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Prologue  

 

I’ve broken out of more high-security prisons than anybody else alive today—not that our 

average federation citizen even knows many of the places I’ve been locked up in. Why? 

Because I like to steal things. Also, it’s really the only profession I know. It also beats wasting 

your life rotting in a six-by-eight cell sucking down biofeed through a straw for the rest of 

your life, and in the time it takes federal security to grab my arse, at least I get to stretch my 

legs, eat some real food, and plan my next job. 

Well, here we are again, back in a federal shuttle heading to the next piece-of-crap hellhole 

of a high-security federation establishment in, goddamn, I haven’t a clue what sector of 

space. It wouldn’t be so bad, I guess, but you don’t get to travel conscious; instead, you 

travel in dreamtime federation rehabilitation stasis, and you get brain fed all the federation 

indoctrination-is-family bull. Well, except for me. For some reason the part of the brain that 

99.9 percent of the human species have, I don’t, so all I get is a few weeks of garbled, 

indistinguishable white noise, and, boy, what a headache. 

So, you may ask, why do I get the pleasure of being the federation’s most-wanted pain in 

the arse? Well, it’s not easy, but I’m actually kind of good at it. Let’s just say it comes 

naturally to me. However, I guess that on this occasion, it’s because I stole a new prototype, 

a kind of technology that I felt the federation had no right to have exclusive access to. 

The problem with having such a high moral standpoint in regard to such things is that you 

get chased around the galaxy by the feds or whatever bounty-hunting group feels they have 

what it takes to bring you in. I guess this time someone has done the job well—maybe a 

little too well. In fact, I would say they’ve set some kind of record by getting me so fast, but 

at least I got to eat some real tasty food. 

As I get to say, here we are again. It seems I’ve been saying that almost my whole life, and 

it’s not such a bad life: I have a penthouse, I own expensive cars, and I even have my own 

hangar, but what really bugs me is this goddamn white-noise-passing-through-my-neural-

cortex garbage. 

It’s not the best experience, but at least I arrive at my new accommodations fresh and just 

busting to get the chance to break out and run free again for the next few weeks. This time, 

however, something feels different, and when I say “different,” I mean the security guards 

are not your usual federal goons, and the shuttle is not your usual federal shuttle. In fact, 

I’ve never seen a craft like it. Even the usual blah, blah, blah going-away-for-the-rest-of-

your-life bull crap is on a whole new level of overdramatic life-sentence speech from the so-

called high judge. 

*** 



 

 

“As the defendant has not and will not relent on the whereabouts of the stolen prototype, 

and as the defendant has refused to defend himself in any way or give any information to 

mitigate the severity of his transgression, I have no other course of action but to find the 

defendant guilty. I hereby sentence you to be incarcerated in the highest federal detention 

facility for the rest of your life. There will be no parole. Life means life. Take the prisoner 

away.” 

*** 

“Well, it looks like we’re here.” 

Lights buzz to life as the federation rehabilitation dream feed ends and is replaced by a 

small holographic welcome image of a space station slowly spinning in a sea of darkness. 

“Prisoner M2950, you have arrived at the federation’s highest-graded prison within known 

space. Your crime has been deemed severe enough that you be brought to this facility. Your 

sentence will end upon your death. No one has ever escaped from this facility, and no one 

has ever left this facility alive. We hope that you work hard and adjust well to your new 

home. Welcome to Facility Zero.” 

The shuttle door opens with a hiss as lights blink on one at a time with an audible buzz. The 

line of lights illuminates an otherwise darkened corridor, the walls indistinct, almost as if 

there are no walls except for where the light seems to end suddenly and endless darkness 

begins. The last light blinks on, illuminating a man in his late forties standing at the end of 

this short corridor, watching. He smiles warmly. 

“Welcome to Facility Zero. My name is Alistair Brookes. I’m the architect of this place, and 

I’ll be your guide.” 



 

 

Chapter 1 

Nowhere Man 

 

 

Facility Zero, 170 days online: federation year 2424 

Stepping out of the shuttle into the short corridor, noticing that I’m the only arrival, I 

approach the man calling himself Alistair Brookes. I certainly wasn’t expecting a welcoming 

like this, so lacking in security goons. 

“You must be Sam McCall. I’ve just been reading your file—very interesting. I’m sure you 

have much to ask, but firstly I’m going to run through a few basics of Facility Zero.” 

“Okay,” I reply, not really ready for asking questions yet, and I just step in line as the guide 

turns and proceeds down the corridor, seemingly not worried for his own safety. The lights 

buzz to life as we walk along, showing that the corridor isn’t as short as it looked before. 

Then Alistair Brookes begins to talk. 

“This is the first of the federation’s fully self-contained, self-ruled, highest-security penal 

stations. I realize it’s a lot to take in, but what I’m about to explain will help with your 

transition from living in the outside world to starting a new life within these walls.” 

Motioning with his hands toward the shadowy corridor walls, he continues, “The station can 

change its inward appearance depending on what’s required of it. If the truth be known, the 

station is just a series of open spaces upon multiple levels separated by artificially generated 

void walls. Trying to pass through these voids would result in being thrown back, leading to 

serious injuries and possibly death. Mixed within the void wall space are sound-frequency-

nullification generators—in effect, noise can’t penetrate.” He pauses for a moment, looking 

at me with another of his calming smiles, and then continues his explanations. 

“You are most likely wondering why I’m not worried for my own safety. Well, that’s easily 

explained. The facility is constantly monitoring its current guests, and if it detects any 

adverse emotional displays, it will immediately place that person into dreamtime. It’s quick 

and efficient, and the punishments it carries out will seem real. The effects can last for 

months.” 

“Effects?” I ask. 

“Effects, well, yes—these can be anything from solitary confinements to more serious 

punishments, and all carried out within dreamtime.” 

We continue to walk, taking a turn here and there. I can understand the lack of security and 

fear for its new arrivals—clever, really, but not effective on me. Then again, I don’t really 



 

 

feel the need to exercise my inner anger at this point, and besides, the guy seems generally 

nice. 

We enter a large open space about the size of a basketball court. Tables are lined up in the 

center of the room—three lines of tables separated by a four-foot gap every ten feet or so. 

Along the back wall is aligned a set of food dispensers, and along the main wall are what 

look to be disposal slots for trays and all. 

“And here we are at the main communal dining hall. Meals are at 0700 hours, 1300 hours, 

and 1900 hours. Miss the time, you miss the meal. Now we are early for breakfast, so I’ll just 

explain how to get about this place without getting yourself lost or killed.” 

He gives me another grin, this one not so calming, more serious. “All you need do is ask out 

loud to be taken to your room, and the system will illuminate a path for you. Watch.” 

Raising his voice slightly, he says, “Give me directions to Sam McCall’s room, please.” 

A corridor opens up within what was just a wall. Lights buzz to life along it, leading away 

from the dining hall and turning right. We enter the new corridor and follow the path. It’s 

surprisingly quick, and within five or maybe ten minutes, we arrive at a reasonable ten-by-

ten room containing a bed, washing facilities and a toilet, a small locker, and a monitor. We 

both enter the room, and the corridor vanishes as a wall appears where the door was just 

moments ago. 

“As you can see, not too hard, and very secure with only a few staff members who can 

access your room, plus yourself, obviously. Lights out at 2100 hours. This must be observed, 

or you will be punished. No visiting other cells, or you will be punished. Duties that have 

been assigned to you will be displayed on the monitor at 0630 hours; you must carry them 

out, or you will be punished. Now, normally the system won’t assign anything to you for the 

first few days, just to allow you to settle in, and I doubt very much that there will be any 

exceptions for you. That’s about it for now. Any questions?” 

I’m a bit surprised by the whole thing for a moment and just stand there staring at him. This 

facility is way beyond anything I ever would have expected the federation to come up with 

without a word of it slipping out. Brookes just stares back with an understanding smile and 

lets me gather my thoughts. 

“Well, why are you still here? If you are the architect, why the meet and greet?” That’s all I 

can think to ask. 

Brookes just smiles and replies, “That, my friend, is a story for another time.” He turns and 

says, “My room, please,” and the corridor opens up once more, and lights buzz to life, 

leading away through the darkness. 

Then looking back at me, he says, “We will chat again, but normally I find it’s a good idea to 

leave new arrivals alone for a day or two just to let them get over the shock. Breakfast is in 



 

 

about thirty minutes. You can either skip it or go—that’s up to you. However, I would advise 

you don’t skip too many meals. You can’t put your health at risk, or you will be punished.” 

Without saying another word, he leaves, and the wall closes behind him. For the first time in 

my life, I feel worried. 

Slumping down on my new bed, I sit there for a while trying to take it all in. Sitting changes 

to lying, and in no time, lying turns to sleeping. 

I awake with a start, my dreams becoming disturbing in some way but also normal, the 

image of a space station revolving in a sea of darkness; however, somehow I feel like I am 

being watched. Looking around my room, I notice the clock on the monitor: 1830 hours. 

Good, I’m starting to feel hungry. Getting up, I head to the wall where I entered earlier. 

“Main dining hall,” I say. The wall vanishes, and a corridor buzzes to life. Following the 

corridor, I arrive at the dining hall, hearing nothing at all until I step over the threshold to 

the room, when the sound hits me as a few heads turn to watch me enter. 

The talking changes quickly to a quieter chatter, with more heads turning to see who the 

new guy is. I hear the occasional, “Hey, that’s the new fish,” as I walk over to the food 

dispenser, grab a tray of food, and head to an empty chair. After I sit down, the murmurs 

shift back to normal banter between inmates. 

I find the food actually better than expected—a little bland, but hey, it’s prison food, what 

do you expect? It fills a space. Relaxing a little, I look around. There’s everything I’ve learned 

to expect to see in a high-security prison, and I know what to expect in the coming weeks. I 

realize there are some groups already sizing me up; whatever their intentions, I’m sure I will 

be the first to know. 

Then I spot something odd: a man in his early thirties, smart looking but not dressed in 

prison fatigues. He’s just sitting there, not eating, his eyes closed. Listening maybe. He 

opens his eyes and turns his head in my direction, and we make eye contact. The act for 

some reason just makes me shiver, and I break eye contact. I get up to take my tray over to 

the disposal units and slip the tray down into the chute, and when I look back toward the 

man, he’s gone. 

I sleep well that first night, and true to Brookes’s words, the monitor displays no tasks for 

me the next day. I have breakfast; again it’s not too bad. Not sure what I’ll think after a few 

weeks, or worse, months, but I’m hoping I can work out a way out of this place within the 

year. 

So I’m not worrying about the food in the long term. However, what is worrying me at lunch 

that same day is that the group of guys that eyeballed me on my first day is starting to have 

ideas about having themselves some fun. I, for one, am not in such a fun mood right now. I 

decide I’ll skip dinner, if I can survive lunch first. 



 

 

Then without any warning, a fight erupts a few tables to my left, tables get overturned, and 

a chair is thrown at one of the assailants. Before the fight can gear up into more violence, 

it’s over, dreamtime kicks in, and four guys end up taking floor naps. 

Well, this is going to be interesting to see what happens next, but right then my table 

suddenly gets overcrowded. Looking around, I see that the good-time boys have made their 

move, and much earlier than I expected. 

“Heya there, new fishy,” the taller of the five of my new best friends says, and oh boy, he’s 

a cutie—broken nose, one and a half ears, decaying teeth, and arms sporting tats that mark 

him, and I guess his buddies as well, as part of a deep-space wrecker gang. They’re the sort 

that set up a fake distress beacon far enough off of the transport lanes that it only shows up 

on expensive haulers’ scans. Then the haulers see the chance to do a bit of salvaging—

accidents do happen, but sadly in these setups, they normally happen to the greedy hauler. 

“Heya yourself,” I reply, looking around at the others. More breaker tats. One’s missing an 

eye. Nasty acid burns mark a third. Numbers four and five seem to be without any serious 

scars, but the way they’re drooling, I think the harm is more a gray-matter-related 

malfunction. 

“Me and my lads here been talking about you and decided we’re going to make you our 

new plaything, due to your pretty hair and white teeth and all,” says the leader of the 

group. 

I blink, dumbfounded for a moment before replying, “Do you realize that no one talks like 

that anymore? It’s just insanely stereotypical for cons in a place like this. You would’ve been 

more original if you’d said, ‘Do you want to suck on my lollipop?’” 

The big man’s reply is faster than I expected as one of his large hands slams my head into 

the top of the table. At least I get to see stars again, but not the ones I like to see flying past. 

I vaguely sense a sixth man arriving at the table, followed by short discussion I cannot hear 

very well, and then my new best friends get up and leave, leaving me alone with the 

newcomer. 

It’s the same guy I had a shiver about on my first day. Now he’s sitting across from me 

regarding me with an odd look over his face, maybe one of curiosity. “Hello, Sam. My name 

is Samuel,” he says while holding out a hand to shake. 

“Hello,” I reply, shaking his hand. He’s got a firm grip, confident. “What did you say to the 

good-time boys?” 

“Oh, nothing much. I just made it clear to them that I would like to chat to my friend here 

before more heads get broken. They caught on pretty quick and decided to leave. I doubt 

very much you will be bothered by them anymore,” Samuel replies. 



 

 

“Impressive. Do you have that effect often?” 

“Only on the ones that fear for their lives. However, there are some areas that I would 

advise avoiding. The ones in those areas have no fear; rather, they enjoy causing it,” he says 

with a slight hint of amusement. 

“Thank you for the rescue, and now that my mind and body are safe, what can I do for 

you?” 

He continues to gaze at me while I talk. For some reason he still gives me the creeps, and in 

my experience, it’s very seldom that someone does something for nothing, certainly not in a 

place like this. 

He just looks at me for a moment, measuring me up maybe. “Nothing yet. However, there 

will come a time when I will want a favor, and I promise, nothing too serious.” With that, he 

stands up, gives me a wink, and leaves before I can reply. 

I return to my room, the good-time boys now avoiding me, along with all the whispers and 

comments. Maybe being friends with Samuel is not such a bad thing, so why are they so 

scared of him? Note to self, be wary of the helpful stranger, and if possible, find out more 

about him. Maybe Brookes can cast a little light. 

The next day arrives with no jobs. Breakfast passes with no issues and no sign of Samuel, 

and then the obvious hits me. I ask for my room, and a corridor opens up for me as usual. I 

take a few turns along my route back, and then I stop and ask, “Take me to the shuttle bay.” 

Nothing happens. Security, I guess, or else this place doesn’t have a shuttle bay. “Take me 

to the medical room.” Nothing at first, but just as I’m about to give up, the corridor 

direction shifts. Ah, success. So there are other places I’m allowed to visit. “Take me to the 

facility’s information room.” Again nothing for a moment, but then the corridor changes 

and another path opens up. This time I follow it, and after a much longer walk, I arrive at a 

new room, this one empty but containing a single terminal and manuals stacked neatly in a 

bookshelf. 

I enter the room and step up to the terminal. “Welcome to Facility Zero” is written on the 

screen. I recognize the style of the terminal and lightly tap the screen. The words “Please 

speak your request” appear. Simple enough, I think, and I say, “List areas I’m allowed access 

to.” A list appears on the screen: 

Sam McCall’s room 

Dining hall 

Information room 

Workout gym 



 

 

No other access has been granted at this time. 

Hmm, okay. “List areas I’m not allowed access to.” 

“Information denied,” the screen says. 

Well, that’s boring, I think. Having no other reason for being here, I head back to my room, 

where I spend a few hours getting even more bored. I eventually head for dinner, which is 

also uneventful. I start to wonder how many inmates here kill themselves out of pure 

boredom. The evening passes by without incident, and I turn in. 

I’m awakened by a beeping noise coming from my monitor. Blearily opening my eyes, I try 

to focus on the screen. Slowly the writing comes into focus: “New area access granted to 

the laundry room. Access only during your assigned hours for today only, 1000–1300 hours. 

Laundry duties, 1400–1900 hours.” Laundry duties—at bloody last, something to do. 

I arrive at breakfast earlier than most and see the interesting sight of several corridors 

opening at once around the room as the prisoners file into the dining hall in dribs and drabs. 

I realize that the system that controls all of this must be either very large or very advanced, 

or maybe even both. I eat breakfast, which is ham and eggs and pretty tasty at that, and 

then I wait, feeling a little excited to have something to do today. At 1000 hours, I ask for 

directions to the laundry, and a short corridor opens up. Turns out the laundry is practically 

next door to the dining hall. 

As I enter the room, the heat hits me. Several heads turn, and the person I assume to be the 

foreman of the room hands me a card and says, “You put the card in the wall there.” He 

points to the place where I just entered. “Then it will tell your duties for the morning jobs. 

Do it again in the afternoon, and you will most likely have another objective.” I nod 

understanding and thank him. He’s a short guy, clean cut, no obvious markings, in his sixties 

I guess. I notice his limp as he approaches another guy entering the room. 

I walk over to the place on the wall pointed out to me and insert my card. There’s another 

beep, and a message appears on the small screen: “Empty dirty laundry bins and fill washing 

drums.” Looking around the room, I soon spot where the laundry bins enter the room on 

what looks like a conveyer belt and then where the washing drums are. As I approach the 

area, a claxon sounds, and everyone starts to work. I soon get the hang of what’s required: 

Empty the laundry bins. 

Fill the drums. 

Empty the laundry bins. 

Fill the drums. 



 

 

It’s relentless. As soon as the bins are empty and I turn away to drop the laundry into the 

drums, the bins whoosh away to be replaced with more full bins. 

I’m quick on my feet at first, but after only thirty minutes, I’m already slowing and wishing I 

could be doing something else. By the time the claxon sounds again, signaling 1300 hours, 

my arms feel like they are on fire, but I’m so glad to be done. “Okay, guys and girls, be back 

here in one hour,” the foreman shouts. Oh, joy, I think to myself as I make my way to 

dinner. 

I’ve been in enough of these facilities now to know a new inmate when I see one; I’m pretty 

sure I gave off the same look the first three or four times. But there she is, sitting and eating 

alone, looking around at everyone, almost like a nervous tic. I certainly can relate. Cute little 

thing…I can’t imagine what she must have done to be sent here, but here she is, and I’m 

starting to feel sorry for her, knowing what’s likely to happen at some point. 

Then I notice movement from my left, and two guys with walks that say, “We own this 

joint,” walk past me and move up toward the new fish. One comes in from the side and 

leans down toward her, his arm upon the table adding support to his posture, and the other 

guy moves up behind her but not to close. 

I can’t hear what the first guy says, but judging from the look on her face, it must not have 

been so nice. I start to stand, and then it happens fast: her right hand stabs her fork down 

hard into the guy’s hand where it rests upon the table, and at the same time, she twists her 

body slightly to the right and thrusts upward with the knife into the underside of the man’s 

jawbone. Both the fork and knife shatter, as they are made from a material similar to plastic, 

but the sheer speed and force still manage to do some serious damage, and he goes down 

like a sack of potatoes. 

His mate reacts, moving in and putting his arms around her, but too slow to stop her from 

standing and, with the same fluid motion, slamming the back of her head into her 

assailant’s nose, breaking it with a dull, messy thud. 

Before anything else can happen, their eyes glaze over and dreamtime takes over, 

effectively ending the fight. This all happens in less than five seconds, maybe four, and I 

realize now that I was feeling sorry for the wrong side. 

The lights in the room flash, and lunchtime is over. Walking back into the laundry room, I 

insert my card, and the screen tells me that my task for the afternoon is to pick up the 

freshly washed items, place them into the presser and wrapper, and then stack the wrapped 

items five deep into boxes. These in turn are stacked onto another conveyer belt that takes 

the boxes away and out of the room. 

I would like to take a look where the conveyer belt leads, but the opportunity does not arise 

to go take a look. Everyone works hard, with the exception of two guys who seem to be 



 

 

whispering about something every chance they get. I suspect that they’re up to something. 

The final claxon signifies the end of the shift. I eat well that evening and sleep even better. 

I pull laundry duty all that week. I was right about my suspicions about the two guys 

chatting. One day, one of them causes a diversion while the second uses the conveyer belt 

to vanish from the room; he never returns, and his mate is questioned about the incident by 

the foreman and is released, only to vanish as well a few days later. 

The cute new inmate I was originally worried about returned after a week. I can’t say the 

same about her would-be attackers, though, and even Samuel has not been around for a bit. 

Maybe he’s good at not eating. One of my other suspicions is realized when I overhear the 

foreman talk to Brookes about the good work we’d all done that week, asking about the 

other laundries and how we ranked. I manage to corner the foreman at the very end of the 

shift. 

“Hope you don’t mind me asking, but why does the facility need so much washing? I guess 

the dining hall holds maybe four hundred to five hundred inmates, but we seem to be 

washing for much bigger numbers.” 

The foreman smiles and says, “Ah, well, maybe looks can be deceiving. You only see around 

five hundred inmates, but I can assure you there are a lot more. Not sure how many exactly, 

but you are on just one of the levels of this facility. You might be surprised, but I overheard 

Brookes talking to one of his trustees—” 

“His trustees?” I interrupt. 

“Yeah, sure. Well, Brookes was the first to arrive here. Wasn’t supposed to be, mind you. I 

heard it was some kind of accident. He was supposed to be on the outside when this place 

came online, but for whatever reason he wasn’t, so I guess that makes him the big cheese, 

so to speak. Anyway, as I was saying, one of his trustees was saying that level three has had 

a few spaces become available, level four is almost full, and level five will come online in a 

day or two, so you might want to rethink your estimate from about six hundred to a larger 

number, more like up to three thousand inmates, but I’m not convinced that even that 

figure is what this place can hold in total,” he finishes with a grin. 

I stand there for a moment taking it all in—it’s obvious, really—and then I ask, “So do you 

really think this place is impossible to escape from?” 

“Only thing I really know is that a lot of people try, like that chap the other day, using the 

conveyer belt. Yeah, I saw him, his feet at least, but he’s new and took the chance to look 

about. Well, if he’s lucky, he will find his way back with wild stories.” 

“And if he isn’t lucky?” I interrupt again. 



 

 

“If he isn’t, well, we will find bits of him, I guess. Let’s just say that it’s better not to wander 

too far off the beaten path. Keep your head down, work hard, get better food for it, and 

sure, you will have a rather dull rest of your life, but a living one, so you better get used to 

not seeing the stars again. Have a good rest.” And with that he heads out of the laundry. 

Bits of him, I think to myself. What the heck is this place? It’s much larger than I first 

imagined. This is going to be a challenge. 

I head for dinner, and the hall seems busier than normal. I realize why as I collect my tray of 

food—a roast of some kind, maybe chicken; pretty good, really—and I settle down and start 

to eat. I’m soon joined by a few other new faces, and I note that some of them are eating 

what I had on my first day, some kind of mysterious meat combination—bland, but it will 

keep you alive. 

A conversation starts about the guys escaping from the laundry room. Wow, rumors spread 

fast. The conversation goes back and forth about what possible fate would be in store for 

them. One of the newcomers to my table, a man in his late forties or fifties called Frank, 

suddenly laughs, spitting out a mouthful of food, after someone suggests that the escapees 

are likely to be halfway back to Earth by now. 

“There’s more chance we will be sent a troupe of dancing girls to entertain us than they are 

halfway back to Earth. Don’t make me laugh. I’ll tell you what’s most likely happened to our 

brave but stupid friends. They most likely wandered into an area you don’t want to be lost 

in, and I’ll tell you it’s easier to find these places than I would like. 

“It happened to me once a few years back. The facility was having some power issues, which 

sadly are common in the main dining hall, and I decided to go back to my cell. Well, the 

corridor opened up okay, but after a few turns, my room never appeared, only more 

corridors. So I asked again, ‘Take me to my room,’ more forcibly. The corridors reconfigured 

themselves, and I kept walking, but after a few more turns and still no cell, I started to 

worry. Then the lights start to flicker and blink out in places, and then I hear the 

voices…eerie, creepy voices, calling for me, heckling me. Others here call them freakers, 

and they sure freaked the hell out of me. I legged it back the other way, shouting out, ‘Take 

me to the main hall,’ over and over. I was lucky the system eventually gave me a route back 

and I got out of there. I warn you now, don’t go off the grid. If you do and for too long, the 

system either deletes your access or forgets about you, and no matter what you do, it won’t 

put you back on.” 

The others like me just sit there and stare with disbelief, this must be a joke from the old 

guy—let’s scare the new kids; it’s funny to try and scare the snot out of them—but he just 

sits there nodding as most of the people sitting around the table reply with their own 

skepticism. Some just up and leave, casting back glances that say, “You’re mad,” until 

there’s just a few of us left. 



 

 

The older guy stares back at the last of us, and with a lowered voice, he says, “There are 

rumors from the first few that were sent here in our section that there was a level like our 

own that was running well, but during the early years, when this station was sorting out a 

few issues, the freakers broke in and killed almost all but a few that somehow managed to 

escape. Every now and again, when the power systems start to fluctuate, the corridor 

system becomes confused and reroutes unwary inmates to that level.” 

His voice gets lower, and everyone draws in closer to hear what he says next. “Never to be 

seen again.” He’s now whispering, and everyone’s heads are now almost touching. “I know 

when the lights will start to fluctuate next—any second now.” Almost on cue, the lights to 

signify the end of dinner start to flicker, and almost everyone, including me, jumps up and 

looks around, panic stricken. The old guy starts to laugh. “It looks like it’s time to turn in. 

Don’t let the freakers bite.” Still laughing, the old guy gets up and leaves, almost bumping 

into Samuel. “Oh, heya there, Mr. Nowhere Man. Sorry. Did not see you sneak up on us.” 

“Not a problem, Frank. I always love to see the faces on the new guys when you tell them 

your stories,” Samuel says, smiling at us. 

Frank, just waving his hand in acknowledgment and still laughing, heads toward one of the 

exit corridors and vanishes down it. 

The others start to head off also, but I can’t hold back a questioning look at Samuel. 

“Mr. Nowhere Man?” I enquire of him. 

“Oh, that’s a long story. Maybe another time, Sam. Besides, you better get going before 

your promising good start gets a negative flag,” Samuel replies. 

I nod an agreement and slowly make my way back to my room, Frank’s story giving me the 

creeps as the corridor opens up and the lights flicker again as a final warning. Arriving in my 

room, I’m surprised to see Mr. Brookes sitting on my bed waiting for me. 

“Good evening, Mr. McCall, I hope you don’t mind me waiting here. I sometimes find the 

corridors a little cold,” he says rather cheerily as I enter my room, the corridor closing 

behind me. 

“No, not at all, just a little surprised to see you. How can I help?” I reply. 

“I see you are settling in nicely, and I had some good reports of you from the laundry. You 

certainly got stuck in and don’t mind doing a bit of hard work to make your life easier. Good 

to see.” I nod and smile as he continues. 

“I’ve been reading your file. Very impressive—eleven convictions and incarcerations and 

ten escapes, and normally within the first six months. Very impressive. You seem to have a 

knack for security systems, you’re easygoing, you’re not the kind of guy that uses force or 

violence rather than skills and intelligence to get what you want—very impressive.” 



 

 

While Brookes is talking, I regard him. I realize he’s working up to something, but his body 

language is hard to read. I guess this must be the “abandon hope, all ye who enter here” 

speech. He pauses as he stares back, and then, “I want to offer you a new post,” he says. 

“Pardon?” I’m unable to hold back a shocked look, but before he can repeat himself, I ask, 

“You want to offer me a job?” 

“Yes, Mr. McCall, a job. I want to offer you a meet-and-greet role, alongside me. It would 

allow you a few privileges, plus you get to learn about this facility. Might even give you a 

few ideas.” 

“Ideas? Hey, what? Are you giving me permission to try and escape?” I reply with a 

somewhat skeptical look. 

“Well, Mr. McCall, escape, I really believe, is impossible, but if anyone could do it, I think it’s 

going to be you. Don’t give me your decision yet. Please come with me. I would like to show 

you something.” 

We leave my room, and the corridors open up as Brookes tells the system to take us to 

operations. The walk takes much longer than anywhere I’ve visited so far, and we end up at 

a dead end, or so it would seem. Brookes motions me to step closer, and then a glass tube 

closes around us and the floor starts to move upward, slowly at first and then faster, as the 

view of the outside world goes black. 

After what seems like at least five to ten minutes, the elevator tube slows and stops, and 

then it opens, revealing a round observation center. Control consoles and computers 

encircle the entire room, and buzzes and beeps come from almost everywhere. 

“Welcome to the control center,” Brookes says with an almost theatrical tone. “This is 

where I can monitor the entire complex, receive messages and reports, manage the power 

level, resolve technical issues, and generally where I like to spend most of my time. I 

brought you here because I think you need a bit of information I feel is very important for 

you to know and understand.” 

Brookes heads over to a terminal and says, “Show me Mr. Sam McCall’s entry log to this 

facility.” 

I’m surprised a little to hear a soft voice reply, seeming to emanate from around the room, 

“Certainly, Professor. Displaying on the main screen.” 

The screen flickers and then focuses in on a revolving white cylindrical object. At the center 

is a docking hatch, and then I realize that the hatch is moving away from us, or rather I’m 

moving away from it. I must be in the shuttle I arrived in. 



 

 

The shuttle starts to rotate, and I see stars, amazingly bright stars, and then several of them 

seem to move. As I watch, more of the stars seem to dance and move about. Very unusual, I 

think, and then I realize why, and my heart starts to sink. 

That’s impossible, I think to myself as the shuttle fully rotates so it’s now facing 180 degrees 

away from the station I just undocked from. The view I now see shows another station, but 

this one is hanging centrally above a black hole. 

“You got to be shitting me,” I say as I spin round at Brookes. “That’s a bloody black hole!” 

“Yes, it is.” 

“But how?” 

“I’ll explain in time, but for now I need to know if you’re interested in the new job.” 

I look at Brookes and then back at the ever-increasing black hole and station, until the 

station starts to obscure the image of the black hole. “Yes, yes, I’m in. I’ll take the job.” 

“Good, good,” says Brookes. 

“Just one question?” 

“Oh,” says Brookes. 

“Frank almost bumped into Samuel earlier and called him Mr. Nowhere Man. What does 

that mean?” 

Brookes contemplates this for a moment, weighing up the pros and cons of answering 

before he replies, “Facility Zero’s system works on two means of identification, voice and 

retinal, with which the system knows who you are and where you are from, anywhere in the 

galaxy. When the computer tries to identify Samuel, the response is ‘Nowhere’; he’s not 

known to the computer systems, and he’s listed nowhere in the known galaxy, so a few of 

us who know this nicknamed him Nowhere Man.” 


