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Hearing the first bleep of the vidlink, Lloyd Bradman looked up irritably from the 3D holo-image in the corner.
“Right in the middle of Alpha-Zero again.”
“Why don’t you switch it to dormant while the programme’s on?” asked his wife, frowning as she tried to listen to the soap opera’s leading actor.
“Because the calls may be important.”
“They never are,” she muttered under her breath.
Bradman swivelled the synthetic hide seat on its single leg and jabbed at one of a dozen buttons indented in the chair arm. The audio-video communicator on the wall sprang to life, framing the craggy features of Walter Redbrick in the 400-square-millimetre screen.
Bradman became instantly alert, and the soap opera’s octophonic sound died away in response to another jab at the control console.
“Walter, what…?”
“Lloyd!” Now it was Heather Bradman’s turn to display irritation. She touched a similar control in her own chair to bring a degree of volume back to the holo-programme, where a freighter was just blasting of from a space station with a crescendo of noise from its hyperboosted engines.
The face on the vidlink wrinkled in protest at the octo’s assault on his ears.
“Lloyd, we’ve got a situation.” Redbrick’s voice was loud to combat the holocast. “I need to see you right away.”
Bradman shot a laser-sharp glance at his wife as the spacecraft banked away from the revolving satellite and headed on its way to the caletonium mining colony deep in the remote star system of Pegasus Four. It was Bradman’s favourite soap; a futuristic story of the Alpha-Zero space station, floating on a major intergalactic flight path, offering sanctuary for weary tourists and freighter pilots. Five evenings a week the overpaid cast could be seen on the 3D holo-systems in almost all Darwin homes, playing out their tale of everyday space folk.
A jab at another button paused the live show as his mind snapped to more serious matters now, light years away from such far-fetched escapism nonsense.
“What is it, Walter, what’s happened?” He stared deeply at his boss’s image, and was sure the slightly overlong, wavy hair was a shade greyer than when they had both left the seafront office that afternoon.
“There’s been a malfunction in the main reactor at the Macdonnell Conversion Plant.” Redbrick’s voice sounded urgent, intense; his face drawn. Bradman sensed he was being let into the news gently; that there was worse to come.
And there was.
“The other reactors went into automatic overdrive to compensate, but the computer didn’t realise anything was wrong,” Redbrick told him. “Each of the secondary reactors slowly built up to critical level, stealing more and more power from the crippled one, until it ran dry and exploded.”
Bradman’s silence spoke volumes.
And it was a full ten seconds, which seemed like a lifetime, before Redbrick spoke again. “It sparked off a chain reaction. They went up one after the other. There’s nothing left of the site.” His voice trailed away helplessly.
Bradman swallowed hard. “Is Alice Springs all right?” The Macdonnell Conversion Plant owed its name to being sited partly underground and partly inside a mountain in the Macdonnell range, 240 miles South West of Alice Springs in the Great Australian Outback.
Redbrick nodded. “It’s laid waste an area of about 150 square miles, but the town’s okay.”
“At least that’s something. When did it happen?”
“Twenty minutes ago. We’ve just finished running the telemetry readout. That’s how we know what caused it. It’s all there, down to the precise second the malfunction occurred in the first reactor and the gradual build up to critical point in the others.” Redbrick’s voice was now barely more than a whisper, and despite the powerful air-conditioning in his office the communicator clearly showed rivulets of sweat flowing down his face.
Bradman’s jaw dropped limply as he drank in the significance of what he had just learned. “I’m on my way over,” he said starkly.
Redbrick nodded silently and broke the connection.
Bradman swivelled away from the blank screen and started unseeingly at the space-craft on the frozen holocast.
Heather reached across and squeezed his arm. “It’s not your fault, is it, Lloyd – the malfunction?”
A far-away look overtook his eyes, his thoughts elsewhere; trying to piece what could have possibly gone wrong in what he had believed was a failsafe operation. Two malfunctions at the same time were inconceivable, yet from what Redbrick had told him there must have been two: the original one in the main reactor – in his mind’s eye he traced the link back to the central processing core – then there was the warning system which should have alerted the operators immediately. Even if they had not been watching their systems the audio alarm should have cut in long before the other reactors reached anywhere near critical point.
There was no way such a build-up could go unnoticed. He and two Datateknik engineers had devised the energy conversion process and spent many months perfecting it, installing it and constantly monitoring it.
Unless…and he gave voice to his feelings: “Sabotage.”
Heather’s eyes widened in horror as her hand, still resting on his arm, closed its grip painfully. “Sabotage?” she whispered. “Do you really think so?”
Bradman pulled his arm away, gingerly rubbing the livid white spots left by her fingers. “I don’t know yet,” he snapped. “It’s just a thought at the moment.”
The venom in his outburst died and he reached gently for his wife’s hand. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
She smiled and nodded. “Don’t worry, I understand. You’d better go.”
Quickly he rolled down his shirt-sleeves, donned a jacket and hurried out of the apartment to the elevator. While he was being whisked down the 28 floors his thoughts went out to the conversion plant’s ten late-shift workers; to their wives who would now be widows, and to the children without fathers. All because of a malfunction in his system, a system he had assured everyone was foolproof and safe.
He walked straight past the commissionaire without hearing the old man’s hearty wish that he have a nice evening, turning left out of the apartment block on to the bustling street.
Darkness had begun to take its grip on the evening, and all around him artificial light blazed from aircars and from the skyscraping apartment blocks in this residential suburb of Darwin. A few metres ahead two drunks hailed a cab and stood watching as it hovered over to them, dropping on to its rubber cushions with a gentle sigh. Bradman gave them a wide berth and broke into a trot once he was past. He arrived at the teleport station hot and breathless, and his voice came in quick uneven gasps as he gave instructions to the computer which then debited his company credit chip for the cost of the journey. There were one or two other people hanging around the station, but none of them seemed to him to be the sort who could afford the luxury of teleport travel. A young couple – he put them at about 18 or 19 – walked slowly ahead of him, giggling, arm in arm. And an elderly man, carrying a brown bottle and wearing a grey coat which had clearly seen better days, was ambling up the ramp towards the double doors.
Brusquely Bradman pushed past, ignoring the teenagers’ abusive comments. There was no time for messing about; he was man in a hurry, a man with a mission. These people shouldn’t be here, anyway, he thought. How can they afford to be beamed through a teleport?
Only one of the doors hissed aside as he strode up to it. He was used to them both opening to cope with the rush hour crowd he usually travelled with, wanting to get to Darwin’s main business area on the seafront. As usual the stark, clinical whiteness of the empty interior assaulted his eyes momentarily. He thrust his credit chip into the slot for verification that he had, indeed, just given the computer the correct details.
“Station Five, and quickly,” he demanded, looking through the toughened-glass panelling into the control centre beyond. “I’m in a hurry.”
The operator stared back impassively. “There’s a couple more people coming in. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to wait for them.”
Bradman cast an irritated glance over his shoulder at the teenagers and the old man as they strolled up the ramp. He pressed himself into a corner of the ten-metre teleport booth, hoping they would not try to start a conversation with him. The old man headed for the opposite corner, while the young couple stood in the centre. The girl turned to Bradman.
“This is our first time,” she enthused, her eyes bright and shining. “In a teleport, I mean. What’s it like?”
What was it like – what was the sensation of having a computer unscramble your bodily molecules at a sub-atomic level, transmit them like an email through the ether, and then reassemble them in (hopefully!) the right sequence by the computer at the destination booth? “Wait and see,” muttered Bradman. “It’ll be over before you know it, anyway.” He looked angrily at the operator through the glass, willing him to beam them away from the city’s Southern suburban sprawl to Station Five on the Northern waterfront.
At last, he thought as the operator’s blue-uniformed arm reached out towards the computer keypad.
In the same second that he saw the red transmitter light engage and felt the faint vibration of the teleport booth energising, he became aware of wailing sirens and the operator’s colleague yelling: “Malfunction! Don’t send them.”
But the slight dimming of the lights and the milkiness of the sudden empty void beyond the glass panel told Bradman it was too late; they had already been sent on their way. The siren died instantly, as did the frantic shouting from the control room. They were miles away by now.
The old man cast Bradman a wary look, but the teenagers seemed untroubled, lost in their own world of wonder, romance and awe. The two pairs of young eyes stared around, seemingly fascinated at the emptiness.
“We’re stuck,” announced the old man suddenly. “Trapped in the void.”
“Stuck? What do you mean?” The girl’s voice was getting higher with very word. She gripped her boyfriend’s arm.
“It’s broken down,” said the old man cheerfully. “We could be here for days.”
“Shut up,” snapped Bradman, seeing the youngsters turn deathly pale. “We’ve been reassembled here, wherever here is. So there’s nothing to really worry about. We’re in one piece.”
“But it’s still broken down,” said the old man. “We could be here for days and days.” He unscrewed the top from his bottle, thrusting the neck into his mouth and taking a deep swig of its contents.
“Ah, that’s better,” he sighed, wiping the moisture from his lips with the back of a grubby hand. “Oops, sorry, forgetting my manners.” He offered the bottle to Bradman who waved it away with a disgusted look. The old man’s noble gesture elicited the same response from the teenagers.
“What did you mean when you said we could be stuck here for days?” The girl’s voice was quivering, still high pitched, and Bradman guessed she was on the verge of hysteria. For God’s sake don’t let her be claustrophobic, he found himself thinking.
“Days and days and days,” echoed the old man after another gulp from his bottle. He belched, and the strong, sickly scent of sweet cider reached Bradman’s nostrils.
“What do you mean?” cried the girl again. Her boyfriend laid his arm protectively around her shoulders, but Bradman felt he, the boyfriend, was probably as much in need of comfort as she was.
“We’re stuck here until they can mend it,” said the old man.
“How long will that be?” asked the boy, his voice shaky.
“As long as it takes.” The old man fastened his bottle and slipped it into the depths of his shabby, grimy overcoat. “But it could take days and days and days.”
Bradman stared at the tramp’s old lined face, noting with distaste the small weasel eyes set too close together, the lank grey hair desperately in need of a wash, and the narrow tapering chin desperately in need of a shave.
“Just what do mean by that,” he demanded. For all that he had used the teleport almost daily for the past 15 years to commute to his office, along with regular site visits, he had never experienced a breakdown and had no idea how long a repair was likely to take.
Suddenly he felt a great – and somewhat uncharacteristic – surge of pity for the pathetic young couple; their first exciting time being beamed across Darwin had been spoiled. They would probably never want to see the inside of a teleport booth again.
But Bradman kept the bulk of his sympathy for himself. He was having to share time with this disgusting old man. Time when he was needed urgently elsewhere.
The weasel eyes stared back at him in silence.
Bradman was beginning to lose patience. “I asked you a question,” he snapped, then promptly took a pace backwards as a rumbling began somewhere in the depths of the cider-pickled stomach, working its way up to become another full-blown belch.
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