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“Ach, don’t you worry lad. Everyone gets the jitters on their first trip into the 

vac. I nearly shit myself, I can tell ye. But it’s nothing to worry yersel about. You’ll 

do fine. Just listen to what you’re told and try not to get in the way too much.” said 

McLean. 

 

“Jim, the lad has been through the training you know. He probably knows 

more about space than you do ya wee gobshite.”  

 

“Yeah. OK. Bob, I was just saying” 

 

******* 

 

In the 1950’s the meteoric rise of other nations’ ability to build quality ships 

began to take its toll upon the shipyards of the Clyde Valley. Their ability to build the 

same ships for less bit hard at the heart of Glasgow’s primary industry. Workers who 

would do a job for a fraction of what a proud Scotsman would accept as a living wage 

pulled jobs away to other countries--countries once colored pink on the globe of the 

great British Empire. Even the pressures of union activists could not save the great 

shipyards on the Clyde. Heavy industry’s economic position looked bleak. Britain 

was a declining power, no longer the great Empire that once held almost a quarter of 

the planet under its rule. 

 

In the 1960’s Harland and Wolfe, a name so well known for having built the 

Titanic, closed its Clyde-based operation in Linthouse. The years that followed 

brought more closures: Fairfield, Alexander Stephen And Sons, Charles Connell and 

Company, John Brown and Company and Yarrow. This meant the collapse of the 

Upper Clyde Shipbuilding Consortium. By the 1980’s, the government cared even 

less in the days of Thatcherism. There were a mere handful of shipyards left; 

Clydebank had merely two, both in the depths of severe financial woes. And so the 

last yards of Clydebank, a town that had built the Queen Elizabeth II, lost the last of 

its yards to the decline in heavy industry. Where once there had been pride, there was 

nothing. 

 

The very last of the upper river’s yards closed in 2020, when British 

Aerospace Systems, one of the last of the UK’s homegrown defence contaractors, 

relocated to England. Political pressure caused the move more than  economic factors. 

Now, only one shipyard carried the torch for the heritage of Glasgow. Finally, 

Ferguson Shipbuilders closed their doors in 2037 after a long and bitter struggle to 

survive. The last Clyde shipyard had gone. 

 

******* 

 

Bob Clark had been a team leader for several years and knew how much Jim 

McLean liked to wind up the new recruits. It wasn’t anything personal, it was just his 

way. In fact it could be useful, after all there were all kinds of deaths waiting for the 

unwary out on the platform. Sometimes being a bit nervous could help keep you alive. 

 

“Just don’t put the lad off, we need new blood every now and again. And it’s 

hard enough to get it. Most people get the screaming heeby jeebies about doing what 

we do. This lad wants to do it” said Bob, giving McLean his final word.  
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McLean met Bob Clark’s steady gaze and kept his own council until arriving 

at the orbital platform. 

 

******* 

 

The construction of the orbital shipbuilding platform, Fulton McKay, began  

in 2059. A space elevator anchored at the massive Titan Crane of Clydebank sprouted 

the link to the platform far off in orbit. Many believed the Titan was lucky for its 

namesake in Saturn, the great gas giant of our solar system.  

 

 

Space exploration was the growth industry. In short they needed ships. Ships 

that could find the wealth of our galaxy, transverse the distances escorted by watchful 

warships, the nature of mankind being both aggressive and covetous. So began the 

new story of the Clyde and her sons, the men who braved the cold vacuum to build 

these engines of commerce and war. 

 

By 2064 the platform and elevator were complete. Construction began on the 

first Clyde-built ship  in decades. By 2088 the platform represented quality and 

precision workmanship. Clyde-built meant, once again, something superior, solid, and 

strong to the rest of the world.  The men who worked these new shipyards were the 

new standard of what was thought to have been a dying breed.   

 

Steve Cowan, at 18 years old, was the new apprentice fabricator on the team. 

He was straight out of college,  eager to make his mark upon the world, full of hope, 

dreams, and a girlfriend expecting their first child in 5 months. Steve was slim but 

athletic, typical of the kind of men who worked on the platform. 

 

“Mister Clark …” Steve said. 

 

“Hang on  there, kiddo. Don’t call me Mister Clark, that was my auld man. 

I’m just Bob. Got that? Just Bob.” 

 

“Sorry Mis…. I mean Bob. I was just going to ask you about the platform. I 

mean, how the hell does it work?” 

 

“Well now, I am hardly any kind of expert. It’s all to do with fusion 

techniques developed 20 years ago. Space being full of stuff-- put it through the 

reactors and  make it into other stuff. Beats the shite out of me how. All I know is that 

just about any material can be fabricated using the orbital’s reactor.” 

Cowan chose his next words carefully, not wanting to offend the older man, 

“Why don’t we use robots to build the ships? Surely that would be cheaper and 

better?” 

 

Bob sighed, “Well machines are all well and good, but for the kind of work we 

are doing you need a spark, a certain something that only a human being actually 

has.” Robots can’t think on the fly. A man can though. A man can react and adapt to 

changing needs and requirements of the job. Men are flexible.” 

 

Bob paused for a moment.  
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“You may think you’re getting paid a fortune for this job, but believe me, to 

build, program and shift the robots up that are required for each job would make your 

wages look like plankton pellets. Remember, every ship is different. Each has its own 

needs and talents. That would mean different robots or a total reprogramming of the 

existing ones.” 

 

“Okay.” Steve said, leaning forward and straining the harness holding him into 

his seat. “I can understand what you’re saying, but it must cost a fortune to pay out in 

compensation if someone gets hurt or even killed up here. It can’t be possible to value 

a machine more than a person.”   

 

Bob sighed deeply before answering. “Steve lad, its just economics. Simple 

economics.” 

 

 ******* 

 

The contractual paperwork numbered the build the men were working on 

“4937”.  It was a fast frigate-type military vessel to protect the shipping lanes 

designated to the United Kingdom by the United Nations. Piracy was as major a 

problem as it had been in the beginning of the 21st century.  

 

 

Along with the usual squabbles that spilled into wars, which had on occasion 

spilled into the arena of space, it became necessary to have a strong fleet. To the men 

who were working on her, she had a name, though it had been meant to be a secret. 

She was The Vanguard. To be named after the ship built in Clydebank’s docks for 

World War II, a ship that had been impressive and powerful yet never fired a shot in 

anger. 

 

Steve stood in the airlock, checking all the gauges and instruments on his 

spacesuit for the tenth time. Nerves were really getting the better of him even though 

he had done all the basic training in water tanks and vacuum chambers. This was the 

real deal; he was stepping out of a door into nothing. A void that would boil his blood 

and freeze him at the same instant. 

 

The other men seemed so calm, constantly chattering on comms to one 

another, sharing jokes and making bets about the job ahead. Only one man was not 

talking, a large sullen fellow Steve had noticed on the elevator ride. On a whim he 

switched the comms unit to private and asked Bob Clark about him. 

 

“Oh you mean Walker The Talker? Yeah, he is an odd bugger. Never says 

much more than ‘Aye’ or ‘No’. Though from what I have heard if you get him in the 

right mood and with a subject he is interested in, you can’t shut him up. I have my 

doubts to be honest. Five years I have worked with him and he has always been the 

same with me. Never a word but ‘Aye’ or ‘No’.” 

 

Steve regarded Walker and wondered if he should try to talk to him. After all a 

challenge is a challenge. 
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Steve’s comms cut in, “Don’t even think about asking him something. You’ll 

just get the same as I have for five years. If he talks to you though…. Well, feel 

privileged.” 

 

The comms on all of the suits binged and an automated voice cut through the 

chatter. “Atmosphere purging. Await vacuum before opening outer hatch.” 

 

A red light appeared over the outer appeared to indicate that the airlock had 

achieved absolute vacuum. Bob moved forward to the outer hatch and punched in a 

code on the oversized numeric keypad, which would open the hatch.  

 

“Ok boys, we got a lot of work to do today. It’s day one of the big job. Lets go 

build a ship.” 

 

The outer hatch swung silently inward. Steve reflected that it was only silent 

as there was no atmosphere to carry sound. If there had been, the noise of heavy-duty 

servo motors would be loud in his ears. Instead all he could hear was his own 

breathing and the gentle beating of his heart. In many ways it was peaceful, yet it was 

also slightly ominous.  

 

In twos and threes the suited up men stepped through the open airlock door 

into nothing. Steve felt a momentary panic as he realised there was no such thing as 

up or down any more, there was just direction everywhere. Looking at his feet helped, 

he could see the planet Earth but there was no gravity to confirm his appraisal. Nausea 

washed over him as the disorientation began to get worse. His stomach clenched and 

he barely managed to hold onto his breakfast. 

 

Bob’s voice came onto his private comm. “For fuck sake don’t vomit in your 

suit. You’re not going back to get cleaned up and you would need to do your 9 hours 

with your own belly’s contents floating about inside the thing. That’s the rules. 

Besides, the crew has a book going on how long you’ll last before you do a liquid 

yawn. I’ve got good money on you not puking at all. Don’t mess that up for me.” 

 

Steve got control of his insides and laughed. “You going to split the takings 

with me if you win?” 

 

“Aye, how does seventy-thirty sound to you?” 

 

“Not as good as Fifty-Fifty but beggars can’t be choosers.” 

 

“Good lad. Right, I’m switching back to general chat.” 

 

Bob’s voice over-rode all the other talk between the men. “Ok guys, you all 

know what you’re doing. Well everyone except young Steve here. McLean, you got 

the boy. Take care of him, he’s got a young lass expecting his first kid, and he’s a 

decent enough young man. No sending him for ‘Long Weights’, ‘Long Stands’, 

‘Bubble For a Spirit Level’ cos we all know they don’t work up here anyway, or any 

of the other usual guff you guys get up to with the newbies. We have job to do and we 

aint getting paid overtime. Just show him the ropes and he’ll pick it up fast enough.” 
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Jim McLean replied “Sure thing boss. Am I allowed to send him for a tin of 

‘Tartan Paint’?” 

 

“Yeah, but only because you were dumb enough to go asking for it when you 

were an apprentice.” 

  

McLean and Steve used the manoeuvring thrusters to get to the dry dock area. 

A vast marked out area where the bones of the ship would start to take shape. All 

around and about were the light-weight bones of the ship. Fashioned from ceramics 

rather than steel or aluminium, the new materials were both stronger and easier to 

make in the fusion furnaces of the orbital platforms. Of course the zero gravity helped 

the men to move the massive pieces into place. 

 

“Righty ho Steve, time to get started. Let me just check the work order and see 

what goes where and which part we start with.”  

 

McLean peered at the tethered computer display floating next to him. To Steve 

looking over his shoulder it was just a list of numbers and letters with dashes joining 

them. A complex code that he could not decipher. In fact it was the order in which all 

the parts had to be joined together, which piece to what join. McLean could have 

called up the schematic diagram of the build with specific detail of the part they 

would play in the construction. For McLean that messed with his head, so he 

preferred to have a simple list of joins and parts to be attached to whatever. 

 

McLean’s voice cut through Steve’s revelry of looking at the list. “Right Steve 

we needs part 3276A and we need to attach it to 4276A. They should be over there. 

Go get them and be careful. Momentum up here can be a right bitch.” 

 

Steve engaged the thrusters and drifted to the place indicated. Sure enough 

3276A was there. A long, slightly curved ceramic girder with the numbers stencilled 

onto the side. He had no trouble lifting it, but found that McLean had been dead on 

the money as he nearly overbalanced, momentum making it hard to stop the girder 

moving once it started. He used a little thrust to compensate for the shift in his 

position and managed to hold the ship part steady in one hand. Turning slowly with a 

little pop from the manoeuvring jets he carefully moved the girder into the work area 

and placed in onto the deck. 

 

“Well done lad. Thought you were going to end up spinning arse over tit there 

but you handled it. Not bad for a newbie.” 

 

“Yeah it was a bit of scary moment there.” Steve grinned at gaining praise on 

his first day. Especially from a guy like McLean, an old hand who had been doing the 

job longer than most fabricators on the Futon McKay. 

 

McLean laughed saying, “Oh don’t get yourself all puffed up. Just be careful 

is all. One of those buggers can easily do some damage.” 

 

Steve paused before asking “Damage? What kind of damage?” 
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“Well you have to remember accident have always happened in the ship yards. 

Back in the days of the river yards it was platers losing fingers and suchlike. Up here 

it’s a bit different. A sheet of ship skin will take your fingers off sure enough. But it 

also ruptures your suit. That is a world of bad. Pray you never see that happen. But 

most of all pray that it never happens to you.” 

 

“What happens? I thought you’d have time to seal up the leak and get back 

into the air lock.” 

 

“Not on your life kiddo. All the air rushes out of your suit turning the holes 

into little jets. Spins you about like a top while you are busy exploding inside the suit. 

Messy way to go if you ask me.” 

 

“You’re kidding.”  

 

McLean looked at Steve through his faceplate. “I never joke about shit like 

that. Seen it happen once. Don’t ever want to see it happen again.” 

 

“Right…. I’ll be more careful then.” 

 

Steve went to fetch the next piece of the puzzle that was being put together. 

An adjoining girder to be fixed to the first. McLean placed it into a marked joint and 

took a glue gun from his belt and started to apply the glue to both parts to bond them. 

Welding was of course not feasible in space and would be useless with the ceramic 

materials being used. A special epoxy resin glue had been developed, which was 

stronger in many ways than any weld could ever be. Yet it remained flexible in space, 

something that had many advantages in to high G manoeuvres that warships may have 

to pull.  

 

“Good, that’s the first part done. Next part mate.” 

 

Another girder was brought by Steve, attached by McLean. Again and again, 

the same process. Fetch and bond. The shift seemed to go on forever, Steve’s back 

complaining bitterly with ever part he had to move. It seemed odd that something that 

had no weight should cause his back to hurt.  

 

Finally the comms opened to Bob’s voice. “Right lads, that’s our shift done 

for the day. Stop what you’re doing, mark it in the work order. Next shift will pick up 

where we left off. Time to go home again. Steve, you fancy a pint? First day on the 

job, you have earned it.” 

  

******* 

 

Day 15 of the build. 

 

It started like any other. The long ascent to the platform, with more carrying, 

studying the work sheets and bonding the pieces. The bones of the beast were starting 

to look like a snake that had been cut into a slice and then the flesh removed. Ribs of 

ceramic bone curving into an almost complete circle, though the sheer size of the 

frame was mind boggling to Steve.  
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Try as he might he just could not imagine the section he was working on being 

part of a finished ship. He knew that all over the platform his team and other teams 

were working on similar sections. When they were all completed, they would be 

placed together and glued, forming the full length superstructure of the ship. Then 

would begin the plating process. 

 

Steve had heard that Allan Doyle, a fabricator, had been taken ill and was 

going to screw up the team’s bonus prospects. Not that it bothered him. His wages 

were more than enough to keep him and his girlfriend afloat. Though judging by the 

bitching and bellyaching of his colleagues it was the worst crime in history. 

  

“So what’s up with Doyle?” 

 

McLean paused before answering. “Cancer. Poor bastard spent too much time 

out here. Got unlucky and took too many rads.” 

 

“Jesus, can that really happen? I mean cancer?” 

 

“Aye well it could have just been his genetic make up, but being up here you 

get all sorts of radiation that the atmosphere absorbs.”  

 

“Should I be worried about it? At my age I mean?” asked Steve. 

 

“Och no, I been working here longer than Doyle and I am as fit as a fiddle. 

Just had my medical and I am all clear. So don’t worry yourself too much about it. 

Just focus on the job.” 

 

Steve tapped the controls that would turn the almost completed skeletal 

section of the ship. The whole thing was held by wheels that ran into the deck, 

preventing the work piece from drifting into space. Slowly the incomplete section 

came to a level where they could work on it. 

 

“Only a few more pieces and this section’s done. Then it can be shifted out of 

the way and we can do the next bit. Talk about Groundhog Day, eh Steve?” 

 

“Groundhog Day? What’s that?” Asked Steve looking puzzled. 

 

“Oh its an old film. Back from when America had the best movie making 

industry in the world. Its every year around Christmas and you can get it on demand 

on your viddy any time you want. Guy has to relive the same day over and over again. 

Not what you would call a classic or anything but still pretty funny.” 

 

Steve went to get the next piece of the jigsaw to be placed into a larger part of 

the massive jigsaw.   

 

“How big is this thing eventually going to be anyway?” asked Steve. 

 

“Buggered if I know. It’s all in the plans on the terminal if you want to look it 

up. Personally I couldn’t care less. It’s just another job to me.” 
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Steve made his way to the terminal and switched from the list of parts to be 

attached to the engineering schematics of the section they were assembling. From that 

he expanded the view to show the ship as a whole.  

 

The internal supports and decks shone in different colours, the engines and the 

proposed weapon bays and turrets clear to see. Pull the view back further  and the full 

scale of the vessel filled the terminal’s display, a complex riot of colour and form, 

both mind boggling and beautiful. 

 

The diameter of the vessel was about 30 meters and the length approximately 

180 meters, though that would change once the weapons and other devices had been 

placed on her hull. The decks would of course be fitted once the frame had been 

completed, fitted into the slices of sausage that were being constructed, then they 

would be joined up ready for the skin of the ship to be attached. 

 

“Damn this things is big. I hadn’t thought about how big it would eventually 

be.” said Steve, looking again at the schematic. 

 

“Yeah, they’re not small and believe me once she gets her weapons fitted, 

she’ll be a scary beast to behold.” 

 

Steve asked McLean “They don’t fit the weapons here do they?” 

 

“Oh good grief no. We do the body, fit the decks, the reactor and the engines. 

After that its out past Mars they do the weapons. Its not a good idea to have a 

battleship in orbit with untried weapons. One may get accidentally fired and could fry 

a small town. So they do all that just past Mars. Nothing to hit there you see.” 

 

******* 

 

Day 34 of the build. 

 

The journey to the platform had been rough to begin with. Heavy weather had 

made the capsule shudder and bounce as it ascended. Steve felt a nervousness 

amongst the crew, and a sense of loss, the previous day had been bad. Doyle had 

passed away quietly and the news had been broken to them on arrival at the terminal 

by Bob, who seemed to be particularly broken up. Bob and Doyle had started on the 

platforms the same day, went through their training together and had been close 

friends outside of the workplace for a long time. 

 

 

Upon arrival at the platform Bob forgot to give his usual rousing talk, and 

instead simply said, “Let go to work lads”. 

 

The rosters had been changed due to the loss of one of the team, Steve was no 

longer to work with McLean and had been placed into the zone of Walker. Something 

that Steve had been dreading. Walker The Talker.  
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Steve had gotten so used to talking to McLean about the job, life in general 

and all the other little things that working colleagues talk about that he didn’t know 

how to take his reassignment. Walker was an enigma, a walking mystery in a lot of 

ways, though well regarded amongst the fabricators for his skill and precision of 

work. It was just that man never spoke, unless to say “Aye” or No”. 

 

The day passed quietly for Steve, all his attempts to engage in conversation 

resulting in grunts at worst and occasional “Aye” and a rare “No”. All of which made 

Steve feel that the gods or fates had decided to punish him for talking too much on the 

job with McLean. 

 

Bob’s voice cut into his comms on private chat. “How you getting on wi The 

Talker then?” 

 

Steve replied, “He’s a bloody nightmare. Don’t get me wrong. The man is a 

demon for work, he just keeps going like the Duracell bunny, but he is just too 

damned quiet.” 

 

“Aye, well that is just like I said. Its nothing personal you understand, and he 

can teach you a lot.” 

 

“Teach me?  How is that meant to work? He never speaks!” 

 

“Just watch him working. Do what he does and you’ll not go far wrong.” 

 

The rest of the day bored Steve, but he watched Walker at work: saw his 

careful methodical nature and his cautious approach to each task. Not that he worked 

slowly, he simply looked at the job in hand and evaluated how to do it the best way, 

then did it. To Steve it seemed like a good way of working, no time to muck about 

and skive off, just keep going with what needed done and get it right the first time.  

  

****** 

 

Day 35 of the build. 

 

The following day seemed to be just like the last. Walker attacked the work 

with his normal approach. Careful, methodical and quick. Piece by piece the section 

of the ship neared completion, and at a pace that made McLean seem like he was 

asleep on the job.  

 

The girders seemed to fly from the holding area to the assembly area and then 

onto the framework at an alarming rate. Steve actually wondered if Walker was able 

to keep the pace up for a whole day, yet from the evidence of the previous day, that 

seemed to be the most likely thing in the world. 

 

Steve spoke for the first time, three hours into the shift. “Walker, do you enjoy 

your work?” 

 

“Aye” he replied. 
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“What I mean is, you throw yourself at it with such gusto and it never seems 

to bother you. You manage to make the other guys look like they’re slacking by 

comparison. I wondered if you did it because you had some kind of love for the job or 

something.” 

 

Walker stopped gluing a girder to the frame and turned. 

 

“There’s an old saying amongst the ship builders of Glasgow. ‘On the Clyde, 

we don’t just build ships. We build men’. Its as true today as it was then.” 

 

Walker turned back to the job at hand and started gluing again. Steve just 

floated and thought about what he had been told. It seemed a rather odd saying but 

also one that was profound as well. He went back to fetching the next girder. 

 

He located the next part to be placed into the section they were building.  

 

“Lets see, 7509D is the next piece right?” 

 

He expected the usual “Aye” from Walker. Instead there was nothing. 

“Walker… 7509D. That’s the next bit for us isn’t it?” 

 

Silence. 

 

Steve turned around using his thrusters to look at Walker. There he was, but 

something was wrong. He was hunched over. Spinning very slowly and from his chest 

and back there seemed to be two fine spirals coming from the suit.  

 

Thrusting forward he grabbed Walker by the arm and found it limp. He 

steadied him and looked into the faceplate. Walker was dead. Looking down he saw 

the hole in the chest piece of the spacesuit. No larger than a pea, and with a similar 

hole coming out of the back. A micro meteorite had punched straight through 

Walker’s chest, probably killing him instantly. The leak had been slow enough that 

Walker hadn’t exploded though he was still dead. 

 

“Bob, its Steve here. Walker’s dead.” Steve said on a private comm. chat. 

 

“What the fuck happened?” asked Bob. 

 

“Meteorite or something. Right through the chest. What the hell do I do?” 

 

“Take him to the airlock. A crew will take him inside. I think you should take 

the rest of the shift off. Its not a good thing to see someone die, or see them dead. That 

goes doubly for up here. You go home. I’ll tell the rest of the lads what happened.” 

 

Steve took hold of Walker and manoeuvred to the Airlock. Sure enough a 

reception party was waiting. They took Walker into the airlock with Steve and then 

took him to a room where Walker would be stripped out of his suit, ready for 

transportation back to Earth and his family.  
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Steve watched solemnly as this was done. The dawning realisation that it 

could have been him instead of  Walker hit him like a hammer blow. But for the few 

meters he had been away the meteor could have got them both.  

 

 

 

 

Day 49 of the build.  

 

Bob had decided to take Steve under his wing after the episode with Walker. 

Something for which Steve was grateful, of all the men on the team, Bob was 

probably the one he got on with the best. The team leader just seemed to have a big 

hearted and kind nature despite his occasional rough edges. 

 

“Steve lad, I think I can trust you to work on your own for a bit. I know you 

had a bit of a baptism of fire, you know, with Walker. But you came back for more. 

That says a lot. Its not everyone would have done that. Most folk would have said 

‘Bugger this’ and gone back to working planetside. Not you though, and that speaks 

volumes.” 

 

“Bob, I did think about not coming back, but…. Well I need to money and I 

don’t want to let you guys down.” 

 

“Aye lad, that is brave of you. I can’t put it any other way.” 

 

“ I think it was what Walker said to me, you know, just before…” Steve left 

the end of the sentence hanging. 

 

“What did he say?” 

 

“On the Clyde, we don’t just build ships. We build men.” 

 

Bob paused before replying. “Well at least you got more out of Walker than I 

ever did. And for what its worth, its true. We do build men.” 

 

“It was the last thing he said. In fact it was pretty much the first thing he said 

to me.” 

 

Bob put his hand on Steve’s shoulder. “Look lad, I know it’s been a rough 

time for you, but you’re holding up well. Just keep it together and try not to make any 

mistakes.” 

 

“Yeah. Try not to make mistakes. Got you.” 

 

 

***** 

Day 77 of the build. 

 

The sections of framework had been completed and now came the time to start 

putting in the decks, bulkheads and electrical wiring that would be the life’s blood of 
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the ship. The schematics changed from the bones of the ship to its veins and arteries. 

Each of the slices had its own cables to be placed and routed to connect to the next 

slice, all carefully mapped to avoid a missed connection or a connection going astray. 

 

 In many ways it was easier than the fabrication process as the routes of ducts, 

cables and pipes were all etched into the girders. It was just a case of following the 

number coded lines to there the male to female junction would be. Hopefully, the 

sockets would meet exactly when the time came to join the sections of ship together, 

deck meeting deck and pipes meeting their immediate counterparts. The theory was 

that all the measurements should match exactly but there was always the possibility of 

a slight miscalculation or that a pipe or conduit was a fraction of a millimetre out, 

throwing everything into disarray. 

 

“Dammit, those idiots on the other shift have got the deck out of place. And 

it’s a mile off. They must be blind or stupid, more likely fucking both!” shouted Bob 

down the comms.  

 

His temper was frayed by the hold up, it meant a delay and thankfully it 

wasn’t his team that screwed up. But it meant more work for them, not the team who 

screwed up. Such was Bob’s lot in life, to fix the mistakes of others.  

 

“Bob, calm down. It’s not our mistake, and its easily fixed. All we have to do 

is shift the second deck down by about… would you say that is a centimetre? More or 

less? And look, all the ducts and other gubbins seem to be right where they should be. 

It’s just the one floor. Piece of cake.” Steve observed. “Its not a huge deal, it will take 

half an hour is we round up all the squad. No problem at all.” 

 

Bob considered what Steve said. “You know what? Half an hour out of 

everyone’s time could be the very thing. If we get it done, we can make bonus. 

Everyone wins.” 

 

Through the team comms, Bob’s voice cut in. “Ok lads we got a situation to 

fix here. Some pillock on the other shift didn’t read the schematics right and we got a 

floor out of place. A centimetre out. It means the section to be stuck on next wont fit. 

I need all of you here, and on the double. I think we can do the job with all of us in 

half an hour. So get your arses in gear!” 

 

The team dropped what they were doing and rushed to help Bob sort out the 

problem. Tools were left tethered at their work stations and the new guy from the 

Finnish platform, Gundarson, brought the de-gluing tool to get the deck free. 

Gundarson was an odd addition to the team, after all he was not from the Clyde 

Valley let alone a Scot, but most of the men liked him.  

 

He was quick to joke and was a pleasant man to work with. His only problem 

was he liked to drink after his shifts. And not just a few drinks, he would go hell for 

leather until he passed out or got kicked out at closing time. In many ways this 

endeared him to the Glaswegian crew, after all they were pretty much a hard drinking 

bunch themselves. Plus he talked a bit more than Walker did. So Gundarson became 

one of the team, and a welcome one at that.  
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Once the glue had been removed, Steve and Bob stood facing the deck to 

comm. Instructions to the crew. “Down on the left side.” And “Up a tad at the front, 

keep it flat.” And suchlike until finally the deck was exactly where it was meant to be. 

The men watched as the section was slid into place, deck meeting deck, cable joints 

meeting perfectly and pipes and ducts slipping together. 

 

“Outstanding lads.” The relief in Bob’s voice was almost tangible.  

 

“Yeah, that could really save our bacon.” said Steve. 

 

“Ok boys, time to get back our own jobs. Gundarson well done, I’m putting 

you forward for a commendation for this.” 

 

The sections of ship were coming together well, without any more slip ups. 

The days passed and the shape of the vessel became more pronounced. Until finally 

the sections were joined to form a roughly cylindrical shape, with a flat section at 

either end. One for the engine bay and one to house the forward facing weaponry that 

would be fitted later in orbit around Mars.  

 

 

******** 

Day 97 of the build. 

 

After checking electrical connections, fluid flow and air circulation around the 

ship, it was time to fit the engines. The very beating heart of the ship, a fusion reactor 

that would generate the power required to move the vast vessel through the empty 

space of our galaxy.  

 

The drive system was not a traditional thrust type as had been used to launch 

men in to space in the 1960’s until the demise of the space shuttle. They had no need 

of massive thrusts to gain escape velocity, as the ships were built in space, instead 

they needed a system that could accelerate a ship to the maximum that was possible 

for mankind’s exploration and expansion.  

 

The fusion reactor provided the power required to create a miniature quantum 

singularity for a brief time. Long enough to have its gravity well to pull the ship 

forward or retard it’s progress and slow down. Then it would collapse, and the ships 

engines would create another singularity to create further acceleration.  

 

Many people claimed they could feel the jerks this caused, but of course this 

was absolute nonsense. A miniature black hole could only exist for a fraction of a 

second. Long enough to move a ship, then another was created a fraction of a second 

later, giving the illusion of smooth acceleration , but more importantly a top speed of 

nearly 0.375 light mach. An astonishing speed for mankind to have achieved in the 

short time since the golden age of rocket power. 

 

“Looks like we drew the short straw lads” said Bob. “We have the duty of 

getting the engines into this bugger. But that’s OK. Cos we’re the best team on this 

platform. Or any other platform if you ask me. Which you didn’t, so I am damned 

well telling you.” 
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Steve cut in “Most of you have done this before, but it’s my first time, so go 

easy on me eh? Nothing like losing your virginity twice.” 

 

The engines were the only things on the build that used a mechanical loader, 

not because of the mass, as for the expediency of positioning. The engines had to be 

placed in the exact spot and height within the ship, if not the ship would arc out of its 

straight line path by an increasing amount every second, perhaps crashing into a star 

or planet, or hitting an uncharted asteroid field. So positioning had to be millimetre 

perfect.  

 

Bob took control of the loader, the massive engines resting on the front. He 

was an old had at this kind of job, he had done it before on at least 15 other ships, and 

a few refits along the way.  

 

With gentle touches of the controls the loader moved forward, inching closer 

to the engine bay. Bob raised the load up to fit through the aperture left for the 

engines. He checked left and right to see how much clearance he had, then got out and 

checked the clearance underneath, satisfied he once again moved the loader forward. 

Stopping occasionally to adjust the angle of his approach and once again moved 

forward until the engines were sitting directly above their mounts.  

 

Bob’s voice called to Steve “Can you go up into the engine bay and make sure 

the engine is right over the mounts for me. Just look through the holes and tell me if 

they’re perfectly aligned.” 

 

“Sure thing Bob.” 

 

Steve climbed up onto the engines, peering through the holes that would fit the 

mounts. “You need to come forward. Maybe a centimetre.”  

 

The engines moved very so slightly. “How’s that?” 

 

“Just a baw hair off. Gimme a tiny wee bit forward again.” 

 

The move was almost imperceptible. But to Steve it made all the difference. 

He could see the mounts clearly through the holes that you hold them in place. They 

were perfectly square with the engine. “Ok Bob, lower it down slow. You got about a 

foot to go down. I’ll give you a shout when we reach 6 inches. Then the lads can glue 

her up and get out of here to do some real work.” 

 

Bob lowered the engines down slowly until Steve cried “Whoa, that’ll do!” 

 

Then the rest of the squad picked up long glue guns, and applied the adhesive 

to the engines and the floor where they would sit. Working as fast as they could to 

prevent the glue from setting before the engine was in place. 

 

“OK Bob, final lower. All clear from the drop zone.” called Steve. 

 

Silently the engine lowered and fell perfectly into place.  
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“Sweet.” said Bob. 

 

 

******* 

Day 114 of the Build. 

 

 

 

The ship’s plating was one of the hardest parts of building a ship. It not only 

had to be air tight but also resilient, especially in a war ship. The ship’s plating was all 

that stood between the crew and a cold and unpleasant doom. 

 

McLean looked at Steve, “You’re getting the hang of this plating business 

Steve. You seem to be a natural at it. Just remember the old gag about the platers of 

old going into the pub.” 

 

Steve looked confused. “What gag is that then?” 

 

McLean held his hand up showing only his index finger and his pinky. “A 

plater walks into a pub, holds his hand up like this and says ‘Can I have four pints 

please?’” To which he laughed uproariously. 

 

Steve chuckled himself. “Only problem is up here, that would be you. You 

wouldn’t be ordering any pints.” 

 

“Exactly. Watch your fingers is all I am saying.” 

 

“Hell yeah.”  

 

McLean appraised Steve’s work. “Your getting a good seal there, absolutely 

perfect. You better not be after my job lad.” 

 

“Why the fuck would I want your job, especially when I am better at it than 

you. I want Bob Clark’s job. He has the cushy number, not you”. 

 

McLean Laughed at that. “Yeah well you got the smarts for Bob’s job that’s 

for certain. Who knows, one day you might even become one of the big wigs.” 

 

“Nah, I am a working guy, came from nothing and will probably remain the 

same for the rest of my days. I’m not interested in being in an office. I’d miss you 

guys too much anyway.” Steve laughed. 

 

“Right next piece is PO 7913.” 

 

Steve went looking for the plate required next. “Eh? Its not here. I got PO 

7914, 15, 16 ,17 and all the rest but not 13. What the…Gundarson. He’s up to the 

practical jokes again.”  
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Steve switched to Gundarson’s private comm. “Gundarson, very funny, 

where’s out plate gone then.”  

 

The Finn just laughed and said “Beats me, how would I know?” 

 

McLean groaned and put through an open channel “OK which one of you 

idiots hid our next plate. If we fall behind it’s you guys who will lose bonus. And 

young Steve here too. No more mucking about eh?” 

 

“Steve, it’s behind the loading bay of engine fab 2.” It was Findlay, another 

joker who was thick as thieves with Gundarson. 

 

“Cheers” said Steve as he went in search of the missing plate. 

 

It took ten minutes of searching to track it down, but it was where Findlay said 

it would be. “Got the plate McLean, heading back.” 

 

“Good man, Steve lad. Hopefully this wont put us too far behind.” 

  

 

******* 

Day 145 of the build. 

   

The ship’s outer hull was complete. During the process of plating a large 

number of specialists had been busy fitting navigation equipment, attitude thrusters 

and all the other assorted tech needed to keep a ship flying through space. Life 

support had been fitted, the CO2 recycling system that would keep the men and 

women who flew in the ship, the back-ups and back-ups for the back-ups.  

 

The ship grew a skin at an alarming rate until finally the whole ship was 

covered. No cracks could be seen, no flaw in her seemingly perfect lines.  

 

The last plate was put in place by a suit from head office. It had become a 

tradition on the Fulton McKay that this would always be the case. Many times in the 

past the final plate had to be taken out and redone because the man from the office 

made such a complete mess of it. But the ceremony was important. Traditions meant 

much to the teams who worked the platform, and the men and women who traveled in 

the great ships.  

 

It was just not possible to crack champagne on the prow of the ships build in 

space. The pressure of the gasses in the bottle would have made them explode as soon 

as they hit hard vacuum. So began the tradition of the last plate. 

 

“I just hope this baw bag doesn’t mess up the last plate” said McLean on 

private comm. 

 

Steve grinned despite himself. “You worried you’re the poor bastard that has 

to unglue it from the inside and do it right?” 
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“Bloody right I am. I don’t want to have to crawl inside the guts of the ship to 

find the plate with the orange dot on it. I had to do it once and it took hours. Never 

again!” 

 

Thankfully the suit got the plate into place perfectly. Gundarson sealed it up, 

the last piece of work to be done on this job.  

 

The suit made a speech, as was the usual for these occasions. 

 

“Once again the men of the Fulton McKay have done their city and their 

country proud. This ship will protect this nation’s interests in the far off reaches of 

space, and it is down to the hard work of all the teams who worked round the clock to 

make this happen. The company and the nation thanks you for your sterling work. All 

that remains is to name this vessel. No longer shall she be known as only Order 

Number 4937. From this day forward she shall be named The HMSS Vanguard. May 

God bless her and all who sail in her.” 

 

“Vanguard eh? Well tell us something we didn’t know ya pencil pushing wee 

prick” Said McLean. 

 

“McLean, you do know that a team leader can listen into any private channel 

he wants to don’t you?” came Bob’s voice on the comms. Though there was an edge 

of laughter in it. 

 

The men from all the shifts and teams made their way to the airlocks, looking 

forward to getting home and a nice bonus. The ship had been built in record time. 

Finishing almost 3 months ahead of schedule. All the men were pleased with their 

efforts and were looking forward to the next job.  

 

Some looked back to watch HMSS Vanguard gently lifting off from the 

platform. Using thrusters until she was far enough away from the platform to engage 

her engines. Many didn’t bother, it was just another job to them. The next one would 

be the same, another ship, perhaps a war ship, perhaps a freighter. A ship was a ship. 

 

Crammed into the airlock Bob typed in the code that started the cycle of 

closing the outer door. “Well lads, that’s the job finished and a job well do….”  

 

Bob’s voice cut off suddenly. Through the comms came a whoosh  that faded 

with an almost imperceptible squelching sound.  

 

Everyone looked at Bob. His faceplate was a red gore and from the tear in his 

suit arm spewed forth perfect orbs of blood. The air lock door had cuts through a 

small section of the suit’s fabric, leaving a three-inch hole. Enough for the pressurised 

atmosphere to rush out. Just enough to cause an explosive decompression inside the 

suit. 

 

Horror and shock struck them men in the airlock. No-one spoke. Silently they 

caught hold of Bob’s space suit. The compression sequence came to an end and a 

female voice called out, “Amospeheric pressure normal.” 
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Steve undid the clips on the neck ring of the suit and removed his helmet, 

quickly followed by the rest of the team. 

 

With tears in his eyes Steve said quietly “Lets get our gaffer home. One last 

time. Then we’ll go the pub and you boys can tell me stories about him. I’m buying 

the first round.” 

 

 

******** 

Build Number 5016. 

 

Steve Cowan, team leader of one of the shifts that would build the long-range 

freighter on the Fulton McKay sat in his chair addressing the men in his team. The 

space elevator was taking them up to start on a new job and a big one.  

“OK lads, we got some new blood with us. God knows that is hard to come 

by. No sending them for ‘Long Stands’ ‘Bubbles for Spirit Level’s’ or ‘Sky Hooks’. 

And definitely no bloody ‘Tartan Paint’ this time. McLean I am looking at you now.” 

 

“Would I do that boss?” 

 

“Aye you most certainly would.” 

 

Steve paused. “Just remember guys. On the Clyde, we don’t just build 

ships….” 

 

The whole team shouted back “We build men!” 

 

 

The End 

 

 

  


