The Tunnels

In his headset, Sprike was listening to loud techno music. For some reason, when piloting the Tunneler, Sprike preferred listening to techno music. It kept his reflexes at peak, and stopped him from feeling sleepy. It also kept his mind focused on the task in front of him and didn’t allow it to wander. When piloting the Tunneler, a small slip in concentration could lead, easily, to certain death or worse, eternal torture.

The cockpit was bathed in greenish yellow light. The craft was modified from an old submarine, and the blue lights, for some reason, in this alien environment, gave off a green-tinted yellow hue. The physics behind it, he didn’t understand. And to be honest, he didn’t care.


Last year he had been at a party, where he had explained to a young girl all the bizarre things that he had experienced in the Tunnels. The change in colours of light was by far the most obvious one: That and the way that fire didn’t burn. He had been overheard by a physicist or scientist of some description and had been bombarded with questions and suggested experiments, and then when Sprike had tried to shrug him off, had been smothered with a mix of scepticism about the existence of the Tunnels, and shame at his “lack of loyalty to the duty of mankind to science.”


The Tunnels themselves stretched out in all directions around the Tunneler. Their almost organic looking, putrid yellow walls seemed to be constantly alive. The sheer velocity they were travelling made it hard to see if they were moving or not. It also meant you couldn’t really see which way you need to turn until you were already past the corner. Luckily, there was a navigation system. The navigation system worked by radar, it sent out a signal in all directions, and sensed the surroundings. From this it could pick up turns before they appeared. Speed was very difficult to determine, as Sprike reckoned that when they moved, the walls moved too, altering their perceptions of their true velocity. And with the absence of any landmarks to guide from, it wasn’t clear what was moving in which direction, or even which way was up and which way was down.


Thinking about it too much made Sprike feel nauseous, that’s why he wasn’t thinking about it too much. He was concentrating on piloting. Whatever speed they were moving, it SEEMED incredibly fast, and Sprike only had a handful of milliseconds to react to the directions displayed by the navigation system. Thus: techno. It relaxed him as he couldn’t think about the consequences of a mistake, but kept him on edge, as he was unable to feel tired or distracted, as the focused processed beats ate into his mind.

Sprike became vaguely aware that the crew were trying to get his attention. He had already forgotten their names, but the greasy haired goth girl, his co-pilot, was almost certainly talking to him. He knocked back his headphones, not taking his eyes off the forward viewer for a second.


“What?” He demanded.


“Vessel, coming up,” she seemed angry that she had to repeat herself, as she turned back to her laptop. Sprike didn’t care that she was angry. On tunnelling missions Sprike had learned not to try and befriend the crew. It was all the freaks and weirdoes that took those missions. The ones with no friends or family and therefore nothing to lose, considering that getting lost or killed in the Tunnels meant an unflattering death. That was why they took the jobs in the first place, that and the fact the hand-to-hand combat was usually their weak point, the Tunnels presented a totally different threat, one that their nerdish brains could cope with. An intellectual challenge.


“What kind of vessel?” He asked. She didn’t respond. “WHAT KIND OF-“


“HOW SHOULD I KNOW?” She finally yelled back. He mentally rolled his eyes, so that he wouldn’t have to look away from the viewer, and then put his headphones back on.


The crew compliment on the Tunneler added up to seven. Three pilots (to work three shifts), two co-pilots, whose main job was to programme the ever-shifting co-ordinates of their destination into the craft’s navigation mainframe, an expert in demon languages, who spent most of his time sleeping, and the “team leader”, a military-commissioned test pilot who was supposed to oversee the operations, but more often than not spent the whole journey puking. Besides, the crew were not military soldiers, so Sprike generally took charge.

“How far to Earth?”

“Roughly two to six days,” she said, glumly. This time he heard her despite the headphones. By ‘Earth’ Sprike didn’t necessarily mean his home planet, but more his home dimension. In the Tunnels, the destination was moving constantly, but each of the separate dimensions gave off a distinctive frequency of electromagnetic radiation, known as a ‘signature’. Looking for a distinctive signature meant you could follow your home dimension, no matter which way it moved. If it moved away from you, it’d take longer to get home. If it moved towards you, it’d be easier. This was the thirteenth tunnel mission since Glorificus’s disappearance. Sprike had piloted seven of them, and only nine had successfully returned. Of the seven he had been on, the search for Glorificus had been totally fruitless, and more often than not the mission became more of a desperate attempt to stay alive and get home in one piece in this incredibly hostile environment. That was the main reason why Sprike usually covered almost two of the three piloting shifts himself, often piloting for 14 hours straight. He didn’t trust the other pilots to keep him alive.

“Engage the craft, prepare the EMP.” She did so silently. No ‘Yes sir’, no ‘Right away, Commander!’ Just silent frowning and typing.

The Tunnels were, in fact, a series of wormholes that allowed travel outside of normal space to other realities. The vast majority of these realities were referred to as ‘demon dimensions’, due to the number of monstrous creatures that inhabited them. They were a relatively recent discovery, and the technology to traverse these Tunnels was experimental to say the least. But they were highly unstable and totally unmapable as they continually shifted, like paths of rain running down a sheet of glass. One wrong move and you could hit a wall, which meant either explosive fiery death or emerging in a demon dimension with only possible likelihood of escape. The demons seemed to be everywhere. Some demons were able to move freely through the Tunnels, others were organised and intelligent enough to build their own tunnelling vessels. Some demons seemed to dwell within the Tunnels themselves. Glorificus’s vessel wasn’t the first to get lost in the Tunnels, but Sprike just couldn’t bring himself to stop looking for him.

The process of ‘engaging’ the other craft consisted basically of setting a collision course and ramming into the other vessel, and then attaching the Tunneler to it with metal claws. This was really the only reliable way of making sure they stayed in contact with the other vessel, as they speeded through the Tunnel system. A shudder burst through the entire ship as they clamped on. Everything shook and Sprike’s head immediately began to ache. Lack of sleep, dehydration and metallic tremours were not a good combination. He relaxed though. Now that the two vessels were locked together the Tunneler would go wherever the other craft went, so he didn’t need to steer.


“Handshake them,” he said, rubbing his temples. A handshake is an automated signal that sets the parameters and protocols of a communications channel before normal communication over the channel begins. Other vessels were usually intelligent demons, who were usually just rude rather than hostile, or simply other patrols from Earth. The communications channel was established and Sprike heard a distorted voice over the microwave radio. It wasn’t speaking English. It sounded angry but demon languages always sounded angry.

“Wake Jeri,” Sprike told the girl. She ignored him. “WAKE JERI,” he repeated, without looking up at her. She shot him an angry look which he didn’t receive, and a dagger-filled sigh, which he ignored, then made of show of standing up and storming off the bridge, like a rebellious teenager being told to go to her room. Jeri was the fat, lazy demon language expert, who didn’t seem able to speak any language, even English, without simultaneously rubbing his eye with the base of his palm in some kind of bored statement of apathy. There was no reason to wake the team leader. Sprike stared at his hand, his vision was weary from tiredness, and his skin looked odd in the yellow-green light anyway.


The distorted voice spoke again. Sprike got up unsteadily, felt a rush of blood to the head and his vision temporarily went all white, and wandered blindly towards the radio. He leaned on the wooden table until his head stopped buzzing, then spoke into the microphone.

“Commander Sprike, The Tunneler, Glorificus Demon Hunters Inc., Earthh” he announced. The demon would probably not know what he was saying, but he was beginning to find that the name ‘Glorificus’ was becoming notorious throughout the demon worlds. He wasn’t scared of the adversary; he wasn’t in direct danger. He didn’t know of any weapons that actually worked in the Tunnels, and so meeting with demon ships was usually uneventful. In fact if anything it was the safest they could be: attached to a purpose-build tunnelling craft and relying on superior technology and more experienced pilots to travel through the Tunnels meant they were less likely to crash.

The distorted voice spoke again, but it was different. Sprike couldn’t put his finger on it. Something vaguely familiar, but it was still garbled alien-talk. However, something, whatever it was, made him hesitate, and all he could go back with was:


“What?” The microwave radio looked similar a CB radio, complete with handheld speaker, which he raised to his lips and pressed a button on the side to talk. The demon started transmitting video too, and a small screen, with a black camera above it, went from the words “No Signal” to a grainy, poor quality picture of the demon.


It was ugly, but most demons were, covered in hair and some kind of metal body armour mixed with plastics and synthetic fabrics. The frame rate was little over one image a second; like a 1990s webcam. 

“I said,” came the distorted voice over the radio. “Do you know the way back to Earth? I really need a decent shower.” Sprike just stared. That’s why he recognised the sound, it was English, just with poor signal quality. The video signal cleared up a bit and Sprike was able to see that the monster wasn’t so hairy, it just had long hair, long beard, sideburns, moustache, and it had one or two open wounds… actually it sort of looked human.

“You bastard,” Sprike said, with as much of a joking smile as his solemnfully exhausted face would allow. Glorificus laughed.

“I can’t believe you’re alive,” the not-so-monsterous monster told him. Sprike’s brow furrowed. Those were the next words HE’D planned on saying. In the background of the image Sprike could see a dead demon body strewn across the floor.


“Yeah, we’ll take you home,” Sprike chimed. “Just let me go get a co-pilot.” There was a joy in Sprike’s voice, and a tear in his eye. He kept his cool though.


“Good, I’ve got some stories to tell.”


“Should I get the team leader?”


“Nah,” Glori decided, “no reason to wake him up.” Sprike nodded and ran off down the hatch, fighting the urge to put a skip in his step, to find the blasted goth girl. His headphones, sat by the pilot seat, continued to blast out Techno music.

