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​Chapter I: The Sweet Rot of Wianig 105
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Planet Wianig 105.

Oh, how I hate this planet.

The words form in my mind each morning as consciousness returns, as the damp air settles into my lungs like an unwelcome lodger, as the stench of sweet rot reminds me that I am still here, still trapped, still condemned to this dripping purgatory at the edge of the mapped galaxy. I have said these words aloud, I think. In the privacy of my tent, in the darkness before the amber sun bleeds through the haze, I have whispered them to myself as another man might whisper a prayer. Oh, how I hate this planet. It has become a mantra. A devotion. The only constant in a world of ceaseless, oppressive change.

It is very wet here. The statement seems inadequate—a child's description of a hurricane—but language fails me when I attempt to capture the sheer saturation of this place. Water does not merely fall from the sky on Wianig 105; it hangs in the air as a permanent suspension, a mist that never fully condenses and never fully dissipates. It pools in every depression of the black soil. It drips from every surface of the compound's prefabricated structures. It seeps through the seams of my boots, the fabric of my clothing, the very walls of my tent. Nothing is ever truly dry here. Nothing has been dry since the day I arrived, and nothing will be dry until the day I leave—if that day ever comes.

It is hot and damp. The heat is not the clean, baking heat of a desert world, the kind that draws sweat from your skin and carries it away on dry winds. No, this is a clinging heat, an intimate heat, a heat that wraps itself around you like a fever patient clutching at blankets. It amplifies the dampness and the dampness amplifies it, and together they create an atmosphere that feels less like air and more like the exhalation of some enormous, subterranean mouth. You do not breathe here so much as you drink the atmosphere, swallowing it down in heavy gulps that never quite satisfy the lungs.

This is nothing like the planet where I came from. I close my eyes sometimes—during meals of reconstituted protein paste, during the brief respites between tasks—and I try to remember home. The dry hills. The yellow grasses that whispered in the wind. The sun that rose clean and sharp and warmed the soil without suffocating it. But the memories grow fainter with each passing month, overlaid by the constant present of Wianig 105, until I can no longer distinguish what I actually remember from what I merely wish I remembered.

I am stuck here for many years. That was the contract. That was the agreement I signed in a sterile office on a space station whose name I have already forgotten, my hand moving across the datapad with the automatic compliance of a man who needed the credits. Many years, the contract said. A decade, perhaps more. An open-ended commitment to serve as basic laborer for the Colonial Research Directorate's expedition to the Wianig system. At the time, reading those words, I had imagined something different. A temperate world, perhaps. Forests of green and brown. Air that did not fight you with every breath. The usual hardships of frontier life, but hardships I had faced before and could face again.

I did not imagine this. I could not have imagined this. My imagination, whatever its other failures, has never been adequate to conjure a place like Wianig 105.

I am a basic laborer. The title is unadorned, and I prefer it that way—it makes no promises and invites no expectations. I do what I am told. I haul crates of equipment from the supply depot to the research modules and back again. I perform basic repairs when something breaks, which is often, because the humidity corrodes everything and the wind-borne particles clog every mechanism. I clean the mess that other people make, and I dispose of the waste that other people produce, and I ask no questions about the nature or purpose of the work being done around me.

I have had way more difficult jobs than this one. That is what I tell myself when the frustration becomes too great, when the contempt of the scientists grinds against my spirit like the wind-borne particles against my skin. I have worked in worse places. I have hauled heavier loads. I have endured harsher conditions. The ice mines of Kharonos Secundus, where the cold was so absolute that your breath froze on your lips and your fingers turned to brittle twigs. The furnace decks of the stellar freighters, where the metal floors would sear the flesh from your knees if you knelt too long. Those were harder jobs by any objective measure. Those were jobs that broke men.

But those jobs did not possess this quality. This creeping, insidious wrongness that has nothing to do with physical hardship and everything to do with the atmosphere itself. The air of this planet possesses me—offends me—in ways I struggle to articulate. With every breath, you can feel the dampness, as I have said, but it is more than dampness. It is a presence. A weight. A suggestion, delivered through the olfactory nerves directly to the most primitive regions of the brain, that you are not welcome here. That you are an intrusion. That the planet itself is aware of you and disapproves.

And the stench. The constant, weird, sweet scent of rot.

I have tried to identify its source. In my early months here, when I still possessed some vestige of curiosity about my surroundings, I made a systematic effort to trace the smell. I walked the perimeter of the compound at different times of day, sniffing the air like a hound, trying to determine whether it emanated from the red ocean or the black soil or the fungal forests that sprawled across the continent. I never reached a conclusion. The smell was simply everywhere—equally strong at the shore and at the tree line, at noon and at midnight, during storms and during the brief, oppressive calms between them.

It is not the clean rot of autumn leaves, the melancholy decay that signals the turning of seasons on temperate worlds. It is not the sharp rot of spoiled meat, the kind that warns the body away from food gone bad. It is something sweeter than either, and far more disturbing. A perfumed decay. A rotting of flowers rather than flesh, though flesh is certainly rotting somewhere beneath that sweetness. The scent of a funeral parlor that has tried to disguise itself as a garden, and failed.

I am part of a team of around a hundred people. That is the official census. I have never counted them myself—my duties do not bring me into contact with most of the personnel—but I have no reason to doubt the number. A hundred souls, give or take, scattered across a compound that seems to shrink or expand depending on the density of the mist. Most of them are more qualified than I am. Considerably more qualified. Possessors of advanced degrees and specialized certifications, of titles so festooned with academic pretension that I stopped trying to parse them shortly after arrival.

And their noses are holding up high. Every single one of them. I do not exaggerate when I say that I have never, in all my months on this planet, encountered a single member of the scientific staff who looked at me as an equal. Their gazes pass over me, or through me, or they do not acknowledge my presence at all. When they speak to me—which is rare, and always brief—their voices carry a particular tone that I have come to recognize with the precision of long practice. It is not quite contempt. Contempt would require them to consider me worthy of an emotional response. It is something closer to the way one addresses a malfunctioning appliance. Irritation. Inconvenience. The mild surprise that the equipment has spoken.

None of them are of my kind. None of them share my culture, my background, my station in life. I am the sole representative of whatever category they have placed me in—common labor, unlettered worker, necessary animal. I do not know where they come from, these pale, angular men and women with their complicated instruments and their incomprehensible conversations. Some core world, perhaps. Some institution where everyone speaks in the same clipped, precise cadences and everyone knows the same references and everyone looks at people like me with the same distant, clinical curiosity.

I always feel like they are looking down on me. It is not paranoia. I have observed their behavior with other members of the support staff—there are a few of us, cooks and cleaners and maintenance technicians—and I have seen the same pattern repeated. The scientists cluster together in their climate-controlled modules. They share their meals in a separate mess hall. They speak a language of acronyms and theoretical frameworks that excludes anyone who has not spent a decade memorizing the same vocabulary. We are not their colleagues. We are their infrastructure.

I am not able to find any friends or acquaintances. I have tried. In the early months, when the isolation was still novel and I believed that companionship might be possible, I made overtures. A nod in the corridor. A question about someone's research. An observation about the weather—weather being, on most worlds, the universal currency of small talk. Each attempt was rebuffed with such efficiency, such practiced indifference, that I eventually stopped trying. They do not want my friendship. They do not want my conversation. They want me to haul their equipment and clean their laboratories and otherwise remain invisible.

Mostly they just give me orders. Their interactions with me consist entirely of directives—delivered in person, or via datapad, or through the intermediary of some junior functionary who has not yet learned to look down his nose with the full confidence of his superiors. Fetch this. Carry that. Dispose of these. Report to module seven. The commands accumulate throughout the day, stacking one upon another until I am moving constantly from task to task, and when I finally collapse onto my cot at night I cannot remember a single conversation that resembled human interaction.

I do not know how I will survive the coming decade. The thought arrives at unexpected moments—during the endless hauling of supply crates through the mud, during the lonely meals of tasteless protein paste, during the sleepless hours when the rain drums against the polymer of my tent—and it settles in my chest like something cold and heavy. Ten years. I may be here for ten years. Ten years of dampness and rot and glass-sharp winds. Ten years of silent contempt from people who consider me subhuman. Ten years of isolation, of loneliness, of the slow erosion of whatever makes a man a man.

I do not know how I will survive it. But I know that I will. I have survived worse. I have survived things that would have broken these soft-handed academics in a day. And when the decade is done, and the contract expires, I will take my accumulated pay and I will leave this planet and I will never, ever look back.

If, of course, the planet lets me leave.

The thought is superstitious, and I push it away. But it returns.



I have no idea what they are researching here.

The admission should embarrass me, I suppose. A man ought to take some interest in the work that consumes his days and defines his existence. But I find that I cannot muster the curiosity. The scientists deploy their apparatus—arrays of sensors that hum at frequencies I can feel in my teeth; containment vessels of reinforced polymers; drilling equipment that descends into the planetary crust and returns with cores of black stone that weep a viscous fluid when exposed to air—and I watch them with the detachment of a beast of burden observing the incomprehensible activities of its masters.

They gather in their modules and debate findings. Their voices rise and fall in patterns that suggest argument, or perhaps excitement, or perhaps fear—I cannot tell which, and I do not particularly care. They produce reports that are transmitted to some distant authority via the orbital relay station. They receive responses that send them scurrying back to their laboratories with renewed urgency. Whatever they seek, they have not yet found it. Or perhaps they have found it and do not recognize it. Or perhaps they have found it and do not wish to share their discovery with the likes of me.

All these fancy-looking apparatus that they use. The phrase is dismissive, and I intend it to be. I have hauled enough of their equipment to recognize quality when I see it, and their instruments are of the highest grade—precision-machined, factory-calibrated, gleaming with the quiet arrogance of things that cost more than I will earn in my entire contract. But they are also, from my perspective, a bunch of time waste. Hours upon hours of calibration and measurement and data collection, and for what? Papers that will be read by a handful of other specialists? Discoveries that will be announced in academic journals and then forgotten? The pursuit of knowledge for its own sake is a luxury that people like me cannot afford.

If you ask me—which no one has, and no one will—they would be better served by practical research. Mineral surveys. Agricultural assessments. The kinds of investigations that might justify the staggering expense of maintaining a hundred-person expedition on a hostile world. But no one asks me. I am the laborer. I haul and I carry and I clean. My opinions are as irrelevant as my presence is unnoticed.



This planet is disgusting.

I have said it before, and I will say it again, and I will continue saying it until the words lose all meaning. The disgust has become a part of me, as much a feature of my daily existence as breathing or eating. I am disgusted when I wake. I am disgusted when I work. I am disgusted when I finally surrender to exhaustion and collapse onto my cot, too tired even to dream.

A lot of it is ocean. This is the first thing anyone notices when they see Wianig 105 from orbit—assuming they are the kind of person who sees planets from orbit, which I am not, except during the brief and uncomfortable transfers from station to surface. The continents are small and scattered, dark islands in a vastness of crimson. From the ground, you cannot perceive the full scale of it, but you can feel it. The ocean is always there, at the edge of your awareness, a presence that dwarfs everything human. It pulls at the shore with tides that do not follow the simple lunar mechanics of normal worlds. It breathes, almost. It waits.

This red ocean. I have tried to describe its color to myself, in the privacy of my journal, and I have failed repeatedly. It is not the red of blood, though that comparison is the most obvious and the least accurate. It is not the red of rust, though the scientists claim that iron compounds are responsible for the pigmentation. It is something closer to the red of a wound that has been open for a very long time—a red that has deepened and darkened and taken on undertones that the eye cannot quite identify but the hindbrain recognizes with alarm. In the shallows, where the light penetrates, it is almost beautiful, in the way that poisonous things are sometimes beautiful. In the depths, where the light cannot reach, it is black. Black as ink. Black as a sealed tomb.

The winds are hard and strong. They come howling across the open water with a ferocity that has more than once torn supply tents from their moorings and sent loose equipment spinning into the forest. The compound is situated on the leeward side of a low ridge, which provides some protection but not enough. When the wind shifts—and it shifts often, unpredictably, as if directed by some capricious intelligence—the full force of it hits us, and we huddle in our shelters and wait for the storm to pass.

Often with some weird glass-like particles or stones or some crap. My vocabulary fails me when I try to describe these things. They are not sand, though they are carried by the wind in the manner of sand. They are not glass, though they are translucent and sharp-edged. They are some kind of siliceous material that the wind picks up from the shorelines and hurls with the force of tiny projectiles. I have examined them under the light of my tent's single lamp—fragments small enough to balance on a fingertip, irregular in shape, with edges that glitter like fractured crystal. They have no color of their own but seem to absorb whatever color surrounds them, so that they appear amber in daylight and black at night and red when the ocean's reflection is upon them.

They cut me many times. I have the scars to prove it. My forearms are crosshatched with fine white lines, a cartography of small violences accumulated over months of exposure. The cuts are rarely deep enough to require medical attention, but they are numerous, and they sting when the humidity seeps into them, and they remind me constantly that this planet wants to hurt me. Not out of malice, perhaps—the planet is not a thinking thing, or so I tell myself—but out of some fundamental incompatibility between my flesh and its atmosphere.

The creatures that live here are basic animals—or so I thought when I first arrived, and so I continue to tell myself when I can manage to believe it. There are familiar forms among the native fauna, shapes that echo the evolutionary patterns of a dozen worlds. Convergent development, the scientists call it. The tendency of life to arrive at similar solutions to similar problems.

Some are similar to what we had on my planet—or what I remember of my planet, those memories growing fainter with each passing month. These elk-like beings, for instance. They move through the fungal forests with a shambling, uncertain gait that suggests they are not quite comfortable in their own bodies. Their frames are large, larger than any elk I remember from home, and their skin—if it can be called skin—is a glistening membrane that resembles wet leather stretched over a framework of bones. They have no discernible eyes, only sensory pits arranged along their snouts in patterns that seem almost geometric. When they vocalize, the sound is not a call but a wet, gurgling exhalation, as if they are perpetually drowning in the atmosphere they breathe.

And the birds—the weird leathery long-winged birds. I do not know if they are technically birds. The scientists would probably object to the classification. They have wings, at least, but those wings are not feathered. They are stretched membranes of that same glistening integument, supported by elongated finger-bones that are visible through the translucent flesh. The creatures ride the thermals above the shoreline, circling with a patience that seems almost purposeful, and when they dive for fish they fold their wings and plummet with a speed that is terrible to witness. Sometimes at dusk they gather in such numbers that their silhouettes darken the amber sky entirely, and I stand at the edge of the compound and watch them wheel and circle in their thousands, and I wonder what they are waiting for.

Tons of disgusting and stinky fish. The ocean teems with them. They wash ashore during the frequent storms—silvery bodies with too many fins, or fins in the wrong configurations, their eyes disproportionately large and adapted for the lightless depths from which they occasionally rise. The smell of them is a physical assault. It occupies the sinuses and refuses to be dislodged, lingering for days after the carcasses have been disposed of. I do not even want to eat them, honestly. They taste awful. I made the mistake of trying once, early in my deployment when the supply shipments were delayed and hunger overcame my better judgment. The flesh was mealy and bitter, shot through with strands of cartilaginous material that resisted both knife and tooth. I vomited for an hour afterward, and the taste remained on my tongue for three days. I have not repeated the experiment, and I will not, no matter how thin the rations grow.

But what creeps me out the most are these humanoid creatures.

I do not know what the scientists call them in their taxonomies. Some Latinate construction, no doubt—a string of syllables that transforms horror into classification and makes the unknown seem manageable. I have heard them use the term, in passing, but I have never bothered to memorize it. I call them what they are. The watchers. The hunchers. The blue-skinned things that emerge from the crimson sea and stand at the tree line, observing us with an attention that feels older than curiosity.

They are half-amphibian, or so it seems. I have often seen them going into the ocean and coming out of it, their slick bodies sliding through the surf with a fluidity that speaks of long adaptation to the aquatic environment. On land, they move differently—a heavy, shambling locomotion that seems almost painful, as if gravity is a burden their bodies were never designed to bear. Their posture is catastrophically collapsed. Shoulders hunched forward as if bearing an invisible weight. Spine curved into a permanent stoop. Arms hanging so low that their knuckles nearly brush the ground, their long fingers trailing through the black soil like the roots of some ambulatory plant.

Their skin is the color of blue—not the blue of a clear sky or a calm sea, but the blue of a bruise several days old. It deepens to purple at the extremities and carries an iridescent sheen in the amber light, slick and gleaming as if they have just emerged from water, which they usually have. They are so thin you can basically see their bones. The ridges of their spines press against their skin with terrible clarity. The cages of their ribs are visible with each labored breath. Their hip bones protrude like handles, and their elongated skulls show the contours of the cranium beneath the translucent flesh.

Their faces are weird and disgusting, dominated by mouths filled with sharp teeth—translucent, needle-thin, visible even when their lips are closed. They have no noses to speak of, only vertical slits that open and close with each breath, and their ears are internal, concealed beneath flaps of that glistening skin. But it is the eyes that I cannot forget. The eyes that haunt the margins of my dreams. Black eyes. Depthless black, without iris or sclera, set in sockets that seem too large for the skulls that contain them. When those eyes fix upon you, you feel it. You feel it in a part of yourself that is older than language, older than reason, older than the first spark of self-awareness that separated humanity from the animals. The part that knows it is being watched by a predator.

I have shot one down who was creeping around the campsite. It was night, perhaps two hours past the setting of the amber sun, and I was performing my final perimeter check. The compound lights cast their sterile white glow in overlapping circles, but between those circles were pools of shadow, and in one of those pools I saw movement. Something was there—something hunched and glistening—and it was closer to the tents than any of the creatures had ever come before.

I did not hesitate. I did not call out a warning. I raised my sidearm, and I fired, and the shot took the creature high in the shoulder. It made a sound—not a scream, not a cry of pain, but a wet, chittering exhalation—and collapsed sideways into the black soil. By the time I reached its prone form, my weapon still trained upon it, its blood was already pooling in the mud.

From close, they are absolutely hideous.

The iridescent sheen I had observed from a distance was not the smooth, healthy gleam of a fish's scales. It was a coating of mucus that covered every surface of the creature's body, glistening and viscous, with a texture that I can only describe as clinging. When I nudged the body with my boot, the mucus adhered to the leather and stretched like a membrane before breaking. Beneath that film, the skin was visible—translucent, as I have said, with the blue-purple hue of a bruise and the texture of something that had been submerged in water for too long.

The thinness of the creature was even more pronounced at close range. Its ribs were countable through the skin—twelve on each side, I noted with the clinical detachment that sometimes accompanies shock. Its clavicles protruded like coat hooks. Its pelvic bones created hollows in its lower abdomen that seemed to suck inward with each breath. This was not the leanness of a predator in lean times. This was a constitutional emaciation, a thinness that was built into the creature's very biology. It seemed to belong to a species that had never known abundance, that had evolved on the edge of starvation and learned to survive there.

And it was slimy. The mucus was not merely a surface coating; it seemed to emanate from the creature's pores, a constant secretion that kept its skin perpetually wet. When I touched it—I had to touch it, to confirm the kill and to drag the body away from the compound—my fingers came away coated in a film that resisted washing. The sensation lingered on my skin for hours afterward, a cool sliminess that water could not remove and soap could only partially dissolve.

Wet-looking. The phrase seems redundant, but I cannot find a better one. Everything about the creature suggested immersion, as if it had just emerged from water and would soon return there. The skin had the puckered quality of flesh that has been submerged for an extended period. The eyes—those terrible black eyes—were filmed with a protective membrane that made them appear perpetually moist. Even the teeth, those translucent needles that filled the small mouth, seemed to glisten with a wetness that was not merely saliva but something thicker, something more essential to the creature's nature.

With black eyes. I have said this already, but the eyes demand repetition. They were the most disturbing feature of a creature composed entirely of disturbing features. No iris. No sclera. No differentiation between pupil and surrounding tissue. Just two pools of absolute, depthless black, set in sockets that were too large and too deep and too expressive for the face that contained them. Even in death—for the creature was dead, I was certain of that—those eyes seemed to hold something. An awareness. An accusation. A promise that this was not the end of our acquaintance.

I really hate them. The word "hate" is insufficient, but I have no better one. I hate them the way a man hates a recurring nightmare. I hate them the way a child hates the darkness under the bed. It is not a rational hatred, grounded in specific grievances or particular injuries. It is something more primal. Something that bypasses the reasoning faculties entirely and speaks directly to the oldest, deepest parts of the brain. The parts that remember, in some cellular way, when my distant ancestors were prey.

Yet my superiors are fascinated by them. The scientists gathered around the corpse with an enthusiasm that bordered on the indecent. Dr. Verlaine—the chief xenobiologist, whose angular frame and cold eyes I have come to know all too well—knelt beside the body and examined it with a reverence that I found unsettling. "Remarkable," she murmured, more to herself than to anyone else. "The adaptations. The morphology. We must attempt a live capture."

She looked up at me then, and her expression was not gratitude. It was assessment. The way a farmer might assess a tool that had performed adequately but could perform better.

"We need a living specimen," she said. "The research potential is enormous. Try to capture one alive, if the opportunity presents itself."

Yet I would rather shoot to kill.

I did not say this aloud. I nodded, and I dragged the corpse to the disposal site, and I added another scar to the cartography on my forearms—not from the wind this time, but from a sharp edge of the creature's exposed bone. And that night, as I lay in my tent listening to the rain begin its eternal drumming, I resolved that if another of those creatures came within range of my sidearm, I would shoot it dead. I would shoot it dead without hesitation. I would shoot it dead regardless of what the scientists wanted.

Because those black eyes had looked at me, and in them I had seen something that I could not name but could not deny. Something that knew me. Something that recognized me. Something that had been waiting, in the depths of the red ocean, for a very long time.

And I did not want to discover what it was waiting for.
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​Chapter II: An Ingenious Idea, in the Most Sarcastic Sense
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The freaking bastards had an ingenious idea.

I use the word "ingenious" in its most sarcastic sense, the way a man might describe the invention of a new form of torture or the discovery of a particularly efficient method of breaking the spirit. The scientists—my esteemed superiors, my learned overlords, my keepers in this humid purgatory—have outdone themselves this time. They have conceived of something so breathtakingly ill-advised, so perfectly calibrated to transform my already miserable existence into something considerably worse, that I can only marvel at the perversity of their imagination.

They found some structures deep beneath the ocean.

The announcement came three days ago, delivered with the breathless excitement that scientists reserve for discoveries that will imperil the lives of people like me. I was not present for the initial briefing—I am never present for the initial briefing of anything—but the news spread through the compound with the speed of contagion. The deep-penetration sonar arrays, those expensive pieces of equipment I had hauled to the shoreline and helped calibrate with my own calloused hands, had detected something anomalous on the ocean floor. Anomalous. That was the word they used. A careful word. A scientific word. A word that could mean anything from an unusual rock formation to the drowned spires of a civilization that had sunk beneath the waves before the first vertebrates crawled onto land.

It was the latter, of course. It was always going to be the latter. The universe, I have learned, possesses a sense of humor that is both refined and cruel, and it reserves its richest ironies for men like me.

The sonar images, when I was finally permitted to see them—permitted, that is, because my opinion was not solicited but my labor would be required—depicted formations that no amount of scientific caution could dismiss as natural geology. Walls that intersected at angles too precise for random fracture. Terraces that ascended in regular steps, each level set back from the one below with mathematical consistency. And at the center of the complex, squatting upon the ocean floor like a toad upon a stone, a pyramidal structure of dimensions that the instruments could not fully measure. The scale of it defied comprehension. The sonar could not find its base. The sonar could not find its summit. The sonar could only confirm that it was there, and that it was enormous, and that it had been waiting in the darkness of the deep ocean for a span of time that the geologists could not calculate with precision but estimated at not less than two hundred million years.

Two hundred million years. I turned the number over in my mind, trying to make it mean something, and failed. And this thing, this pyramid beneath the red ocean of Wianig 105, had been old when the first dinosaurs walked. Had been old when the first flowering plants opened their petals to an alien sun. Had been old when the continents of my homeworld were still locked together in a single mass, undivided by the tectonic forces that would shape the geography of my species.

Something had built it. Something had raised those stones and carved those terraces and then—what? Died? Departed? Or descended deeper, into the crushing darkness beneath the ocean floor, where even our sonar could not reach?

The scientists did not seem troubled by these questions. The scientists seemed, if anything, exhilarated. I watched them from the periphery of the compound as they clustered together in animated discussion, their pale hands gesturing, their voices rising and falling with the cadences of intellectual excitement. They were going to investigate. Of course they were going to investigate. The discovery of the millennium—of the eon—and they were going to be the ones who unlocked its secrets. Their names would be on the papers. Their careers would be made. Their places in the history of science would be secured.

And guess who will have to come with them.

Me. The laborer. The hauler. The cleaner and the carrier and the beast of burden who had been invisible for months and was now suddenly, catastrophically visible. I will have to go there with them. The words taste like ash as I write them. I will descend into that red ocean, into pressures that would crush a human body to paste in less time than it takes to draw a breath. I will travel to the bottom of a sea that has never known sunlight, to investigate a structure that was ancient when my species was not even a gleam in the eye of evolution. I will do this not because I wish to, not because I am curious, not because I share the scientists' hunger for discovery. I will do this because I have no choice.

I hate water. I have always hated water. It is not a rational hatred, not a phobia that can be traced to some childhood trauma or near-drowning. It is something more fundamental. A bone-deep aversion to submersion, to the loss of solid ground beneath my feet, to the knowledge that in water I am not the master of my environment but a vulnerable intruder in a realm where I do not belong. On land, I am strong. I can lift, I can carry, I can run, I can fight. In water, I am helpless. Slow. Blind. Dependent on machinery to keep me alive, and acutely aware that if the machinery fails I will die in a manner that I prefer not to contemplate.

And now I am being asked—no, ordered—to descend into the deepest, darkest water on this entire wretched planet. To entrust my life to a vessel that I have not yet seen, that is being modified for dual-environment operation, that will be asked to withstand pressures that would deform steel like clay. I hate being underwater. I hate exploring some weird crap at the bottom of the ocean. The words are insufficient, but they will have to serve. Language fails me when I attempt to articulate the depth of my dread. It settles in my stomach like something cold and heavy, a second organ that has grown beside the first and pulses with its own rhythm of fear.

Yet I have no choice. This is the refrain of my existence on Wianig 105. I have no choice. I am a laborer under contract, and the contract stipulates that I will perform whatever duties are required of me, and the expedition leadership has determined that my duties now include underwater exploration of an impossibly ancient alien ruin. I could refuse, I suppose. I could declare my unwillingness and accept the consequences. But the consequences would be severe—breach of contract, forfeiture of pay, transportation back to the orbital station at my own expense, a black mark on my record that would follow me to every future employment. I would be stranded. Destitute. Unemployable. The expedition leadership knows this. They are counting on it.

They are preparing the ship we will use. I have heard it described in fragments, in overheard conversations and terse replies to my reluctant questions. It will come from the orbital station in a few days—a vessel modified specifically for this mission, designed to traverse both air and water with equal capability. A hybrid craft, part atmospheric shuttle and part deep-pressure submersible, its hull reinforced to withstand the crushing descent that awaits us. The scientists speak of it with something approaching reverence, as if the vessel itself were a participant in their grand adventure rather than a piece of machinery that will be asked to perform far beyond its design specifications.

I do not share their reverence. I have seen enough modified vessels to know that "modified" is often a euphemism for "cobbled together from parts that were never meant to work in concert." The ship that awaits us, I suspect, will be no different. It will be old and patched and temperamental, its systems pushed to their limits and beyond, its maintenance history a litany of temporary fixes that have become permanent through neglect. We will entrust our lives to this vessel, and we will descend into darkness, and we will hope that the engineers who designed it knew what they were doing.

I am not excited about this at all. The phrase is a monument to understatement, but understatement is all I have left. My capacity for strong emotion has been eroded by months of dampness and rot and wind-borne particles. What remains is a flat, affectless dread that colors everything I see and do. I haul equipment to the landing field and I feel dread. I inventory supplies for the journey and I feel dread. I lie on my cot at night, listening to the rain drum against the polymer of my tent, and I feel dread—a dread so complete and so pervasive that it has become indistinguishable from the air I breathe.

As well as I am not excited about this camp. The compound has changed in recent days, or perhaps my perception of it has changed. The familiar structures—the research modules, the supply depot, the mess hall I am not permitted to enter—now seem flimsy and provisional, as if they might be swept away by the next hard wind. The black soil squelches underfoot with a hunger that seems almost personal, and the amber sunlight filtering through the permanent haze casts shadows that move when I am not looking directly at them.

And the creatures. The creatures have noticed something. I am certain of it.

Those weird hunched creatures have taken greater interest in our place than ever before. I see them more often now, in the far distance, observing us with those depthless black eyes. They gather at the tree line in groups of three and four and sometimes more, their hunched silhouettes barely distinguishable from the fungal growths among which they stand. But there is movement to them now, a restless shifting that was not present in previous weeks. They are waiting for something. Anticipating something.

I see them more often in the far distance observing us. The distance has not changed—they remain at the perimeter of the compound, beyond the fencing, beyond the range of my sidearm—but their frequency has increased dramatically. Where once I might glimpse them once or twice a day, now I see them on every perimeter check. Where once they were solitary, now they congregate. Where once they stood motionless, now they shift and shuffle and turn their elongated heads to track my movements as I pass.

Leating out weird clicks with their tiny teethy mouths. I have heard the sound more clearly in recent days, perhaps because there are more of them to make it, perhaps because they are growing bolder. It is a noise like stones being struck together underwater—a sharp, percussive clicking that seems to carry farther than it should, that echoes in frequencies I can feel in my teeth and in the hollow spaces of my skull. Sometimes, when I am working near the perimeter, I hear the clicks from multiple directions at once, as if the creatures are communicating with one another across the compound, coordinating their observations, sharing information about our activities.

The scientists have noticed this change in behavior. I have seen them observing the observers, training their instruments toward the tree line, recording data that will no doubt produce fascinating papers about amphibian social structures and inter-group communication. They are not afraid. They are intrigued. It has not occurred to them—or if it has occurred, they have dismissed the thought—that the creatures might pose a threat. That the increased attention might be preparatory to something other than scientific curiosity. That the clicks might be not observation but planning.

I dislike where this is going. The feeling is not rational, and I do not pretend otherwise. I have no evidence that the creatures mean us harm. I have no reason to believe that their interest is anything other than the natural response of a native species to unusual activity in their territory. But my gut tells me something different. My gut tells me that the creatures know about the structures beneath the ocean. That they have always known. That their presence at the shoreline, their emergence from the red water, their patient observation of our compound—all of it is connected to the pyramid that waits in the darkness below.

Yet no choice I have. This is the truth at the center of everything. I have no choice. I will go where I am told to go. I will do what I am told to do. I will descend into the red ocean and I will investigate the ancient structures and I will hope, against all evidence and all intuition, that I survive the experience.

Will have to journey. The word "journey" suggests something voluntary, something undertaken with purpose and intention. This is not a journey. This is a conscription. I am being drafted into an expedition that I want no part of, to explore a place that fills me with unease I cannot articulate, in a vessel that I do not trust. But the contract is the contract. The pay is the pay. And I am, as I have always been, a beast of burden.

There is so much work now. The days since the announcement have been a blur of physical labor, my body pushed to its limits and beyond. Crates of equipment must be inventoried and transported to the landing field. Supplies must be calculated for a journey of uncertain duration. The vessel—when it arrives—will need to be loaded and inspected and prepared for descent. All of this falls to me, or to people like me, the small cadre of support staff who actually perform the labor that keeps the expedition functioning.

So many things are in need of hauling and preparation. The list seems to grow longer with each passing hour, as if the tasks are breeding in the darkness of the supply depot. Scientific instruments wrapped in protective polymers, their purposes unknown to me and their fragility a constant source of anxiety. Rations in sealed containers, enough to sustain forty people for a journey that is projected to last weeks. Spare parts for the vessel's systems—filters and seals and gaskets and components whose names I have never learned. Emergency supplies in case of catastrophic failure, though what emergency supplies could save us at the bottom of the ocean I cannot imagine.

I haul. I carry. I lift and I stack and I secure. My back aches with a persistence that no amount of rest can alleviate. My hands have developed new calluses atop the old ones, layers of toughened skin that crack and bleed in the perpetual dampness. My knees protest when I bend and my shoulders scream when I lift and still the work continues, because the work always continues, because there is no end to the work until the work is done or I am dead.

I wished they got a robotic mule instead of me. The thought recurs with the regularity of a heartbeat. A robotic mule would not complain. A robotic mule would not tire. A robotic mule would not lie awake at night, staring at the stained polymer of its tent ceiling, wondering what awaits it in the lightless depths of the red ocean. A robotic mule would simply perform its function, and when the expedition was done, it would be deactivated and stored and forgotten.

But a robotic mule is expensive, and I am cheap. A robotic mule requires maintenance and programming and specialized technicians. I require none of those things. I am self-maintaining, self-directing within the narrow parameters of my orders, and far less costly than any mechanical equivalent. The expedition leadership understands this calculus. They have made their decision accordingly.

I am a beast of burden. The phrase is not self-pity—or if it is, the self-pity is earned. I am a beast of burden in the most literal sense, an animal whose purpose is to carry loads that others are too important to carry. The scientists do not haul their own equipment. The technicians do not load their own supplies. The leadership does not soil its collective hands with the mundane labor that makes their grand adventure possible. That labor falls to me, and to the few others of my station, and we perform it without thanks or recognition because that is what beasts of burden do.

We perform it in silence. We perform it in isolation. We perform it while the creatures watch from the tree line, their black eyes tracking our movements, their stone-clicks echoing across the compound like the language of a world that existed before language was invented.

The ship will arrive in a few days. The descent will begin shortly after. And I will go where I am ordered to go, because I have no choice, because I am a laborer, because the contract binds me to this place and these people and this work.

But I will not go willingly. I will not go with the excitement of the scientists, with their breathless anticipation of discovery and their hunger for knowledge. I will go with dread in my heart and fear in my gut, and I will count every moment until the journey is over and I am returned to the surface—if I am returned to the surface.

The rain has begun again. I can hear it drumming against the roof of my tent, a rhythm as constant and as senseless as the clicking of the creatures at the tree line. The amber sun has set. The compound is dark. And somewhere in the distance, beyond the perimeter, beyond the fungal forests, beyond the shoreline where the red ocean laps against the black soil, something waits.

Something that has been waiting for two hundred million years.

Something that knows we are coming.
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​Chapter III: The Dream and the Capture
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Today I had a horrific dream.

I do not use the word "horrific" lightly. I have had nightmares before—the usual fare of a man who has worked dangerous jobs in dangerous places, dreams of falling from high scaffolds, of being crushed by shifting cargo, of the thousand mundane deaths that lurk at the edges of physical labor. But this was something different. This was a dream that did not feel like a dream at all, but like a visitation. A sending. A glimpse of something that was not merely the random firing of a sleeping brain but a communication from somewhere outside myself.

I saw myself swallowed by the waves. The red ocean rose up around me—not the slow, creeping rise of a normal tide, but a sudden and deliberate surge, as if the water had decided to reach up and claim me. I was standing on the black shore, the same shore I have walked a hundred times during my perimeter checks, and the crimson water rushed toward me with the speed of a living thing. It closed over my head before I could run, before I could even draw breath to scream. The cold of it was not the cold of water but something deeper, something that penetrated the skin and the muscle and the bone and settled in the marrow like liquid nitrogen.

And then they came. The creatures. The hunched, blue-skinned things with their depthless black eyes and their translucent needle-teeth. They emerged from the darkness of the deep water, their elongated arms reaching for me, their tiny mouths opening to reveal those rows of glistening points. They did not attack. They simply surrounded me, their slick bodies pressing against mine from all sides, and then they began to feed.

I felt their teeth sink into my flesh. I felt the cold of their mouths, the suction of their lips, the working of their jaws as they tore pieces of me away. There was no pain, which was somehow worse than pain would have been. There was only the sensation of being consumed, of being reduced, of becoming less with each passing moment. My body grew lighter. My thoughts grew dimmer. And the last thing I saw, before the darkness swallowed me entirely, was my own reflection in those black, black eyes—my face distorted by the water, my mouth open in a scream that produced no sound, my eyes wide with a terror that was already fading into nothing.

I woke gasping. My cot was soaked with sweat. The polymer walls of my tent were pressing inward, or seemed to be pressing inward, and for one disorienting moment I could not remember where I was. The ship? The compound? Some other world entirely? The dream clung to me like the mucus of the creatures, refusing to be shaken off, its images lingering behind my eyelids every time I blinked. I could still feel the cold of the water. I could still feel the
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