
Business
by John A. Allison

“Sleep well, Jackson?” asked a familiar voice.
Woozy as usual after four months of stasis, he could only manage a grunt in reply. 
“Here, drink this.” The ship’s medic and security officer handed him a bulb of freshly pressed 

juice.
Jackson rubbed the back of his neck, as if to wipe away the fragments of dreams and nightmares  

that still orbited his brain. “Thanks, Erika,” he managed, drinking greedily. “Like a mother to us, you 
are. Don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“Just doing my job,” she said, surprised to receive a compliment from the business analyst. “But 
it’s nice to know it’s appreciated. Now, let’s have you out of that crib and down to the Boardroom.  
You don’t want to miss the CEO’s briefing.”

The  Venture Capital  and her crew of six had slid into parking orbit around the alien planet a 
couple of hours earlier. Erika’s stasis crib had been programmed to wake her first; one by one, she had 
run a quick diagnostic check on each of the staff before waking them. She took her job seriously: in-
flight brain damage was rare, but it could happen, especially on long flights like this one. One of 
Jackson’s telltales had been blinking orange; it had worried her for a moment, but apart from his usual  
wooziness, he seemed in good shape.

Down in  the  Boardroom,  CEO Lopez  exchanged the usual  pleasantries  with  his  team before  
launching quickly into his briefing. “As you can see, we have reached our destination on schedule and  
are now in orbit some fifteen hundred clicks above the market.” The holo display zoomed in on the G 
type star and its system to focus on the blue and white planet now orbited by a tiny Venture Capital. 
“Our scanners show that, as usual, Marketing have done a good job. Local conditions are as predicted, 
and we expect to be ready to initiate Phase One in a couple of days.”

The  execs  were  far  too  well-disciplined  to  interrupt  their  CEO,  but  Lopez  noticed  several  
shoulders drop nevertheless. 

“Now, two more days of ship time may seem unnecessarily long to some of you, but bear in mind 
that  part  of  that  time  will  be  spent  in  surgery.  This  is  a  relatively  advanced  civilization;  it  has  
considerable resources to interest us, but it also possesses significant defence capabilities. I’m sure I  
don’t  need  to  remind  you  that  establishing  a  relationship  of  mutual  trust  and  understanding  is 
fundamental to our business plan.”

“Do we really need surgery?” Jackson whispered as Lopez continued. “Why can’t we just have the  
language implants and go down there as we are?”

Erika leaned towards him. “We need to look and behave as much like the aliens as we possibly  
can. You know that. Anyway, it’s not as if it was irreversible or anything. It’s only for a few weeks.”  
Curious,  she thought.  It’s  not  like  Jackson to complain.  And he’s  been on almost  as many trade 
missions as I have. She made a mental note to keep an eye on him.

“You should all feel quite at home down on the planet,” Lopez continued. “The atmosphere is still  
breathable,  despite  the  fact  they seem to be doing their  best  to  screw things up.  In  fact,  it’s  not 
dissimilar to our own ecological crises a couple of hundred years ago, except that we didn’t wait quite 
so long to do something about it. We got here just in time: another twenty years and we’d have been 
losing resources before we could get them off planet. Now then, as I’m sure you’ll be glad to see from 
this holo,” – a pair of adult aliens flashed up in front of them – “their DNA is a ninety-eight percent 
match for our own, which means surgery will be straightforward and essentially cosmetic. It should 
have only minimal impact on our margins. Their social and economic structures are also familiar, and 
all our scans confirm that our product offer will represent an extremely attractive technology leap. Are  
there any questions?” Lopez looked around the table. 



Jackson opened his mouth, hesitated, then shook his head.
“All right, ladies and gentlemen,” said the CEO, “you know what you have to do; let’s get down to 

business.”
#

Once again, Jackson woke up feeling groggy. Expecting the familiar, comfortably padded crib, 
this time however, he was further confused by finding himself on the table in the ship’s operating 
theatre. 

“Let’s have a look at you then,” said Erika, gently removing medipads from his face. “Hm, not  
bad, though I say it myself. What do you think?”

Wincing at the soreness from invisible but still fresh scars, he sat up and did a double take. An 
alien face stared back at him from the holomirror: wild, bloodshot eyes, strange, wiry hair, and drab,  
sickly-looking skin. “Perfect,” he said. “I could have been born down there.”

#

“I’m sorry to disturb you, but it’s an emergency!” 
The aide-de-camp had been the President’s right hand for more than twenty years; only once in 

that time could she recall him losing his cool, but now he was clearly flustered. As President of the  
largest  and  most  powerful  multi-national  on  the  planet,  she  was  not  used  to  being  interrupted,  
especially when she was in conference with a government  minister.  She decided to give him the  
benefit of the doubt.

“Would you excuse me a moment, Minister?” she asked, standing up from behind the antique desk 
and walking over to the expensively inlaid and soundproofed door. “This had better be good!” she  
warned the aide-de-camp as soon as they were in the outer office.

“President, a shuttle has just landed at one of our air bases: they say they’re a trade mission and 
they want to meet you as soon as possible.”

“You’ve  got  to  be  kidding!  You pulled me  out  of  a  conference  with  the  Minister  to  meet  a 
goddamn trade mission?” 

The aide-de-camp cringed; the President was clearly working up to one of her famous hissy-fits. 
“Who are these people, anyway?” she asked.
“Their CEO is called Lopez. He says he has advanced technologies you will be very interested in.” 
“Advanced technologies?” The President laughed. “I very much doubt they have anything  more 

advanced than we do. Our labs are the best in the world. Where is this so-called trade mission from?  
Another planet maybe?”

“They came in under the radar,” the aide-de-camp explained with considerable embarrassment.  
“Our  people didn’t  pick them up until  they’d  practically landed.  They say they’re  from a system 
eighteen light years away.”

Forty minutes later,  leaving a somewhat disgruntled minister to lunch with a hastily-convened 
handful of Board members, the President had helicoptered out to the air base to find herself face to  
face with her unexpected visitors. Formal introductions were made, and a local beverage was served in 
a tired-looking arrivals lounge. CEO Lopez was of average height, build and colour, his greying hair 
and steel-blue eyes his only distinguishing features; like the other members of his team, he wore an 
expensive-looking but conservative business suit. He had undeniable charisma; but if it wasn’t for the 
sleek  shuttle-craft  sitting  outside  on  the  apron,  clearly the  product  of  technologies  and  materials 
unknown  on  her  world,  the  President  would  have  been  extremely  tempted  to  dismiss  Lopez’s 
extravagant claims out of hand. 

“Forgive me if I’m overly direct, CEO Lopez, but I didn’t get where I am today by beating around 
the  bush,”  she  said.  “Your  people  are  not  exactly  what  we  expected  from  first  contact  with  a  
spacefaring civilization. You breathe our atmosphere, you speak our language, you don’t look any 
different from us; to put  it  bluntly,  how do I  know you haven’t just  flown over from one of our  
competitors on the other side of the planet?”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, President,” said Lopez. “But, surprising as it may seem, life in this  
galaxy is very uniform. We have already made contact with half a dozen other civilizations, and the  



differences  between  races  are  minimal.  We  usually  find  over  ninety-six  per  cent  of  our  genetic 
material is identical – which would seem to support the diaspora or seeding theories of life that I’m 
sure you’re familiar with.” 

“I see,” said the President, still reserving judgement.
“Of course, one way to prove we are what we say would be to invite you to take a short shuttle trip  

up to our ship, the Venture Capital. But we realize you are an extremely busy person, and we do not 
wish to presume on your time. We think that the technologies we propose to trade and the goods that  
are at this moment in transit towards your planet will speak for themselves.”

Long years of  experience in international business had left the President alert to any advantage 
that might be gained from a chance meeting, but she had one more point to clarify before hearing the  
visitors’ pitch. 

“CEO Lopez,  one  thing  still  intrigues  me;  why did  you  contact  me,  rather  than  our  world’s 
political authorities?”

Lopez smiled, opening his palms and exuding charm and trustworthiness. “Good question. I guess 
politicians are pretty much the same all over the universe. We’re a trade mission – we’re not here to  
attend parades or inaugurate cultural centres, we’re here to do business. We prefer to deal direct with  
folks who understand how business works, and our market research suggests that your distribution 
systems are the best on the planet.”

“How’s it going?” asked Erika.
“Pretty good,” said Jackson. As the business analyst on the team, he was sitting in on the more  

detailed discussions now being conducted between Lopez and the aliens. When the meeting broke up 
for a comfort break, he joined Erika, Lee and Sian who were killing time in the base’s recreation  
room. “Lopez opened with the cancer cure. A pure technology transfer, completely free, no strings 
attached. They really went for that; sounds like it’s a major problem here.”

“I’m not surprised, the way they’ve screwed up their atmosphere,” said Sian. 
“Yeah, it stinks, doesn’t it?” said Lee, staring out of the window. “Goddamn primitives!” 
“Let’s show a little respect, shall we?” said Erika. “Primitive they may be, but let’s not forget 

they’re our customers.”
“Right,” said Jackson, “but you know, that President, she’s a tough cookie. She insisted on setting 

up a trip to a cancer hospital tomorrow to test the cure. I like that. If they’re all like her, maybe we 
should re-think the business model.”

“What do you mean, Jackson?” Lee turned away from the window to face Jackson down. “You 
having doubts? We didn’t come all this way to go home empty-handed. They’re only aliens, for God’s 
sake!”

“All right boys, keep the testosterone under control, OK?” said Erika. “We’re all professionals, so 
let’s just get the business done and get out of town as quickly and as quietly as possible, all right?”

Lee turned away to stare out of the window again. “Coupla gorillas out there toting automatics.  
You think they’re going make us spend the night in this shit-hole?”

Jackson glanced over at Erika, looking for sympathy. He’d never liked Lee much, but now the guy 
was becoming a complete xenophobe. 

Erika winked an alien eye at him. “No worries, Lee,” she told the ops. chief. “Lopez’ll get us a  
hotel fixed up until the transports get here. And then we launch Phase Two. As soon as they get their  
hands on the boyz toyz and the pharmaceuticals, they’ll give us the keys to the city.” 

#

Back in her office on the forty-second floor, the President poured herself a glass of mineral water 
and pondered on her strategy. The Venture Capital’s crew was safely tucked up in the best hotel in 
town. She had ordered discrete surveillance, but wasn’t expecting any trouble; they genuinely seemed 
to be only interested in doing business. She had had Lopez park the shuttle in a hangar on the base:  
some kind of force field prevented them from getting anywhere near it, so it would have been perfectly 
safe out on the apron, but she preferred to keep it hush-hush for the moment. With the product he was 
offering, she didn’t want anybody else getting in on the act just yet. Lopez seemed to be happy to deal  



exclusively with her corporation for the moment, although he was talking about needing to go public 
before he could ship the product in. 

There was a discrete knock at the door, and her aide-de-camp appeared, still lacking his usual 
composure.

“Come in and sit down,” she said. “I know it’s late, but there’s something I want you to see.” She 
took a small silver card from a jacket pocket, and handed it to the aide-de-camp.

“What is it?” he asked, holding the thing gingerly between thumb and forefinger.
“A  sample.  The  key  to  total  market  dominance.  A  product  that  will  leave  our  competitors 

completely at our mercy. Press the button.”
He found the slight swelling at the corner of the card, and pressed it gently. The card seemed to 

melt, becoming almost liquid, flowing over his fingers before hardening again into a semi-rigid black  
oblong the size of a large envelope. A kaleidoscope of images appeared, each in extraordinarily high  
definition; the air base, a hotel room, local TV channels, his own face, the interior of what appeared to  
be a space ship, a view of the planet from space. He touched a thumbnail of a popular movie; as it  
grew to full-screen, the crystal-clear soundtrack filled the office from nowhere. 

“They call it a com unit,” said the President. “It’s a TV, music player, videophone, computer, 
scanner, satnav – and a bunch of other things I haven’t understood yet.”

“How’s it powered?”
“Some sort of advanced battery – they claim it’ll run for twenty years without recharging!”
“And they can supply lots of these?” asked the aide-de-camp. He pressed the tiny swelling at the 

corner of the unit, and the screen immediately shrank back to a silver card. “We could sell millions,  
no, hundreds of millions, if the price is right.” 

“Lopez says he can supply as many as we can sell. It’s worth billions. And tomorrow he’s going to 
show me an anti-gravity vehicle that uses the same type of batteries – no wheels, no moving parts, 
zero emissions...”

“What do they want in return?” 
“Cash. But they’ll give us fifteen days credit. Once we start shipping, we’ll be rolling in it.”
The aide-de-camp sat back in his chair, frowning and looking up at the ceiling.
“Let’s  say you  sell  computers to natives in the jungle.  Say they pay you in pebbles.  There’s  

nothing you want to buy in the jungle, so what are you going to do with a big pile of pebbles when you 
get back home?”

The President shrugged. “There must be something in our jungle they want to buy. Anyway, it’s 
not our problem - as long as they can supply enough stock for a year or so, which they say they can. In  
that time our R&D people should be able to reverse-engineer the products, so even if it costs us a lot  
more to manufacture them ourselves, we’ll be independent.” 

Erika’s com unit burbled discretely on the bedside table. Opening one eye, she saw a tired-looking 
Jackson filling the screen. 

“What is it, Jackson?” 
“You still awake?”
“No, I’m answering your call in my sleep. Something R&D have been working on recently.” 
“I’m sorry. I’ll ask you tomorrow.”
Erika sighed. “No, go on, I’m awake now anyway. What can I do for you? Your skin still itchy? 

The colour change does that, you know.”
“No,  nothing like that.  It’s  about  the medical  package for Phase Two.  I’ve been doing some 

research on the planet, and it seems they have a real problem here with senile dementia. Do you think  
we could throw in an extra treatment?”

Was it just late at night, or was Jackson really beginning to act strangely? “Jackson, we’re running 
a business here, not a charity. We agree that giving them sample treatments for common diseases will  
buy us popularity, but we’re not going to just give away the shop!”   

“But just think of all those poor elderly people, slowly losing their minds...” 
Erika sat up straight in her bed. Jackson was definitely starting to worry her. “Now hold on a 

moment, what do you mean, elderly people? They’re not people, Jackson; they’re aliens, and pretty 
primitive aliens at that!”



“Now you’re starting to sound like Lee,” said Jackson. “Of course they’re people; they may look a 
bit strange, and they may not have reached the same level of technology as we have, but they have just  
the same feelings and emotions as we do. They’re still sentient, they’re not animals!”  

“Jackson, you’re not going native on us here, are you? I mean, let’s face it, after Phase Four, senile 
dementia is going to be the least of their worries!”

“That’s what I’m trying to say! There must be a better way! Surely with all the technology at our 
disposal we don’t need Phase Four?”

“Listen Jackson, I’m worried about you. You know how the business works. There are millions of  
shareholders back home counting on us to do our jobs and bring them the return on investment they  
were promised. I want to run a scan on you tomorrow morning – report for a check-up at 0800 – that’s 
an order. I don’t want to bother Lopez with this now, but if I have to, I won’t hesitate. Have I made 
myself clear?”

#

The transport ships reached orbit some eight days after the trade mission. Several kilometres in  
length, it wasn’t that they were significantly slower than the Venture Capital, their enormous mass just 
meant they took a lot longer to slow down enough from their FTL cruising speed to make an orbital  
insertion. CEO Lopez had insisted on meeting representatives from all the planet’s major governments 
before starting to shuttle the freight down. Force fields notwithstanding, he didn’t want to run the risk  
of  trigger-happy aliens taking pot-shots  at  the  ‘UFOs’  and damaging the goods before  they were 
delivered.

The summit  meeting was  broadcast across the planet:  news of the miraculous cancer cure had 
already spread  like  wildfire,  and  an  audience  of  billions  watched  open-mouthed  as  CEO Lopez  
presented greetings from the stars and revealed the rest  of  the medical  package the aliens  would 
receive. Enthusiastic speeches were made about inter-stellar cooperation, and the President herself  
demonstrated the communications and transport technologies that her corporation would shortly be 
bringing to market.  With the help of their  new friends,  she promised,  they would not  only bring  
education and information to every last corner of the planet’s continents, but also end the need for the  
fossil fuels that were poisoning their eco-system. As the music played, the drinks flowed, and a whole 
planet’s media jostled for the best shots of grinning monarchs, presidents and prime ministers lining 
up to shake hands with CEO Lopez and his execs,  seven billion aliens across the planet  danced,  
cheered, and wept for joy that the Venture Capital had come to save their world.  

#

In the days and weeks that followed, Lopez toured the planet with Sian, accepting invitations to  
visit  all  the major cities and being feted as heroes everywhere they went. Lopez gave daily press  
conferences, refusing to answer questions but making eloquent speeches that gradually included more 
and more frequent references to the technology gap between the civilizations. Little by little, the aliens 
were acquainted with the miracles that were features of everyday life on Lopez’s home planet and its  
numerous colonies across the galaxy.

The rest of the team stayed at the air base to supervise the logistics operations. Erika’s scan had  
failed to reveal any anomalies in Jackson’s brain patterns, but she remained wary and kept him under  
close supervision. Fortunately, as the product hit the market, there was plenty of work for the business 
analyst to do: as expected, Jackson reported massive demand that only continued to increase as the  
alien customers took delivery of their new gadgets. 

A month after first contact, the team assembled in their hotel’s conference room for a video link-
up with Lopez; the CEO was on a tour of the planet’s southern hemisphere, addressing rapt audiences 
of admiring business leaders and would-be partners.

“How are the anti-grav pods selling?” he asked.
“As we predicted, just as fast as we can get them down from orbit,” said Jackson. “The President  

keeps putting the price up, but it’s not slowing demand appreciably.”



“All right. Lee, make sure she doesn’t get too greedy, will you? We don’t want to risk any bad 
feeling.” 

Lee nodded, enjoying the prospect of leaning on the alien businesswoman.
“Presumably we’re close to market saturation with the com units?” Lopez continued. “If the pods 

are shipping fast, we must be nearly ready to launch Phase Three – Jackson?”
“Yes sir.  Customer satisfaction is at ninety-seven per cent;  market  penetration is virtually one 

hundred  percent,  so  stocks  of  obsolete  local  electronics  are  reaching  critical  levels.  We  expect 
industrial collapse to kick in any time now. But is it really...” Jackson broke off in mid-sentence as the  
tip of Erika’s boot made contact with his knee.

“What was that, Jackson?” The CEO leaned closer to his com unit; from the other side of the  
planet, the team sensed the familiar steel behind the diplomatic veneer.

“Er, nothing, sir. Standard conditions for initiation of Phase Three have been achieved.”
“Good.”  Lopez  seemed  to  relax  slightly.  “All  right  then,  we’ll  proceed with  Phase  Three  as 

planned. We’ll meet again for an update at the same time next week. Erika, would you call me back on  
a secure channel?” 

#

Across  the  city  in  the  President’s  penthouse  office  suite,  a  worried  aide-de-camp  was  in 
conference with his President. “The phones haven’t stopped ringing all week – and these new com 
units too - every consumer electronics and automobile maker in the whole world wants to talk to you,  
and most of their subcontractors too.”

“Relax. Let the bastards stew. They’d have done exactly the same to us if Lopez had gone to 
them.” The President was visibly enjoying her monopoly on the new technologies, and the cash that  
was pouring into the corporation’s coffers. 

“But we can’t just ignore them!” The aide-de-camp rarely disagreed with his boss, but a profound 
sense of imminent disaster was gnawing at his stomach. “They can’t even give their stock away, and 
they’re still months away from developing anything remotely like our com units and anti-grav pods.”

“So?”
“So they’re starting to make massive lay-offs. Literally millions of jobs are going to go. The world 

economy is heading for an unprecedented recession!”
“So  what  do  you  expect  me  to  do?”  asked  the  President,  who  had  been  preparing  a  press 

statement,  and was happy to test  it  on her aide-de-camp.  “Tell  Lopez,  thank you very much,  but  
actually we don’t need your cure for cancer? Tell him his anti-grav technology is very nice but we’d  
rather just muddle along with our fossil fuels until our atmosphere is unbreathable or global warming 
leaves our cities under tens of metres of water? Get real! An economic depression is nothing compared 
to the problems we could be facing a few years down the line. We may lose a few million jobs, but  
that’s normal when you have a technology leap, look at the industrial revolution. It’ll take a few years, 
but we’ll adjust to it, a new economy will emerge. Don’t you realize what we’re doing here? We’re  
not just making unprecedented profits for our shareholders; we’re saving the goddamn planet!”  

The aide-de-camp seemed to have no answer to this tirade. He shuffled the pile of papers in front 
of  him in  silence.  “We’re  certainly keeping  the  shareholders  happy,”  he  said,  finally.  “The  only 
question is, what do we do with all the cash?”

“What’s Lopez doing with his?” asked the President.
“The word is he’s been buying airtime. He’s expected to make some big announcement soon – 

nobody really knows what it is, but there are rumours of some sort of ‘cure for unemployment’.”
“Well, there you go! What are you worrying about? Just leave everything to CEO Lopez! My 

God, if he can pull that one off, the man could get himself elected President of the World!”

#

The video clip was broadcast across the planet in every major TV channel’s prime time slot. Tens 
of millions of alien viewers came home with redundancy notices in their pockets to discover CEO 
Lopez’s latest offering. An establishing shot of a sunlit village nestling between gently rolling hills 
moved in to rest on a picture of domestic bliss; an attractive young couple, holding hands and smiling 
as they watched their two laughing children frolicking in a large, well-kept garden. A shiny new anti-



grav  pod  was  parked  next  to  the  pretty  village  house.  The  voice-over  promised  secure  jobs,  
comfortable  working conditions,  generous pay and access to  health  care  and bio-technologies the  
aliens could only dream of. 

The camera panned back to a peaceful  village green to reveal  a smiling CEO Lopez;  indeed, 
viewers now realized, the pitch they were hearing was spoken in the deep, reassuringly protective  
tones of the hero who had come from outer space to save them from disaster and disease.

“Imagine a planet, with great oceans, mountains, lakes and rivers; a world of sunny blue skies, 
with a temperate climate, vast mineral resources, forests and fertile plains. A planet just like your own 
once was; a virgin world with no pollution, no disease, no overcrowding, no industrial wastelands. A  
world that  has  been spared the mistakes  of  the  past,  where  advanced technologies  provide every 
modern comfort without sacrificing the planet’s natural resources. A world that lacks only people; 
people to inhabit its hills and valleys, people to manage its farms, people to fish in its rivers and seas,  
and people to raise families of happy, healthy children.”

As CEO Lopez continued to speak, the camera rose through the atmosphere and out into space; the 
planet shrank to a tiny dot between sparkling myriads of stars.

“The universe we share is a generous one. Though the planet you live on may seem unique, in 
reality there are hundreds and thousands like it, almost all of them uninhabited. We have established 
colonies on several of these worlds, but our population is too small to build the dynamic planetary 
economies we aspire to. We are offering you the chance to help us build these new worlds.”

Lopez now sat comfortably in the warm, glowing interior of a spaceship, perhaps the  Venture  
Capital itself.

“But these virgin planets are light years away from our own, I hear you saying. How can we  
possibly travel such distances without spending years of our lives in space?”

The camera zoomed to a smiling alien, nestled comfortably in a padded stasis crib. “Our ships  
travel faster than the speed of light: your journey will take only a few months, but as you sleep safely 
in a stasis crib like this one, it will seem no longer than a short afternoon nap.”

The screen filled with a close-up of Lopez, now in full ‘trust-me’ mode. “We are looking for 
healthy, young colonists with the energy and ambition to build a new life on a new planet. We do not  
wish to deprive your economy of the more experienced and established members of its society. Our  
offer is therefore open to all those under the age of thirty. In the next four weeks, our ships will leave  
for the new planets. There is room for everyone; take your time, we do not want anybody to feel  
rushed into a big decision.”

CEO Lopez paused for a moment, looking earnestly into the camera and building up to the close 
that would swing the decision for tens of millions.

“Of course,  we understand that  you  have responsibilities,  investments,  maybe  even debts that 
make  it  difficult  to  leave  home  to  start  a  new life.  You  want  to  be  sure  that  your  parents  and 
grandparents will be well looked-after while you travel to the stars. Because we understand that, each  
volunteer will receive a lump sum cash payment to allow them to make all the necessary arrangements  
before leaving.”

Lopez specified the  amount in all the aliens’ major currencies. Across the planet, his audience 
gasped collectively at a figure they had only ever imagined receiving as winners of a lottery jackpot.  
Millions of young aliens decided to sign up on the spot; tens of millions of older family members 
started to try to persuade their younger brothers, sisters, cousins and children to take up the offer.

 
#

Over the next three weeks,  Jackson and the others worked twenty-hour  shifts  supervising the 
loading. As the aliens arrived at the base in hundreds of thousands per day, they were herded into 
holding pens until they could be transferred onto the shuttles. Local recruits had been taken up to the  
Venture Capital  and shown the stasis cribs; their job was to marshal the new arrivals and reassure 
them that the sardine-can conditions of the shuttle containers were just a temporary inconvenience.  
Every volunteer was promised a comfortable berth in the spacious stasis dorms on the juggernaut 
transport ships orbiting above them.

“Surely  they  must  realize  we  couldn’t  possibly  provide  individual  stasis  cribs  for  so  many 
people!” said Jackson.



“Meat, Jackson, not people – just meat!” snapped Lee. They were in the recreation room, taking a  
break from the crowds lined up ten-abreast on the runway outside.

“It’s not right, though,” said Jackson, shaking his head. “Someone ought to tell them.”
“They’re  volunteers, Jackson,” said Lee. “They signed on the dotted line, they got their cash;  

they’re ours now. Anyway, you go ahead and get back to work, I gotta call Erika.”

From her office high above the city, the President followed the loading on her com unit.
“The volunteers still look cheerful enough,” she remarked. “Some of them have been travelling for  

days to get to the base.”
“Can’t get off the planet quick enough, if you ask me,” said the aide-de-camp. “And there are 

millions  more  on  the  way.  Recession,  unemployment,  and  now hyper-inflation:  good  job  Lopez 
warned us to put all our cash into real estate before launching his one-way package holidays.”

“Yeah, he certainly knows what he’s doing. But once the under-thirties have gone and we get back 
to full employment, the economy will settle down; we’ll soon be back to business as usual.”

“I hope you’re right.” The aide-de-camp fiddled with his com unit. “But I can’t help thinking 
Lopez hasn’t finished with us yet. That guy always has another card up his sleeve. Speaking of which,  
the business analyst just arrived.”

“What was his name again? Johnson?”
“Jackson.”
“Right. Show him in, would you?”

Jackson knew he was going out on a limb. It was curious how fond he’d become of these people 
and their planet, with all its problems. Usually he just got on with the job, crunched the numbers,  
calculated P&L, updated balance sheets, filed tax returns, made notes for the annual report; he was so 
busy with the figures he didn’t ever really think of them as people. Just meat, as Lee would say. But  
this  time  it  was  different;  this  planet  had  something  indefinable,  something  special  about  it.  He 
admired the President; she was someone who really understood how things worked. She would know 
what  to  do.  That  was why he’d decided to  ask for  this  interview,  to  tell  her  the  truth about  the  
business.   

“President,” he said, as she waved him into one of the pair of ornate antique chairs in front of her 
desk. “Do you realize there are currently nearly fifteen million of your young people in stasis in our  
transport ships, and millions more waiting in line to join them?”

The President folded her arms on her desk, probing the face of the business analyst for any clues  
as to what he wanted. His cut in the generous commission Lopez was paying her for each volunteer,  
perhaps? “What of it?”

Jackson hesitated. Could he trust her? There was no other way.  “You don’t really believe the 
stories of free land, cheap houses and jobs for life on the colony planets, do you?”    

The President allowed herself a wry smile. “I learnt a very long time ago that there’s no such thing  
as a free dinner, if that’s what you mean.”

“Let me tell  you more about our medical technology.” Jackson clasped his hands between his 
knees and leaned forward, lowering his voice: this would come as a shock to the aliens. “Some two 
hundred years ago, our scientists discovered a way to take a complete brain scan. This made it possible  
to  detect  and correct  previously untreatable flaws and diseases;  more importantly,  it  also became  
possible to transfer a person’s memories and personality to another brain. In effect, it means that we 
are now virtually immortal. As soon as a body starts to get old, or has a really serious accident or  
disease, we just transfer. You go to sleep in your old body and wake up in a new one. It’s as simple as  
that.”

“Provided, presumably” the President added, “you have a fresh body available.”
“Precisely. You see what I’m getting at?”
The President nodded, and took a small sip of water. “You’re saying the volunteers you have been  

recruiting will actually be given to your old people as new bodies to transfer into?”
“Not  given,  no.  Sold.  It’s  a business.  At first  we used criminals,  but  of  course there  weren’t  

enough bodies to go round. Cloning is too expensive to be commercially viable. Some of the women 



will be used as breeding stock, but most of them will just have their brains wiped and be kept in stasis  
until they’re needed. Until a customer needs a new body.”

“So the transport ships are really just... cattle trucks - for fresh meat?” 
“Yes!” Jackson jumped up, planted both hands on the President’s desk and pleaded. “You must do 

something! You can’t just let Lopez export a whole generation! You have to stop him!”
The President had decades of experience of dealing with excitable and even violent men. The 

glare  she  gave  him was  enough  to  cut  him off;  there  was  an  uncomfortable  silence  as  Jackson 
straightened up, took his hands off the desk, then sat down again on the edge of his chair.  

“I suspected it was something of the sort,” the President said, finally.
“So you agree we have to stop them?” said Jackson.
She sighed. “I really don’t see that there’s much I can do. A deal is a deal. And frankly, our world  

is seriously overpopulated. We’re better off without them.”
“But, but you don’t understand!” Jackson was shouting now. “That’s not the end of it! Once we’re 

all back in orbit, he’ll initiate Phase Four! And that means the end of...” 
“I think that’ll  be enough, thank you,  Jackson.” said the calm, familiar voice. A hidden panel 

behind the President’s desk had silently swung open.  Erika stepped into the room,  her right hand 
raised to shoulder height, and Jackson was suddenly blind, deaf and dumb. A moment later he felt a  
slight pin-prick in his upper arm, then nothing.

“Thank you, President,” said Erika. “We appreciate your cooperation. I’m sorry about Jackson. 
Typical case of executive burn-out. Nothing that can’t easily be put right, though.” 

“I’m glad to help. But what did he mean by Phase Four? The end of what?”
“Oh, that. It’s just analyst’s jargon for closure. Closing accounts, signing off statements - that kind 

of thing. No big deal, but stressful all the same for the bean counters, I guess.”

#

Groggy once more, and with a headache like a hundred hangovers combined, Jackson came to in  
the  Venture Capital’s operating theatre. Slowly,  he opened his eyes, screwing them up against the 
blinding white lights. Erika stood watching him regain consciousness; there was no juice this time.  
Jackson found himself unable to move: his arms and legs were clamped tightly to the table.

“Welcome back,” Erika said, “Sleep well?”
“How long?” he grunted.
“You were in stasis for a couple of weeks. There wasn’t time to deal with you until we’d got the  

aliens on ice.”
He noticed that she’d already had time for surgery; her features were back to normal, and her skin  

was its usual, healthy colour. Jackson still looked like the aliens; he obviously hadn’t been very high 
on the priority list.

Erika seemed to sense what he was thinking. “Don’t worry,” she said, “You’re next.”
“Lopez initiated Phase Four yet?” he managed.  
“Not long now – as soon as the last shuttles have docked.”
“Erika?”
“Yes?”
“Do we really have to... you know? I liked that place; it was old-fashioned, but kind of... romantic.  

Couldn’t you have a word with Lopez, get him to make an exception?”
Erika shook her head. She was definitely going to have to do a full restore from the backup she’d 

made before the outward flight.
“You’ve been in that alien skin too long, Jackson. You’re starting to think like one of them. No, 

we have to stick to the business plan, don’t you see? We’ve just given them one hell of a technology 
leap. Don’t want them discovering FTL spaceflight and coming after us a few years down the line, do 
we?”

“But Phase Four will wipe out the entire population!” Jackson protested.
“They’ll die soon anyway, unless they stop poisoning their world. I don’t see that happening, do 

you? Better to activate the virus now. We’re doing them a favour really - it’s the only way to save the  



planet. Some of the young ones will survive; they’ll pick themselves up, start breeding, and then we’ll 
be back for more in a couple of hundred years.” 

Jackson wept silently for the billions of aliens about to perish on the planet below. Erika laid a  
hand on his arm; her touch was gentle and reassuring, her beautiful blue-green skin cool and smooth.  
Blinking away the tears, he searched for sympathy in her familiar features. 

“Sorry. It just seems so... I don’t know... so inhuman!” 
She patted his arm and smiled professionally. 
“Come on, let’s get you ready for surgery,” she said. “No more tears now. After all, business is 

business.”

# # # # #


