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There’s a reason why Subtak transport pods don’t have 
windows.  
 Sheri Ortega knew why – and she knew the developers 
of the Subtak network had the same reason at the core of 
their meticulous technical planning.  It was the same 
reason private contractors were now being freelanced to find 
her, kill her and shut her up.  
 Frank Ryan was one such hired thug. A squat, dark-
haired lump of poorly defined muscle.  He’d been smart 
enough to track her down to the Chavez Valley Rock, a 
terrestrial colony placed 14 miles above the Martian 
surface, at the crest of Olympus Mons.  But that’s as far as 
his smartness got.  He’d tried to rape her before the act of 
murder and that had been his big dumb cock-for-a-brain 
mistake. Nothing better than stabbing a neural disruptor 
into a glaring eyeball to render a man incapacitated, with a 
hard-on or not.  
 Subtak was the fastest growing commercial 
transportation revolution since the invention of the 
combustion engine and Henry T Ford.  Small, perfectly 
spherical containers big enough for four human-sized 
occupants and a small amount of cargo. The pods could flit 
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from one point in Space-Time to another in the blink of an 
eye. Instantaneous travel to any part of the colonised 
system.  Amazing.  Incredible.  Instantaneous…once you’ve 
got through the eight hour reception process, security 
queues, quarantine scans and identity processing.  It wasn’t 
all plain sailing.  Sometimes a pod just vanished. Nobody 
ever produced a substantive reason why.   
 Sheri knew why.  
 But any commercial operation involving the moving of 
people and cargo was all about offsetting cost of risk against 
profit.  Ground vehicles, rail systems, sea vessels, aircraft, 
orbital skips and Deep Space ships all suffered risks. From 
collisions and malicious hackers, through to pirates and 
random bursts of radiation or micrometeorites.  
 Risk. Now there’s a word, Sheri thought as she 
strapped the still semi-conscious form of Frank Ryan into 
the prototype Skim Rig she’d purloined from the 
Oluwayemisi facility.  That mouthful of Nigerian 
nomenclature usually got shortened to Yemsi; still meant 
the same thing, though: God Honours Me.  
 That was ironic.  
 People, passengers – even livestock - accepted the risk. 
Humans liked being able to stoop through the hatch of  a 
Subtak  pod in New Tokyo and clamber out seconds later on 
the Nergüi platform anchored to the First Arterial, a 
distance of 50,000 AU  (Astronomical Units), the equivalent 
of nearly a light year away.  It saved a three year journey at 
a sedentary pace of 1G.  Nergüi was a Mongolian word used 
to distract and confuse bad spirits.  They should have used 
that name for the Yemsi facility.  
 Tugging the harness lock closed, Sheri studied the 
flaccid figure of Frank Ryan as his body settled into the 
Mylomar webbing.  She despised humans like him. The Ape 
Man mentality that refused to be flushed out of the human 
genome; Nuture beating Nature hands – and Ribonucleic 
acid – down.  Men who thought they could use their prick 
like a weapon. The anger surfaced rapidly and she placed 
fingers gently against her overalls, feeling the response of 
pain signals from the bruised flesh of her breasts.  
 Bastard. How dare you touch me! How dare you think 
you have the right to put your filthy flesh inside of me. Never 
mind rob me of my life.  
 Frank Ryan began to stir.  Sheri gave him another jab 
with the neural disruptor, targeting the carotid cluster 
where his jaw joined his neck. The would-be killer went 
completely limp in the harness.   
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 The neural disruptor was a part of her toolkit; along 
with drug injectors and other surgical paraphernalia 
required for her new career. A general practitioner in mid-
grade bioware grafts and cybernetic implants.  It helped pay 
bills and when clients tended to be seeking work below the 
scrutiny of official records her lack of experience didn’t 
really matter. She always moved on, place to place, towing a 
flexipod like a Slipstream caravan from the old days of 
Earth when extended road trips for pleasure were a 
possibility.  Moving like this had helped keep her alive.   
 Putting Frank Ryan under for another few minutes was 
better than listening to whatever threats he might try to 
issue.  Poor Frank didn’t know that she’d already sussed 
out he was a solo operating out of a shabby guns-for-hire 
outfit called Romor Zomor. There wasn’t going to be any 
cavalry.  So she had a little time for revenge. She began the 
process of powering up the Skim Rig’s systems and the 
integral transduction array that would bring the CM 
membrane into focus.  Besides, she didn’t want to bore him 
to death with any discussion of Riemannian Spaces, 
Cheeger's finiteness theorem, Gauss–Bonnet formula, 
Catrandelo–Haddmarsh theorem, geodesic flow and 
hyperdimensional curves.  
 Sheri Ortega, forty-five years old, eighty-kilograms of 
bone and muscle packed into a sturdy Brazilian frame; guys 
had always told her she had the legs of an Olympic 
athlete… the ones that threw heavy metal balls as far as 
they could. Har-har-har.  Didn’t stop most of them wanting 
to get her into bed.  Bores and bozos.  Sleeping with 
anybody was always on her terms, and her terms required 
brains.  Back in the years she’d worked for Riken Corp, in 
the labs at the Yemsi facility, she’d been a cybernetic 
systems architect. A specialist in big machines rather than 
piddly devices cut into flesh to make stupid organisms a 
little smarter or faster.  She had been a part of the team 
that developed the technology Subtak was based on.  The 
Subtak corporate conglomerate – a UTOC alliance – churned 
out tons of marketing material about their scientists 
utilising Arterial Wormhole Network that Borgendrill Corp 
discovered years back.  That was partly true, but it was also 
total bullshit. 
 She paused for a moment as the memories winged 
across her mind.  
 It had all began with the Skim racing.  Dustin Clark 
and Mona Miller had been the two test-pilots for the 
prototype Skim Rigs.  The original pass-function criteria 
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involved them displacing from one side of the Yemsi lab to 
the other. Blink and their job for the day was over – leaving 
the rest of the project team to pore over and analyse the 
backwash of technical data that came from each test.  Clark 
and Miller discovered it was possible to slow down the 
subjective displacement by a significant factor.  What that 
meant in reality was that the disappearance and 
reappearance of a rig from one side of the lab to the other 
was still instantaneous for objective observers, but the 
subjective experience for the test-pilot inside the rig was 
considerably different.   
 The original rigs had windows.  Choking the throttle on 
the transduction array caused a grey void to open up and 
stretch out to an expanding horizon of infinity.  The gently 
undulating terrain was smooth, glossy and yet smoky. Grey 
but somehow brightly lit. Like starlight through fog.  It 
swept out above and below in mirror image; or on either 
side of you, depending on where you turned your eyes to 
observe.  Observation was the key.  Without observation all 
other possibilities collapsed.  This membrane connected the 
two nodes in Space-Time: the displacement start and the 
displacement end.    Sometimes the membrane bulged 
outwards to create giant mounds that came together like 
enormous fusions of stalagmites and stalactites.    
 There was also a sensation of rapid forward movement.   
How rapid depended on how much power the transduction 
array was given.  To race, two rigs displaced together, 
chased each other across the surreal non-Euclidean terrain 
– it was possible to see the other rig ahead or behind – and 
then with a sudden flare of grey anti-photons, you re-
appeared on the other side of the lab.  
 The reappearance always occurred at the same time for 
both rigs.  Arguments between pilots early on led to 
cameras being installed inside the rigs.  The images were 
never clear; electronic interference left the footage mushy 
and badly corrupted with white noise, but there was always 
enough visible to prove who was ahead and who was 
behind. 
 That time spent outside the Universe, became a 
sensation for the project members.  Skim racing became a 
part of the testing – and became de rigueur for the team. 
Everyone had a go. Halcyon days.  They didn’t last long.  
 Sheri Ortega had been racing Dustin Clark when it 
happened.  Turns out that what the project had been calling 
a membrane was more of a boundary.  Between us, and… 
Them.  
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  She only caught a glimpse; a suggestion of something 
moving up through the grey terrain, breaking the surface, 
rising out: a vast, pulsating, quivering mass of chaos that 
held every horrible suggestion of intelligence. 
 Clark caught it full-on.  Sheri had been lagging behind, 
forced into a wild tangential detour by a smooth grey 
hummock that nearly blocked her vector.  The art of racing 
wasn’t about putting your foot on the gas.  The hurtling, 
headlong rush across the membrane was controlled by 
thought-interface with the rig machine.  The interface 
allowed a pilot to accelerate and steer through the terrain.  
Accelerate but not brake.  There was no way to reverse or 
slow down.  Striking the glossy, ethereal grey surface at the 
wrong angle risked punching through.  Into what – nobody 
knew.  It had never been tested.  So that was a perceived 
risk the pilots took with every race – but also the thrill. 
Strangely, the faster a rig went, the smoother the terrain 
became… 
 Of course, if any of the team had known what horrors 
lurked on the other side; nobody would have gone near the 
rigs ever again.   
 Clark slammed directly into the emerging mass and 
tore straight through; accelerating hard towards infinity-x.  
Sheri saw that much before her mind blanked out.  In the 
lab, their rigs arrived in the same instant they had 
displaced.  When Clark’s rig was opened the man was 
raving and utterly mad.  It took five technicians to restrain 
him, and that was after he’d partially blinded one with his 
fingers, bit off another’s ear and inflicted broken ribs and a 
dislocated jaw on the rest.  
 The incident was impossible to conceal.  The report 
escalated, left the isolation of the Yemsi facility.  Riken 
‘specialists’ arrived and began to debrief.  The project team 
lost autonomy, lost control.  
 New contracts were quickly drawn up.  A company 
called Vigilant Venture were the primary investors in this 
Riken-managed research event; the Yemsi facility, very 
speculative, very hushed, tucked away in the interior of 
West Africa.  Everyone was asked to sign.  Nobody was 
supposed to leave. 
 That was the point Sheri got out.  Gut instinct and raw 
terror propelling her into a perpetual state of existing ‘on 
the run’.  Then Subtak started their revolution.  
 She’d tried to leak information. To blow a whistle or 
raise an alarm.  Subtak was dangerous. Not just because of 
the horror of what sometimes lumbered into the way of a 



6 

pod – but because of the risk of anomalies in the 
membrane: even at the fastest speeds there was the chance 
of mounds rising up and merging together in their mirror-
like fashion.  Sheri had heard the heated theoretical 
discussions about the danger of punching through.  Such 
holes might cause a tear that wouldn’t close up.  And 
Sheri’s journey away from danger had led her into strange 
company; she’d been given books that helped to suggest the 
nature of the membrane – what some erudite, half-mad 
authors called the Quantisphere.  
 Nobody heard her clarion call. All she did was make 
herself a bigger target as Subtak became a profit loaded 
gravy train.   
 Frank Ryan regained consciousness. 
 The Skim Rig was humming, squeezed in tight between 
the carbo-plastic walls of her flexipod. All systems were 
charged to full purge status.  Confusion on his brutish face 
was replaced by anger. He used the word “cunt” a lot.  She 
didn’t take offence.  It was an accurate assessment.  Yes, 
she had one, and considering what she was about to do to 
him – proverbially made her one too. 
 “Hello Frank,” she began. “I’d like to tell you a story.” 
 And she did.  Calmly, holding back the anger that 
burned like a hot coal in her chest.  About the black market 
gambling scene run by Zendori: where Skim Racing was 
underground and very big money. About fee-paying 
passengers of Subtak that sometimes arrived with their 
intestines smeared across the walls of the pod, or just 
raving mad.  Such pods were always quietly, discreetly, 
removed.   
 Sheri told him about the infinity-x quotient and dilation 
of the transduction array.  She explained how she had 
configured the Skim Rig he was strapped into, to a 
subjective journey time of thirty years.  
 “That’s a rough enough sentence for attempted rape, 
don’t you think?” 
 Frank didn’t seem to believe her or just simply didn’t 
understand.  She smiled coldly and shook her head as she 
swung down the hatch. He stared back at her through the 
Fu-glass canopy. Just a glimmer of panic starting to settle 
in.   
 Activating the launch sequence she stepped back from 
the familiar low resonance thrum vibrating the air.  The 
Skim Rig flickered and blurred and shifted its position by a 
few millimetres.  A smell wafted off it, ozone, like a building 
thunderhead, and the dizzying stench of something that 
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always reminded her of gasoline before biofuel – much 
stronger than ever before, no doubt due to the duration of 
the journey the rig had just been through.  The exterior had 
been transformed in those micro-moments.  Dulled, scuffed 
as if it had plunged through untold collisions with the 
membrane.  The interior of the Fu-glass canopy was now 
covered in a spidery web-like substance.  It made her decide 
the rig wasn’t something she wanted to open right now.  
She’d take it to JamBrams and see if they’d do a full clean-
out service: no questions asked, just like her when they 
needed surgery.  She wondered briefly how long Frank Ryan 
had lasted and what got him in the end? Starvation?  
Dehydration?  Heart failure after going stark raving insane?  
 There’s a reason why Subtak  transport pods don’t have 
windows.  
 And now Frank Ryan also knew why. 
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The End 
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