora gently placed her lump on the co-pilot’s seat, while Remnant rested his at
Haalange’s feet, just out of kicking reach. “Look after that for me, would you,
please?” Remnant asked him calmly.
Haalange refused to look at it, glaring instead at Remnant, who walked over to the
cockpit dashboard to inspect the damage. He was no expert, but it didn’t look good.
Although the autopilot still seemed to be working, regular sparks of loose electricity
were zipping along the wires underneath the dashboard.
“Sorry about the damage,” Aurora said.
“Don’t apologise. It’s not your fault.”
“It’s terminal though, isn’t it?”
Remnant shrugged. “If only Edgar was here, he’d know what to do.” Aurora
smiled. “And if only I’d asked Bettis,” he continued. “All that time we spent bored in
here, not talking or just arguing, I could have asked him to teach me to fly this thing.”
“He actually gave me a couple of lessons,” said Aurora.
“Yeah, and you looked like you enjoyed them.”
“I didn’t. To level with you, the guy gave me the creeps. And I’ve already
forgotten everything he said.”
Remnant looked at Aurora as the ship began to shudder.
“It’s not looking good, is it?” Haalange ventured.
Remnant slowly walked over to him. “No, it’s not looking good. But this is, don’t
you think?” He picked up the lump of diamond that was lying at Haalange’s feet and
examined it closely, marvelling at its translucence, delighting at the spectrum of
brilliance the lights and sparks from the ship’s dashboard were generating within it.
“It’s beautiful, don’t you think?”
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Haalange was leaning as far back as he could from the diamond. “Keep it away
from me.”
Remnant moved the diamond nearer Haalange and gently rubbed one of its edges
over Haalange’s sunworn skin, the smooth rock fizzing as it glided across each of his
fine whiskers. The zillionaire held his breath and clenched his eyes shut.
“Feel it, mate. Breathe it in. You’re one of us now. Welcome to the world of the
un-pure.”
In an instant the guard’s hands were loose and he was on Remnant, landing a
double fisted blow in between his shoulder blades that caused Remnant to drop the
diamond.
Haalange shook himself free from the wires that had imprisoned him and landed a
weak but accurate right fist on Remnant’s right cheek.
Aurora charged from the front of the ship, diving headfirst into Haalange and
knocking him to the ground.
Remnant grimaced at the pain that was shearing through his upper torso, the fresh
injury in between his shoulders adding to the woes he was experiencing from the old
wound to his right shoulder.
He had a size and experience advantage over Haalange’s guard and thrust him
through the cockpit door into the narrow confines of the short corridor that led to the
hold. The guard pushed back, slamming Remnant against the bathroom door.
Remnant bounced off it and thrust the guard into the galley, desperately wanting to
get the guy’s head into the microwave for a few minutes at medium high.
Haalange had been takenaback by the force of Aurora’s onslaught. She wasn’t
afraid to scratch and bite wherever she could, and his ears and the side of his face
bore some deep wounds. But he used his overwhelming strength advantage to throw
her off, causing her to crash into the back of the pilot’s seat, her spine bearing the
lion’s share of the impact and subsequent pain. Haalange looked around for a suitable
weapon with which to finish her off and saw the lump of diamond at his feet.
Remnant and the guard slammed each other into just about every surface they
could in the narrow galley, and Remnant delivered merciless and repetitive blows to
the guard’s midriff, causing him to double over. This gave Remnant his chance. He
delivered his hardest body blow yet and felt the wind exit the guard’s lungs. In the
seconds of flop that followed, Remnant twisted him round and thrust his head and
torso into the trash chute. He slapped the ‘empty’ button with his palm. The guard’s
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legs kicked as he fought the huge suction that was exerting itself on his scalp and
upper body. Then Remnant heard the most terrible ripping sound, followed by horrific
screams and the violent shaking of the lower half of the guard’s body.
Remnant lifted the shuddering legs with ease, posting them into the trash chute,
trying not to think about what had just happened to the guard. But it was difficult to
think of anything else. He took a deep breath and then rushed into the cockpit.
Aurora was kneeling behind the pilot’s seat, Haalange standing over her holding
one of the diamond rocks high above his head, ready to bring it crashing down on her
skull.
“Nooo,” Remnant shouted with such a ferocity that Haalange couldn’t help but
look over. Remnant dived at him, knocking him to the floor. The men fought, trying
to punch as hard as they could, a difficult task at such close range. Remnant snarled
through the anger of battle, but Haalange either dodged or soaked up his best shots.
The younger man by a decade, Haalange’s energy advantage soon told. Remnant’s
strength deserted him and Haalange grabbed him by the ears and rammed his head
hard against the unforgiving cockpit floor. Dazed, Remnant was unable to move,
Aurora looking on too weak to intervene.
Haalange staggered to his feet, holding a diamond. He looked down at the small
plastic toy, the man in a yellow hard hat. Mercilessly, he crushed it under his silver
boot. He then raised the diamond above his head, preparing to bring it crashing down
onto Remnant’s skull.
Before he could, the ship was hit by a ferocious blast that threw him to the back of
the cockpit. The dazed Remnant slid along the cockpit floor, through its open door
and down the corridor toward the ship’s hold.
Haalange was first to get to his feet and searched for the diamond rock he’d
dropped. But the Baton Uric was being buffeted by wave after wave of savage
turbulence. Remnant staggered back into the cockpit, ready to resume hostilities with
Haalange. But neither man had any strength left in him. Instead, Remnant joined
Haalange who was staring out of the cockpit window at thousands upon thousands of
vessels heading toward and past them.
“What is happening?” Haalange asked.
Aurora joined them, marvelling at the sight of battalions of man-made
extraterrestrial vehicles heading in the same direction. Wherever they were going,
some were destined not to make it. A few spun out of control, others collided,

235

shearing flimsy wings from rusting fuselages. There were a fair few explosions too,
little balls of flame that denoted a malfunctioning rocket engine here, or poor piloting
skills there.
Remnant reached down to the slowly burning dashboard and switched on the radio.
He was greeted by a confusion of feedback-tainted messages.
Haalange banged on the port side window of the cockpit. “Where are you all
going?” he cried. “Go back, go back, there is nothing out there. The asteroid is gone.”
“I don’t think they’re after the diamond,” Remnant told him, “I just think they
want to get off the planet.”
Remnant sat down in the pilot’s seat and flicked off the autopilot, not wanting to
leave the task of dodging the fleeing ships to a computer that was sparking and
shorting. Now pilot as well as captain, he experienced the sensation of being in a
computer game as he swung the control stick from side to side to avoid the oncoming
ships.
“What the hell could be happening down there to cause this many people to
leave?” Haalange asked.
“Face it, Haalange,” said Aurora, “your dream is over. You can’t stop people
travelling to and from Mars, bringing back alien bacteria. Our race will have to adapt,
like it’s always had to adapt.”
“Oh no.” Remnant pointed to the dashboard on which five lights were flashing red,
with a sixth thinking about it.
“What does all that mean?” Aurora asked.
“I was going to ask you the same thing,” said Remnant. “Haalange, do you know
anything about ships?”
“Of course not, my trade is diamonds, but I think my guard might. Where is he?”
“He’s er… out there somewhere.”
An alarm started pulsing in the cockpit.
“Now things sound as bad as they look,” said Remnant.
“Are we going down?” Haalange asked, looking genuinely worried.
“There’s nothing to go down to,” Remnant told him. “I don’t know much about
ships, but I’d guess this one hasn’t got a lot of life left in it.”
“Right,” said Haalange standing. “I believe I saw an escape hatch back there.”
Aurora looked at Remnant who nodded at the South African.
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Haalange smiled. “Well, it’s been nice meeting you,” he said, edging backwards
out of the cockpit.
“It’s a two-man pod, Haalange. You not taking the lady with you?”
Aurora looked at Remnant like she couldn’t believe what he was saying.
“Sorry, I like my own space,” said Haalange. “Happy dying.”
He slammed the cockpit door shut. Remnant waited five seconds then chased after
him.
By the time Remnant reached the hatch, Haalange had scrambled through it and
was into the short tunnel that led to the pod.
“Here, let me give you a hand,” said Remnant, pushing Haalange’s feet and legs
further along the tunnel. Haalange struggled to get back, but in vain. He didn’t have
time to yell. He was sucked out of the ship and across the rear of the vessel,
cartwheeling in the same direction as the flotilla of ships that were fleeing Earth.
Remnant shut the bent hatch and rushed back to the cockpit where the flashing red
lights on the dash now far outnumbered the dormant ones.
“What do we do?” Aurora asked, handing Remnant an oxygen mask. “Once they
find out Haalange is no longer on board, they’ll shoot us down.”
“I think it’s time to bail out.”
Aurora knew the enormity of what he’d just told her. She glanced out of the
cockpit window, as another ship fleeing Earth narrowly avoided a head-on collision
with them.
“I always wanted to go skydiving,” she told him.
“Did you?”
“No. Not really. You?”
“Before this mission I’d never even flown before.”
“Really?”
He nodded.
“Could be an interesting few minutes ahead then.”
They looked at each other for a second, then Remnant pulled her toward him and
kissed her. What did it matter now if she wanted to or not? This was the last kiss of
his life, and like the first, it was a little desperate, very liquidy and a long time
coming.
After a few seconds, they both pulled away. A crack had appeared in the ship’s
windscreen. And not for the first time on the mission, strange noises were emanating
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from the bathroom. But these were the sounds of genuine destruction. The sink
imploding. The toilet cracking. The shower collapsing.
“This is it then,” Remnant said calmly. Aurora nodded. The crack in the screen
developed into a chasm. A lump of diamond fell from the co-pilot’s seat and slid
across the tilting floor, settling beside the second lump. Remnant watched the
diamond fall away, then turned back to Aurora.
They ran into the hold, hurdling his orange luggage bag and jumping onto the
platform as the ship lolled violently from side to side. The last remaining can of
Gates, the one Remnant had been saving for their triumphant homecoming, rolled out
of the bag toward him. Remnant looked down at the can as the platform slowly rose.
He looked up at the rising perspex tube and beyond into space. Each pulled the
other’s oxygen mask over their face. Remnant looked down again at the floor of the
hold, disintegrating now, dust spitting up and out of the faults, the blanketed bodies of
Bettis and the strangled guard sliding from their brief tombs and floating out into
space.
The platform reached the roof of the ship, but there was little left of the Baton Uric
below them. As the perspex tube lowered itself, it found it had nothing to lower itself
into and fell away, clashing momentarily with the can of Gates which exploded on
impact.
Remnant and Aurora gripped each other, neither willing to let anything separate
them now. Both had their eyes clasped shut, not wanting to see the end, but both
sensing an amazing freedom on a scale neither had experienced before.
A gust from a passing ship blew them rapidly away from the drifting remains of
the Baton Uric. Remnant couldn’t resist opening his eyes, and caught a glimpse of the
Earth, now as big as a full moon, the pure blue Atlantic untouched, the land masses of
Africa and South America shrouded in black cloud. The two lumps of diamond
floated in front of them, catching the sun’s rays that were reflecting off the Earth and
glowing with a warm evanescence. He reached out for a lump with one hand, a move
that caused Aurora to drift away from him. He quickly pulled his arm back and
around her. Behind his mask, Remnant smiled as the gems floated away, out of reach
and in among the ships that were fleeing the Earth. When they had drifted out of
sight, he shut his eyes and gripped Aurora tightly.
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Chapter 53
Waking up in a strange bed was something Remnant hadn’t done for a long time.
He sat up with a start and immediately felt his face for a reason he couldn’t explain. It
was all still there. Eyes. Nose. Mouth. Teeth. The room he was lying in was lit by a
low-wattage bedside table lamp. And wherever this room was, it was moving.
Something else was moving, beside him in the bed. His tired mind tried to piece
together its last memories. Haalange. A man sucked out of a trash chute. An
exploding can of Gates. Oxygen masks. Kissing Aurora.
“Where are we?” It was Aurora’s familiar, welcome voice. She was sitting upright
beside him.
“I don’t know,” said Remnant, looking around the small room and seriously
contemplating the possibility that they were both dead. The room wasn’t his idea of
heaven or hell, more a standard hotel room that was dominated by a widescreen
television on the far wall.
Remnant rolled to his left and opened the top drawer of the bedside table. Nothing
in there, save the Gideons. But the next drawer down yielded something way more
interesting. In with small black and white pictures of a pair of red setters was a small,
colour photograph of a smiling woman standing on a shoreline next to a smiling man.
The man was Errol Haygue.
Remnant leapt out of bed.
“What’s the matter?” Aurora asked. Remnant threw her the photo. “Oh, my…
where are we?” she asked.
“Hell?”
He ripped open the room’s red curtains and saw a view he was all too familiar
with. Black sky punctuated by distant white stars.
“Can you remember how we got here?” he asked Aurora. She rubbed her sore
temple and shook her head. Remnant searched the wardrobe and found three suits of
various shades of dullness, a trio of shirts of creaseless white and five predominantly
black ties, three of which carried the SEC logo. On the floor, a pole lay flat with a
creased stars and stripes flag at its tip.
“What are you looking for?” Aurora asked.
“A weapon. Anything.”
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The only suitable weapon he could find was a razor in the ultra-white en-suite,
blunt with a few shorn greys between the seven blades. It wouldn’t take anyone out,
but might work as a deterrent.
Aurora found nothing but gruesome pants and silk socks in the chest of drawers on
her side of the bed, but armed herself with a coat hanger that she’d moulded to form a
hook.
Remnant pointed to the room door. “You open it” he said, “and I’ll take a look
outside.”
She nodded and moved into position. Remnant crouched, the razor held out in
front of him. He breathed deeply and nodded to Aurora who yanked open the door.
Remnant was ready for anything but there was nothing. He peered out into an
empty hallway, looking first left then right then left again to a door which, from the
noise had to be the ship’s engine room. He beckoned Aurora to follow as he slowly
crouch-crept out, heading right. He tried the first door on the left. Locked. The next
on the right was also locked. Then they reached the galley, which was twice the size
of the Baton Uric’s and sported double integral microwave ovens. Someone had
recently prepared a meal, for there was the stench of heated freeze-dried meat in the
air.
Remnant pointed to the door at the end of the corridor.
“You want me to open that one as well?” Aurora whispered. Remnant shook his
head and counted to three before kicking open the door.
His dramatic entrance caused the guy who was sitting on the rear cockpit recliner
typing into a tablet to fall off his seat. The pilot dealt with the shock of the entrance
by yelling something nondescript.
“What the fuck is going on here?” Remnant shouted. He was in no mood for
niceties and was waving the razor in front of him for all to see.
“Who’ah, easy there,” said the guy with the tablet, recoiling from the brandished
razor.
“Who are you?” Remnant asked him, his thick jet black hair cut to a low fringe
making him look like a college student.
“I’m John Stock, international blogger.”
Remnant frowned.
“What are you doing on board a SEC ship?” Aurora asked.
“Going home,” he said.
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“What are we doing on board a SEC ship?” Remnant asked.
“Coming with us. We picked you up.”
“This is not an alien abduction, right?” Aurora asked.
“Do we look like aliens?”
Remnant frowned. “Where did you pick us up? Why?”
“Well, it’s not every day you see a kissing couple floating in space.”
Memories of the embrace flooded back to Remnant and Aurora. “Our ship was
destroyed,” he said.
“We figured that,” Stock said. “Welcome aboard the Prospector III.” Stock could
see from their reactions that the name resonated with them. He looked at Aurora.
“You OK?”
“You did say Prospector III, right?”
“I sure did.”
The next hour started with Remnant and Aurora lowering their crude weapons and
ended with Stock asking if he could put what they’d told him about Prospector II and
Haygue and the diamond and Haalange on his blog.
“I’ve got close on 80 million followers now,” he told them. “Although I’ve got a
feeling that’s an error, so I’m keen to get home and verify the numbers.”
He lost Remnant a little with that comment, but regained his interest when he
started talking of his narrow escape from Mars. “Haygue left me for dead, the bastard.
He just upped and left everyone to die. I never trusted the guy, so I shouldn’t have
been surprised. A few of us managed to get the hell out before the second bomb hit.
We lost a lot of guys, though. Good guys. Really good guys. Clever guys, you
know?”
Aurora and Remnant nodded in unison.
“So how was that kiss?” Stock asked, trying to lighten the mood. “I gotta say it
looked something special. Oxygen masks off and really getting it on.”
They both glanced at each other and smiled, a little embarrassed at the attention it
was drawing to them.
“You sure know how to treat a lady,” said Stock.
Remnant shifted uncomfortably and Stock sensed this. “I’m surprised Haygue
never mentioned Haalange to me,” he said, moving on.
“He probably felt Haalange was his inferior,” said Aurora.
“Was the diamond a fake?” Remnant asked.
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“Oh, no way,” said Stock. “SEC had experts testing it while I was at the facility,
and I could tell from the expressions on their faces and the level of security
surrounding it that the rock was the real deal.”
“And all Haalange wanted to do was stop any of it getting back to Earth,” said
Aurora.
“Blowing it up ought to do that,” said Stock, who excused himself to go and talk to
the pilot.
Remnant looked at Aurora. “I’m sorry for dragging you all this way for nothing,”
he said.
“Hey, it’s been interesting. I don’t think I could ever call you boring.”
“I could arrange to get you flown back to Mars. I don’t know how I’d do it. But it
seems a popular place to be going.”
“I never wanted to stay on Mars, Si. I was just testing you. Checking to see if you
were interested.”
“Why would you care if someone like me was interested?”
She shrugged. “You never judged me. When I left my kids on Mars, you never
criticised or anything.”
“I could hardly criticise with what I’d done to Chloe, could I?”
“Reckon you’ll make it up with her?”
Remnant couldn’t answer that.
“At least you have a chance. You should take that chance.”
Stock returned to inform them the ship was preparing to re-enter the Earth’s
atmosphere.
“Crew seats for landing, is it?” Remnant said.
“We’ve no spare seats, I’m afraid,” Stock said. “It’s already an overcrowded ship.
But I’m happy to surrender mine to the lady.”
Remnant nodded his respect and helped Aurora strap herself in.
The ship started to shake as re-entry began and Remnant was forced to quickly
seek the nearest source of support which happened to be a thin rim of rubber that
surrounded one of the cockpit’s starboard windows. Peering through it, Remnant
could see the ship glowing red. What started as a low hum, escalated to a roar as the
glow intensified and the ship descended at precisely thirty-two degrees through the
harsh, invisible outer layers of the Earth’s atmosphere. He glanced to the pilot’s seat
and smiled as he envisaged Bettis sitting there, wrestling with the control stick,
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bravely flying them home, DT next to him, concerned about the impending arrival of
vomit in his mouth.
The welcome home might not have been friendly, but it was certainly warm. The
pilot struggled to keep grip of the control wheel. Stock shot Remnant an unconvincing
thumbs up as he too gripped to a slender surface to stop himself from flying across the
cockpit. Aurora sat, unmoved and emotionless as the turquoise and charcoal grey
glow from the Earth slowly replaced the red in their windscreen. It offered a welcome
touch of variety to the black and yellow and dusty brown they’d experienced over the
last nine months.
The ship shuddered, much like Remnant, who was nervous more than ever now he
was on the home straight. There were groans and creaks as they continued to lose
altitude. Everything and everyone aboard was tired, the ship’s underside scorched and
scarred. But the Prospector III held together, and the pilot slowly levelled it out as
they reached aircraft cruising altitude. Thirty-two thousand feet over a planet they’d
all missed but were all afraid of, wondering just how much it had changed in their
absence.
“We’re over the north Atlantic,” the pilot announced. If he expected spontaneous
applause to follow, he was to be disappointed. Aurora, Remnant and Stock all strained
to look outside. Greenland still looked like Greenland – white. The Atlantic still
looked like the Atlantic, its deep grey waves peaking in small lines of creamy froth
that reminded Remnant of Gates.
But the pilot was concerned. He hadn’t heard from or managed to make contact
with any air traffic controllers.
Thick clouds of grey smoke drifted below them, reminding Remnant and Aurora of
their disturbing return to Mars. They looked at each other, neither smiling. They
sensed something in the air out there, other than the smoke. A foreboding that ached
their guts.
Aurora’s thoughts turned briefly to her sons. She always dreamed of bringing them
back here. Starting over on the planet where it all started for her and Roscoe. She
wondered how, if, whether they would have adapted. But she dismissed the thoughts
almost as soon as they arrived. She had to deal with the facts as they were. And the
fact remained that all that was important in her life now was on the ship with her.
She wondered if all Remnant wanted was to see his daughter, to try and make it up
to her. Hear about her big day. ‘How did it go? Can I see the pictures? Were the
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speeches funny? Who walked you down the aisle? Let’s see the ring. An expensive
one. Hatton Garden’s finest. The biggest rock on the block.’ She had to know where,
if, she fitted into his future plans. Would they land and drift apart?
Remnant was no geographer but he recognised the mess of islands that formed the
west coast of Scotland as the descent continued. All was green and grey with not a
hint of danger nor a sign of life below. It looked cold, wintry. It was hard to tell the
season from up here and he wasn’t sure if they had anything but winter this far north.
He wanted to open a window, to breathe unaided. Inhale real oxygen. But the air was
thin. Even this close to home, his own planet was an unwelcoming place, as
uninviting as outer space. Remnant considered how narrow man’s comfort zone in his
own solar system was. The area in which a man could survive and breathe unaided
was incredibly small. Go just a few hundred feet above sea level and things started to
get tricky for the lungs. Go a few feet below sea level and they drowned. The human
being wasn’t designed to rise up or dive down, he concluded. It was built to trundle
along, stay on a level. Don’t aim too high or stoop too low. Keep your feet on the
ground and your head out of the clouds.
A few moments later, conditions outside the ship changed for the worse. Grey
clouds made way for black, with debris and ash and paper swirling in, below and
around them.
“You dropping us off in London?” Remnant asked Stock.
He nodded. “I’ve never been before, so I’m really looking forward to seeing the
sights.”
The Prospector III negotiated a bank of air turbulence, and was now low enough
for the crew to make out details on the surface. England, Remnant’s England was
smoking below them. Its green and pleasant all pitted bomb crater brown and
flattened grey with sporadic cigarette tips of tangerine fire. It looked like war had
ended life on Earth.
The north-western outskirts of London soon emerged. And as they continued to
lose altitude, the sun caught something silver and shining, gliding along the surface.
Another brilliant dot sparkled, moving in the opposite direction, followed by another
and another. People were still moving around in vehicles. All was not lost.
Remnant’s grip on Aurora’s hand tightened as they came into land. His tears
overpowered his attempts to fend them off. He was nearly home after the longest time
he’d been away since they put him away.
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‘Get me down American pilot. Get me down. I want to walk the Earth again.’
Remnant wiped the tears away and pointed out the swirl of the Thames to Aurora, and
the still-standing dome of St Paul’s. But much of the rest of the city below was
rubble, interspersed with halves and quarters of tower blocks and landmarks.
As the pilot circled, searching for a suitable landing site, Remnant gripped
Aurora’s hand even harder. This was easily the most nervous he’d been for a landing
on the entire mission. His stomach churned and heart thumped as the Prospector III’s
engines slowed, and its underside brushed the tips of the few still standing elms. The
pilot lowered the ship onto High Holborn, its wheels groaning as they were deployed,
their worn tyres, still red from Mars, burned and screeched on Earth’s charred surface,
feeling foreign to be back home.
The pilot drew the ship to rest on Holborn Circus, adjacent to the junction with
Hatton Garden. Remnant was not ashamed of his continuing tears, Aurora ashamed
she couldn’t summon any. He clutched first at Stock because he was nearest, the
blogger unable to stop emotion getting the better of him either.
“We fucking made it, man,” he wailed into Remnant’s shoulder, the older man
nodding repeatedly, tears spilling off his cheeks.
Then he reached for Aurora who’d remained seated as Stock rushed to embrace the
pilot. There were no words between Aurora and Remnant, the strength of the hold
was enough.
Their embrace was cut short by Stock tapping Remnant’s shoulder. He beckoned
them to follow him to the back of the ship as the rest of the SEC crew prepared to
disembark. Stock led them to a rear door that had been locked since Aurora and
Remnant had boarded. He entered a multi-digit security code into the touch pad on the
wall, and the door slid open. At the end of a short corridor, another small door greeted
them.
“Where are you taking us?” Remnant asked.
Stock handed them both a pair of sunglasses.
Aurora took hers without question, but Remnant paused, sensing what was coming.
“You’ve got to be joking.”
Stock turned to him and smiled, and put on his own set of shades. “Diamond is
very resilient. Although Haalange did a good job trying to destroy it.”
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The door ahead slid open to reveal a six-foot square room lit by a low light and
filled with thousands of pebble-sized diamonds, some charred, some warped by
intense heat, but others perfect.
Remnant and Aurora stood astounded as they viewed the treasure. Light was
dancing inside each of the diamonds, combining to produce a captivating dazzle.
“Go on then,” Stock said.
“What?” Remnant asked, incredulous.
“Grab yourself some.”
Remnant stared at Stock, then at Aurora and back again. “Are you serious?”
“We haven’t weighed it yet. So unless you want it all, help yourself.”
It took a while for Remnant to comprehend what was before him. How much to
take? What was a reasonable amount? He didn’t want to come across as greedy, but
knew this would be the only time such an opportunity would present itself. He
crouched down onto one knee and with thumb and forefinger picked out an
undamaged rock about the size of a squash ball. He stared at the trove in front of him,
tempted by the pile of priceless gems, yet holding a mere fraction of the haul.
“Take some more,” Stock told him.
Remnant looked at him and then slowly rose to his feet.
“It’s all I need,” he said, turning to Aurora.
He pulled her hand toward him, turned it over so her palm was facing upwards,
placed the gem in the centre of the palm, then one-by-one gently closed her fingers
around it.
“Man, take some more, come on.” Stock was shocked by Remnant’s reticence.
“You went a long way looking for this. You deserve more.”
But Remnant quietly walked away.
When they reached Prospector III’s central landing, the pilot was halfway up a
ladder. He called down over his shoulder. “The side door’s jammed. This is the only
way out.”
Remnant squinted as he looked up the ladder, up into the brilliant mint white of
London light.
“Ladies first,” he said to Aurora, helping her onto the lower rung.
She took a deep breath and ascended the ladder a rung at a time, the diamond
zipped in her jacket’s inside pocket. Remnant watched her disappear onto the roof of
the ship and beckoned to Stock to go next.
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“You sure?”
Remnant nodded.
Stock made short work of the ladder and was up and out before Remnant had time
to prepare himself for his exit.
“Come on, Si,” Aurora called down.
Remnant gripped the sides of the ladder, his heart beating faster than at any stage
he could remember during the trip. During his whole life, even. His arms tingled, his
legs felt numb and weighed heavy. He took the first three rungs one at a time before
being forced to stop. Why was he so breathless? He managed another rung. The white
light from above had a hue of blue to it now, a clear, sunny day to welcome him
home.
Another rung.
“You OK down there, buddy?” Stock called.
Remnant shook his head, which was full of haze. His throat was parched and
burning. His lungs battling to work with this real oxygen, accustomed now to the
processed variety generated on the ships and by the masks. He managed another step
but again had to stop.
“Give me your hand,” Aurora called out. She saw Remnant was struggling. “Help
him someone,” she cried.
Remnant felt his legs give way and slip from the rungs. But Stock and Aurora
grabbed his outstretched, flailing arms in time and together they hauled him kicking
and screaming onto the roof of the ship. He couldn’t breathe. Between them, Stock
and Aurora thumped his back and pumped his chest, trying to shock his heart and
lungs into action. Remnant managed to take in a short burst of air. The burning caused
him to yell something incomprehensible, a mixture of joy and disbelief. He was
pulled to his feet and felt one arm go around Aurora, the other around Stock. His head
tilted back, feeling the warmth of the sun burn his swollen skin. His tearful eyes,
clenched shut, desperately wanted to open. He had to see. He wanted to see what had
happened to his world.

Chapter 54
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Remnant circled on the spot where the security guards used to survey Hatton
Garden and Greville Street. The panoramic view it afforded him revealed this was not
the home of his memories and dreams. He looked upwards to the block of flats where
Edgar lived. It was gone. And the adjacent block where number forty-eight, his home,
had always been was half as tall, its upper balconies fallen into the flats and jewellers
below.
DT’s jewellery store remained charred, its one surviving storey boarded up.
Remnant’s eyes and his heart desperately wanted to see DT searching the rubble for
anything valuable he could salvage, but everything of value from that place had gone.
Including the man himself. When he’d asked him about DT’s chances, Stock had
shaken his head at Remnant. ‘Too far out. Not even a NASA spec escape pod could
get you home that far from Earth.’
Looking beyond the jewellers, Remnant took in the remains of the neighbouring
café, its glass-less door hanging from a hinge. The market stalls of Leather Lane were
deserted, their tent poles fallen and burned. The shops along the sides of the road that
had always struggled to survive, failed to survive subsequent aborted launches and
successful looting, their walls and windows pitted and smashed by the sniping and the
firing that had followed.
Remnant rotated on the spot again, and saw the Prospector III surrounded by
armed SEC guards, and a small crowd of locals who were gathering to admire the
magnificent ship. Remnant searched the faces for familiar ones, but their shellshocked eyes, pale complexions and gaunt cheekbones rendered them all
unrecognisable.
Remnant started to run.
“Si, where are you going?” Aurora called.
He ran past the jewellery shops on Greville Street their fronts mere facades, twodimensional like a film set, their backs, bodies and hearts blown out and away. He
hung a right down Leather Lane, surprised to see the speed bumps scarring what had
been their launchpad. He swung a swift left into Baldwin’s Gardens and right again
into the open square bordered by tatty garages that led to the lock-ups. The shutters
were down on Edgar’s, but still Remnant tapped the combination. There was no
answer. Remnant tried again but the result was the same.
“Edgar? Edgar?”
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Remnant slapped and kicked the door.
“What are you doing, Si?” Aurora asked, breathless from the chase.
Remnant rested his head against the door of the lock up and shook his head.
“Come on,” said Aurora. “Stock’s got to go.”
Aurora led Remnant back to Holborn Circus, a few people nodding and pointing at
them both as they walked. Stock saw them coming and ran forward to greet them.
“Everything OK?” he asked.
“I just needed to see somewhere,” said Remnant.
Stock placed his hand on Remnant’s shoulder. “We’re heading home, pal,” he said
quietly. “We don’t want to be hanging around here too long for obvious reasons.” He
motioned to the crowd that was growing around the ship. “Plus, I don’t want to keep
the President waiting.”
Remnant nodded. “I’m sorry that London’s not looking its best,” he said.
Stock scanned the blasted buildings, the bullet peppered walls. “I expect we’ll find
much the same story in Washington.”
Remnant nodded and embraced this guy who looked even younger under Earth’s
sunlight. “I can’t ever thank you enough for getting us back,” he said. Stock smiled,
pulled away and embraced Aurora.
After Stock and the SEC guards had boarded, Aurora walked alongside Remnant
down the alleyway that led to The Old Mitre. They discovered one of the patio beer
barrels still there, bathed now in the dust-filled sunlight that sheared through the
empty wooden window frames of the pub, a hollow shell that Remnant daren’t enter,
respecting the lifetime ban imposed on him by Gordon. His eyes searched for the
flash of the quiz machine, the tired eyes and hair of Edgar, Gordon’s paunch, but
found nothing familiar, nothing but dusty barstools and a bar that had been pillaged of
all its liquid and brass.
Aurora tugged at his sleeve. “Let’s go find your daughter.”
They walked back up the alleyway and onto Hatton Garden, in time to see the
Prospector III roar back up High Holborn and up into the brilliant blue sky.
Remnant led Aurora in the same direction, west toward Oxford Circus and Chloe’s
Bayswater home, not knowing whether she’d be there, whether her house would be
there.
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Former offices and sandwich shops and banks and internet cafes were all either
deserted or doubling as shelter for those who’d kept their lives but lost their homes to
the bombs and the bullets. A few cars braved the unmarked, uncontrolled roads.
As they reached the junction with New Oxford Street, Remnant and Aurora froze.
Draped down the length of one of the few streetlamps that still stood was a giant
propaganda poster of a smiling John Stock with the words, ‘The Man Who Saved The
World’ written under his feet, and followed by his blog’s web address. They looked at
each other in amazement.
They continued walking west to Centre Point, now just four storeys high but still a
focal point for the homeless. Both became conscious of people who were squatting in
the ruined shops and offices they passed or walking nowhere in particular, looking
closely at them, some double-taking. Remnant gripped Aurora’s hand even more
tightly. He didn’t want to look behind because he could hear they were being
followed. It had been a few sets of footsteps at first, but the number had multiplied
rapidly.
He didn’t want to get violent so soon after his return home, but he sensed the
area’s atmosphere had changed. War changes people and places, it can’t fail to, he
thought. The fighting in London would have been fierce, the casualties heavy, the
survivors embittered and desperate.
Aurora felt the weight of the gem in her pocket more than ever. “Take it,” she
whispered to Remnant.
“Take what?”
“The diamond. You have it.”
“No way. Keep it where it is. Just don’t look back, keep going forward,” he
whispered.
They were almost running now, Remnant wanting to get to Bayswater quickly, but
as they ran the footsteps behind them ran too. Thirty, maybe as many as fifty pairs.
There was no escape. At Oxford Circus, Remnant stopped dead in his tracks and
turned to face the thieves chasing him.
The group numbered in excess of fifty. Old men and women at the back, young
children and mothers in the middle, teenagers and schoolkids at the front. All looked
expectantly at Remnant. A little girl at the front smiled.
“What do you all want?” Remnant shouted.
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The little girl pointed toward a man in incendiary orange overalls who was up a
ladder using a broom to smooth the last corner of another huge propaganda poster
onto a billboard. The message on it simply said ‘Peace’. The picture below was the
one Stock had taken of Remnant and Aurora embracing as they floated in space.
They looked at each other, unable to comprehend what was before them.
Remnant turned to the crowd. “What do you want from me? I don’t know what
you want from me.” They stared at him, wide-eyed and hopeful. “Whatever it is, I
can’t give it to you. I don’t have the skills or the talent to help you.”
He looked to Aurora who didn’t look convinced.
“I don’t, I don’t.”

THE END

LAST NIGHT
AT THE STAIRWAYS
JON

L YMON

Can one night change your life forever?
Before celebrating his eighteenth birthday at The Stairways nightclub, Lloyd Parker is
just a regular teenager struggling to find his place in the world.
After the party, he wakes up on the cold floor of his stripped-bare bedroom to find his
parents and girlfriend missing, strange red markings on his hands and screams ringing
in his ears.
With no recollection of the night’s events, Lloyd returns to the nightclub, where he
discovers that the truth about what happened on his Last Night At The Stairways is far
more chilling and gruesome than he could ever have imagined.
Lymon’s second novel is a coming-of-age psychological thriller that cunningly teases
perceptions and mercilessly twists expectations to deliver an always entertaining,
never predictable, unique thriller.

THE WRONGED
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Evil is buried deep in us all.
Enter Saltonstall, and that evil will slowly rise to the surface and explode with
devastating savagery.
Not surprisingly, the estate agents left those details out of their description of
Saltonstall Farm. So when former advertising exec Caitlin Carragher moves in with
her loose cannon husband, Stern, and four-year-old daughter, Holly, she's unaware of
the dark secret that haunts the secluded farm.
But not for long.
Soon, Caitlin realises she must unmask and defeat the powerful force that plagues the
farm before it rips her family and her world to shreds.
‘The Wronged’ - Lymon’s third novel – is a totally unpredictable and horrifying
thriller that builds to a typically outlandish climax.

