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“Harris, this mission must be aborted immediately. This planet has life on it.” Alnilam Orion burst into her superior’s office, just missing her shoulder on the steel entrance panel as it slid open. “There’s an anomaly in the original bio readings from corporate.” 

“That’s impossible.”  Lehar Harris looked over his glasses at her, as he shook his head. Leaning back in his chair behind an oversized desk, his gaze skimmed her from head to toe. “And I don’t hold conversations with irrational women who don’t know the hierarchy of respect on a mission.”

Her skin crawled under the nasty jerk’s gaze. They were on a civilian, corporate, tankership not a military mission, something the misogynistic idiot she currently reported to could never understand. Addressing people by their last name was a dangerous slip from living 
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ON THE BLACK ARROW. She had more respect for her fellow crew members, some of the most feared mercenaries in the galaxy, than every living being on this vessel combined.  

Alnilam clenched her jaw at his expectation an honorarium be used and bit her lip to keep it  from curling. “Sir, this is vital information to the mission.” 

“Sit down, Al.” He lifted his tablet and began swiping at the screen as if she wasn’t there. “I’m not going to listen to you pace and wring your hands.” 

Fighting the urge to rip the unit out of his hand and bash him on the head with it, she dropped into the small chair in front of him. She would have preferred to physically restrain him and lock him in a closet, but she was too far from home to blow her cover. The Black Arrow had headed to the other side of the quadrant working a job and they’d agreed to a black out in communication for her safety. At the time it had seemed like a good idea, but the rumours she come here to investigate were far worse than they’d imagined.

“You haven’t adjusted from coming out of cryosleep and it’s causing an overly emotional response.” He didn’t bother to look up. “Happens to women all the time, Al.”

There were few things more irritating than the way he shortened her name. She’d been out of cryosleep for three days and, despite what her cover story stated, this wasn’t her first trip to deep space. Rumors around this tankership and its contents had attracted the Black Arrow’s interest. She needed to find out if talk of Harris collecting more water than the delivery manifests reported were true. Especially if he sold it to desperate colonies at an inflated price. When Captain Loxly heard about the parliamentary order for a biologist join the crew, to monitor all precautions were being taken; she’d burned a path through the stars to get a plan in place. Alnilam’s background made it simple to replace the crooked biologist on the tanker.

“With all due respect, Sir, my name is Dr. Alnilam Orion, not Al. I’m in the top ten of my field and that is why I am on this mission. I don’t make mistakes when it comes to plundering inhabited worlds of their resources.” Being days out of cryosleep might not affect my ability to do my job, but it does hamper my temper and my brain-to-mouth filter. 

Keeping her credentials closest to the truth was always a safe edge. She may be a micro biologist and bio tech specialist, only her typical work life skirted the very edge of legal. 

“You might be a hot shot ordered here by some do-gooder in the government, but this is my boat. You will obey my orders while you’re on it.” He stood up and loomed over her as she remained in the chair. 

Standing would only emphasize their height difference and aggravate his raging case of Napoleon syndrome as she stood a few inches taller than him. While she didn’t want to escalate this any further, she refused to allow him to intimidate her. She was one of a few women on this ship and she’d bet a week’s rations he used threats to bend anyone over his desk...willing or not. Lifting her chin, she refused to look down and give him any satisfaction. “This mission is over. I’ll file my reports to head office and you can explain why they wasted billions of credit travelling here.”

“If we don’t gather the water from this planet, ours dies.” He crossed his arms over his chest, curling the corner of his lip. “Do you care so little for your own people that you would place the imagined existence of some minute, single-celled organism over the survival of our own?”

“I have reason to believe we are dealing with much more than a single-celled organism. How many trips has this company made to this planet to steal its water? We could be causing an ecological event on this planet with devastating results. We must step back and evaluate our actions before we commit genocide on a species who might not understand what we’re doing.”

“Al, we can’t stop our mission because of some hypothetical piece of evidence. We are going to finish gathering the water we need and bring it home. Then you can tell the head office how one little biologist on a tanker managed to find something an entire department of experts didn’t.”

The condescension in his tone fried the last of her patience. “If you hadn’t sent back the correct information to start with, how could they make an accurate decision?” The moment the words shot out of her mouth, she knew she’d made a mistake. Accusing this guy of forging documentation now? I need to shut up. This is why I don’t do undercover work.

He narrowed his eyes, but then sighed and nodded. “Fine, have it your way. Show me what you have found that has you all in a tizzy.” 

Alnilam blinked, surprised by his sudden acquiesce to her. She set her tablet on his desk and turned it so he could look at it, relieved the idiot would finally going to listen to her. MegaCorp and corruption were synonymous and made decisions based on greed all the time. But she couldn’t bring herself to believe him innocent of any prior knowledge. She’d been put on this boat to discover if they were profiting off illegal water sales, but instead discovered something much worse. Knowingly pillaging an inhabited world of its resources...that kind of information could bring MegaCorp down. 

“If you see the chemical reading of the atmosphere here and here,” she pointed at two positions on a graph, “And compare it to the ones I took this morning...” flipping through the screens on her tablet, she found the most recent graph she’d created. “There is an increase of chlorofluorocarbons, which mirror chlorine levels, when the UVA radiation level reaches...” 

“Ok, Al... Dr Orion. I don’t have as many diplomas on my wall as your paperwork says you do. You’re going to have to dumb this down for me. I don’t understand what any of these graphs mean.”

“It’s not that hard. I’m sure even you could understand it.” She flipped the screens back to the original one she indicated. “Chlorofluorocarbons are not naturally occurring; they are created by an industry of some kind. This planet might have had an ozone layer at one point, but suffered the same fate Earth almost did.”  

“Obviously you’ve been a busy little bee and aren’t going to let this drop.” Harris pushed himself out of his chair. “Let’s go to the bridge and speak to the Captain. You can show him everything and see if you can convince him to turn this ship around because your panties are in a bunch. He’ll make a decision based on fact and not completely by conjecture.”

Setting her molars against each other, she smiled as she picked her tablet up and nodded, “Perfect. I’ll show you both the air quality experiment I started in the lab. There’s solid proof. Somewhere on this planet, there is a civilization creating greenhouse gasses. It’s the only explanation for ninety percent of my readings.” 

Harris stood, tugging his company jacket down over his sculpted body while he slid his gaze over her again. “If you want to throw those curves into the ring with the big boys, you’re going to need to be one hundred percent.”

She turned on her heel and headed toward the door before giving into the urge to physically hit him. She used her brain not her fists and had to remind herself of that. Don’t blow your cover. Don’t kill anyone unless you don’t have no other choice. The two things Captain Loxley said before agreeing to her going undercover. 

First, she had to get the Captain to listen to her.  She would deal with Harris’ behaviour later. There was a civilization on this planet. Where? She didn’t know exactly, but the presence of mold spores in the air quality readings proved a complex organic system grew in this world. A world reported to be nothing but a ball of water waiting to be harvested. She’d start by showing them the fluctuating radiation levels indicating more than exposure from this world’s two suns. 

Unlike Earth, this planet had a single natural defense from the massive radiation bombarding it during the day. Radiation... the water could potentially protect a living species from experiencing if they were underneath! Long ago in ancient times, Earth had used water to contain radiation particles, but it then rendered the water poisonous for centuries. Unlike the nuclear radiation used on Earth, solar radiation didn’t leave particles suspended in the water. 

MegaCorp had been sending massive tanker ships every two weeks for the last three years to collect water from this planet and sell it to the countries who could afford it. They’d taken enough at this point to change the water level in this world and, if they continued, the consequences would be completely devastating to any indigenous people. There was only one place this species could be, unless they had created an invisibility field. But if they were that technologically advanced, why hadn’t they fought back? Or perhaps they survived under the water? Solar radiation couldn’t penetrate more than fifteen feet through water, unlike the nuclear radiation particles contaminating water on Earth. 

So caught up her in her thoughts and focused on reaching her lab, she didn’t realize how quickly Harris had moved up behind her until she felt his hand wrap around her upper arm. “Why the hurry, Al? There is something over here you should see first.”

“Hm, sorry what?” she turned in the direction he indicated. “I think I know where the indigenous species might be. I don’t have any idea of they are humanoid or even biological, but what if we drop sensors into the water and...”

“I really don’t care.” He shoved her and she tripped over the lip of an entryway. Sprawling out as she fell, her hip smacked hard on the metal grates in the floor. Sharp pain radiated up her spine and the tablet she’d been carrying skittered across the floor. “Ow! What the diawl! She rolled over on her ass and looked up in time to see an emergency door sliding shut between them. 

Adrenaline burned through her veins as fear replaced pain at the front of her thoughts. “Harris, what are you doing?” She pushed to her feet and rushed to the door, pounding on the cold metal.

“Saving our planet and getting rid of a problem.” His words were muffled through the door.

She never got the chance to ask another question as the maintenance door beneath her opened and the grate dropped from beneath her feet. Weightless for a moment she plunged down the access tube sliding along its surface. Flailing wildly, she tried to grasp at the seams as she bounced over them. The steep decline increased her speed. When she attempted to slow down by digging her heels against the shaft wall, the inertia sent her tumbling.

All too quickly she spotted the small circle of light where the shaft ended. It grew bigger with every rapid heartbeat. Moments before she smashed into the exit hatch, the doors slid apart. Shooting toward the opening, she attempted to grasp the edge and stop her fall, but her momentum prevented it. Her scream echoed up the shaft, drowned out by the large ship engines as she dropped out of the ship and through the remaining distance to the water below. 

She’s always imagined falling from a great distance would have felt like floating in space, but this was nothing like that. Gravity had a grip on her and pulled her down faster than she could take a breath.

The water rushed up as she smacked her hands to her sides and straightened her form out before she hit, hoping to reduce the amount of impact. The water parted with a small splash, swallowing her up as she arrowed through. Arching her body she angled her trajectory up as the momentum continued to push her until she could move freely and swim up toward the light. 

Breaking the surface she flailed her arms and kicked her feet as she desperately tried to remember the swimming lessons Captain Loxley had insisted everyone on the Black Arrow learn. Alnilam hated water, especially over her head. She’d thought the lesson a ridiculous idea as they all worked in space but at this moment, she was thankful for the foresight. 

Another wave pushed her down, pulling the fear higher into her throat. She didn’t need to about drowning if she choked on her own terror. 

Clawing at her utility belt, she managed to unhook it from her waist and let it drop. If MegaCorp was a reputable company, her suit might have been fully operational but, as a lab rat, they weren’t going to waste valuable equipment on her. 

Streaks of vibrant color painted the sky above her as the planet’s suns inched closer to the horizon. She’d never given up in her lifetime and wouldn’t start now. The chemical makeup of the water made her more buoyant, so a few strong pulls had her popping up through, gasping for air. The air brushed against her face, already significantly warmer than when she’d first been exposed to it. 

A quick scan of the now empty sky didn’t surprise her. It would be hours, maybe days, before anyone missed her. She’d deliberately kept to herself on the ship, reducing the chances of anyone noticing her poking around where she shouldn’t be. Her friends and crewmates on the Black Arrow wouldn’t know there was a problem until she didn’t rendezvous with them in a couple weeks.

She treaded water and moved in a slow circle, not seeing anything in the distance. The sea looked so dark she couldn’t tell where the sea ended and the stars began. The twinkling lights in the sky reflected off the glass-like surface. The only movement she could see were the ripples she caused as she moved. The air around her heated up with every second, making her skin tingle and her lungs burn.  

Moving in around, she looked for any type of vessel or other living creature. Not that it would be to her advantage being found by any sentient being indigenous to this world. She was part of an invading alien force stealing their resources. 

Death by drowning, radiation, or alien execution. Not much of a choice. 

The thought of slipping beneath the surface, taking a deep breath, and ending this on her terms brushed across her thoughts. The need to keep fighting pounded in her chest and she rolled her body so she again could tread water, facing away from the rising suns. Rationally she knew she’d already been exposed to too much radiation, but her primal side wouldn’t admit defeat. On her scans she’s seen a couple extremely small areas of land if she could reach one of them... Her legs snapped together, and her attention crashed underwater as something curled around her limbs. 

“What the...” With only a split second to take in as much air as possible, she was yanked beneath the surface.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Alnilam struggled, trying to make out what grabbed her. A dark shadow curled around her legs, yanking her farther from the surface. Reaching down to try to free herself, her fingers wrapped around something fleshy and muscular, like a tentacle, but soft enough she could grip. Clawing, panicking, her lungs burned and as air trickled out of her nose. 

The more frantic she moved, the tighter the muscle flexed. Letting go with one hand, she covered her mouth and pinched her nose, hoping it would buy her a few more seconds. I’ll escape and swim back up...

The surface moved away at a terrifying speed. The thing holding her moved her though the water in abrupt jerks. She continued to fight her captor with one hand while holding her nose with the other, fighting her body’s urge to inhale. Their movement paused and a shadow blocked the disappearing light above her head. Her hand was knocked away from her mouth a second before something wrapped around her head. Surrounded by black, she clawed with both hands, whipping her head back and forth to escape the pressure surrounding her face. Her movements proved useless under water as her lungs worked against her and her body weakened. Gasping for air, it took more than a few breaths before she realized she hadn’t drowned. 

A couple deep slow breaths and the before the panic gripping her chest eased, the object over her face had to be a mask of some sort. Relief coursed through her warring with the fear and adrenaline. While she could still feel her legs secured, her arms floated freely. 

Before she could touch the thing on her face, a hand gently moved her hand away from the side of it. A breath later, a soft, neon, glow increased around the edge and the blackness faded away allowing her to see a humanoid being in front her.

They motioned with their hands as if trying to communicate. Alnilam stayed still unsure how to respond. Communication was not her strong point with her own people, let alone any alien species. She’d accidently incited a fight with a squad of Ddraigconian wargoddess in a bar after a few drinks. She hadn’t known they considered a smile and wink, an aggressive insult on their planet. 

The being tilted their head and held out a hand. This gave her a chance to look them over. They appeared to be much larger than her. Broad shouldered? Or an illusion from the suit they wore? If it was a suit, perhaps this species wasn’t fully adapted to the water? Although, the breathing mask proved a good indication it might not be the case. 

She looked up, the surface a distant red-gold glow. The being took her hand, bringing her attention back to them. They shook their head, and she took it to be an indication that going up wasn’t an option. 

“How am I not affected by the pressure?” She didn’t expect an answer, but so many questions flooded her brain in the last couple minutes. The being surprised her again by pointing to their chest. 

“Can you hear me? Understand me?” She asked, fascinated by the chance to talk. 

The being nodded before moving webbed fingers around their ears. 

“Would I be able to understand you?”

The being shook their head. She wished she could see their face, but could only see her reflection in their facemask. 

Her stomach felt tight as a wave of nausea rolled over her. She pressed her hand to her torso and the being across from her watched the movement. They nodded and pulled her closer, wrapping their arms around her before darting through the water. 

Alnilam continued to look up as they moved away from the light. She’d been right about life on this planet, too bad she wouldn’t live long enough to learn about them. Radiation sickness was a quick and awful death. She’d lost count how many times she should have died in the last hour. Maybe the goddess had a plan for her. At least she hoped so, because she really didn’t want to die. Not now... Not for a long time. 

A large, craggy, black, mass loomed in front of them. Just as she thought they might crash into it, they swerved and twisted under it. The current picked up and she felt herself racing along as if sliding down the maintenance shaft again. Gripping the arm around her chest tighter, she squeezed her eyes shut. Her ears popped and her chest grew impossibly tight until the pressure released, and she could take a deep breath again. Around her grew brighter as they flowed downward, emerging from what had to have been a cave. A circle of light flashed in front of them and then an open space came into view. 

They flowed along a transparent tube. Occasionally her guide would angle their bodies and they would change direction and flow into a different path. Through the transparent tube, she could see buildings in all sizes and dimensions; aquatic sea life in a rainbow of colors surged and danced around the tubes and buildings as if they were a flock of birds. The incredible sights in front of her were enough to distract her from the building nausea and pounding headache. No matter the brightest lights irritated her head, she wasn’t going to close her eyes and miss anything. 

A glance behind them revealed they weren’t alone. At least a dozen creatures followed, and all of them looked the same as the creature holding her. Reinforcing her belief their appearance was a special aquatic suit of some sort. Unless these beings were cloned, then nature, regardless of the planet, would ensure beings looked different. 

Speeding toward one of the buildings, she could make out what could possibly be a written language around the entrance. The current pushed them into a tank where they finally slowed and the being holding her undulated their body, towing her along with them. Her stomach was rolling like the currents they’d just been riding and a sharp pain began piercing her head. They crested the surface of the water as it grew shallow, she moved to support herself and swim but the being wouldn’t let her go. Swinging her up into its arms, it carried her up a ramp. 

A group of humanoid beings stood there, looking very similar to humans. They were built heavier, with varying shades of indigo to olive tinting their skin. All were all wearing what looked to be a variation of the same uniform wetsuit. The being carrying her reached up and touched the center of their forehead. Their mask dissolved as if made of water, flowing into the collar of their outfit. 

A thousand questions froze in her head as Alnilam got her first look at the being carrying her. Their eyes met and, for a brief moment, her thoughts cleared and she felt a visceral reaction along every nerve, especially those between her legs. They had large dark eyes framed by long thick eyelashes and a straight nose. High cheekbones were feminine in her culture, but the sharp jaw and hard-pressed lips would be considered more masculine. She reached up to press the same place on her mask they had, but the being stopped her hand from lifting. They spoke but she couldn’t make out what they said. The deep, muffled melodic tone soothed the anxiety tainting her emotions as they looked up and spoke to the other beings around them.

“Where are you taking me?” She asked. Her question set off a cascade of voices in the group waiting for them and the being holding her looked annoyed. Great, probably repeated the smile and wink insult. A few more steps and they placed her on what appeared to be a gurney but was more of a lounger. Immediately, the group surrounded her and started to grab at her hands and arms. 

“Hey, what the diawl!” She batted at their hands and kicked out. Every ache in her body woke up and a sharp pain stabbed her behind her left eye. “How about some medical courtesy here?”

A loud screech pierced the air and everyone froze, including Alnilam. Her gorgeous saviour started to speak, the tone sounded annoyed to her standards, but all she could think about was the horrendous feeling in her head and stomach. Without the chill of the deep water, her body felt overly warm and her lungs worked harder than usual to take in a breath. The air inside her mask felt stale, cloying, and she hadn’t survived this far just to suffocate in front of a species she’d never had contact with before. While everyone appeared to be distracted, she reached up and smacked the heel of her hand on her forehead. The mask on her face dissolved and everyone turned and looked at her. The air in the room was cool and she took a deep breath into her lungs. Relief fluttered in her chest for a moment before her body revolted. She leaned over to empty the contents of her stomach, coughing and retching just before darkness claimed her. 
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RIGEL JUMPED FORWARD to brace the female before she tipped over, disgusted with the medical personnel who stepped back when she vomited everywhere. She collapsed into his arms, her eyes closed and body too relaxed. “She’s not conscious! Check her!”

“With all those deformities? She might be carrying a disease.” The tendafs lifted their hands, shaking their head. “See how pale her skin is! That’s a sign of sickness. You shouldn’t be touching her until the scientists analyze her for contamination.”

“Get the Tibab down here immediately,” Rigel snarled at them. “She needs a medical professional not a groups of scientists. She’s had a massive exposure to the solar radiation.” 

“Where is her shielding? Was she trying to end her own life? Was there an accident? Where’s her tail?” The tendafs spoke a continuous litany of questions into their recording devices for the Tibab to answer later.  

Rigel didn’t give a damn about her lack of tail or any other redundant question. The longer they stood there, the less likely she’d get treatment in time. “I don’t know, or care. And if she doesn’t receive any treatment soon you won’t get any answers to your questions.” 

“Why were you so close to the surface?” The guard turned a suspicious eye on him. “Are you sure that’s what you saw? Perhaps you were trying to end your own life?”

Rigel couldn’t afford the fines and confinement the laws dictated for suicide attempts. Not like the eternal punishment promised by his religious doctrine sounded any better if the attempt was successful. A religion he’d been questioning ever since the day his Mara and child died. 

The guard stepped up into his space, “Answer my questions.” He moved to touch her and Rigel tightened his grip on her body, a wave of protectiveness washing over him. 

“What is going on here?” A deep voice echoed through the room snapping orders. “You. Stand down.”

Rigel sighed with relief when his partner, Saiph, arrived and saved him from the stupidity of the blindly devout. 

“She’s under arrest for venturing too close to the surface and potentially bringing a disease back. She is to be questioned before any medical treatment given.” The guard pointed at Rigel, “And he is to be questioned for the same.”

“Saiph, you have got to be kidding.” Tail twitching behind him, Rigel itched for a fight if anyone else argued with him about this. “You want to put her in a cell like this? She’ll be dead before this idiot has a chance to ask anything.” 

Saiph nodded, “Why is the Tibab delayed? She will be tended to by our medical professionals because we are not barbarians.” He turned an icy look at the guard. “We can’t question a corpse.”

The auto-cleaners swirled around their feet polishing the floor after removing every trace of the mess made. One of the tandafs pointed at them as they finished. “They will have to be quarantined for possible contamination.”

“Do whatever you want with lifeless autos. My concern is the breathing ones. I’m assuming the patient is still breathing?” The Tibab entered the room, ignoring everyone in it except for the unconscious female in Rigel’s arms. 

“She is...” Her breasts pressed against his chest and he couldn’t help the reaction his body had to hers. For the moment, he focused on getting care for her and not the sensation of holding her. At the moment he decided to lean into the tendafs’ assumptions and not mention her falling from the sky. “She has severe physical deformities, but how they occurred I couldn’t guess.”  

The Tibab closed the distance, motioning for Rigel to lay her back down on the bed. “I’ll take her from here. You can check back with me later for a report on her condition.”

Rigel stepped back, feeling as helpless as the day he stood watching the bodies of the people he loved most be pushed away from him. 

“She is not dead,” Saiph spoke as he stepped up next to him, both of them watching as the Tibab and his tendafs worked. 

“She could die,” Rigel replied. “I don’t know anyone who could survive that level of exposure.”

Saiph wrapped his tail around Rigel’s waist, encouraging him to move away from the crowd. “What do you know?” 

Pitching his voice low enough to prevent anyone hearing, Rigel answered, “She was ejected from a ship removing the barrier. A ship which had the same markings as other ships your team have tracked for the last year.”  Saiph stroked his tail along Rigel’s spine, the familiar sensation a comfort in the chaos around them. 

“We don’t know her physical attributes or anything about them as a species,” his husband continued. “She might come from a world with elevated radiation and be immune?”

Rigel shook his head, “No, she’s physically reacting to the exposure. Why would they throw one of their kind out to die?” 

Saiph continued to rub his back, “I can’t tell you that. But, this will have to be contained and quickly. Whatever you saw or heard today cannot be spoken of again.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Alnilam squinted at the bright lights overhead as she regained consciousness. Lifting her hand to shade the glare, she tried to take stock of her surroundings. She looked to be alone in a sterile room, an odd tugging feeling in her neck. A disconcerting place to be sure, given the fact she woke up in what appeared be a medical bay. Her torso was strapped down above her breasts. That allowed her to bend her arm and reach up to investigate. Her fingers moved gingerly over what felt like an IV inserted into her jugular. 

She carefully wiggled each of her toes and then her feet and ankles, flexing muscles up her body to see if anything hurt. A soft, pale, grey blanket lay over her body; she slid her hands over herself as far as she could reach. While her own clothes were gone, she felt a thin shirt covering her skin under the covers, which helped her feel less vulnerable. She continued flexing muscles and moving joints until she made it up to her shoulders, but didn’t want to move her neck until she knew for sure the IV there wouldn’t cause any damage. 

“Hello?” She kept her words gentle, staring straight up at the white plush, puffy, ceiling. It looks like an ancient hospital for the mentally ill. Something that could now be cured if you could afford the treatments, many businesses supported this idea because a strong workforce made them more money. 

The room
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