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Chapter 1

Mauxta, Isheeh
System.

 


Klord City, CE
3062.

 


 


The woman in
the chem suit moved slowly down the hallway toward Thomas Kelvin.
   

 


The suit was
designed to deal with all three main airborne threats. Nuclear.
Biological. Chemical. It completely sealed the person inside it,
enveloping them in a thick layer of dark, olive green rubberised
material. An impervious membrane. A five part system made up of
overalls, tunic with hood which covered most of the face, boots,
gloves, and gas mask.    

 


As Thomas
watched the intimidating figure approach, he wondered whether the
suit’s protection would be enough. Maybe the woman he had met only
moments ago wondered as well, since in addition to changing into
the chem suit, she had also slung a R-PA adaptive blaster rifle
over her shoulder.

 


Thomas knew
when he first met the woman that she was ex-military of some kind.
She had that look about her, Thomas had thought to himself as he
led the mystery woman sent from the SkySec Secret
Service through the security doors of the loading dock of the
Skycom Laboratories, then through the maze of hallways and offices
that connected the back part of the lab. And to the room where the
woman from the Secret Service had entered as a human with a large
duffle bag and had exited looking like something alien.  
 

 


With a gun.
   

 


The darkened
lenses of the gas mask that now obscured the woman’s eyes only
added to the effect as the woman moved closer. With each step she
took, Thomas could hear the suit rubbing against itself, sounding
like two hands brushing together.

 


“You’ve been
briefed on how this will go down?" the woman asked.  
 

 


Thomas nodded
as he listened to the voice now muffled by the gas mask.  
 

 


Yes, he had
been briefed. Which is to say, he had been told by his superiors
back at SkySec that he was to cooperate. And to be discreet. And
that no one else in the Skycom facility was to be alerted to or
have knowledge of the intimidating looking figure who now stood
before him.

 


Thomas said,
“Yes. Whatever you need. I do as I am told.”    

 


“And what have
you been told?”

 


“A
representative of Skycom’s current Director of Security contacted
my boss in Sluson City, and told him that you would be arriving.
That you needed access to the site. Specifically, to the space...
the quarantined area. I am to lead you— escort you— there.”  
 

The woman in
the protective suit shifted a little. “I know where it is. I need
you to unlock the biometrics on the doors," she said.  
 

 


“Yes. Of
course," Thomas replied, sounding a little too eager. Nervous
enthusiasm.    

 


“Does anyone
else know that I’m here?”    

 


“No ma’am.”
   

 


The woman from
the SkySec Secret Service slipped the sling of the blaster rifle
from her shoulder and took the weapon into her hands.

 


To Thomas, the
woman seemed to be talking to her weapon. “Good. But just in case,"
she said.

 


Thomas had a
sense of the blaster rifle being subtly pointed in his direction.
Or maybe he was just being paranoid. It didn’t matter. He moved
quickly.    

 


The woman from
the SkySec Secret Service shadowed his every step.

 


***

 


Thomas and the
woman in the chem suit stood before the sealed laboratory. A
security hallway with doors at both ends was the only entrance. The
doors were made of solid steel and ten centimetre thick Plexiglas.
Each was programmed with a powerful magnetic lock that would only
allow one door to be opened at a time, creating a mantrap.  
 

 


“When was the
last time anyone was in here?" the woman asked Thomas.
Her voice was distant and intimidating through the gas
mask.

 


“Not since the
radiation leak from a week ago. It was sealed. We taped it," he
said, pointing to the holographic security tape that had been
placed on the hinges and around parts of the door’s frame.  
 

 


“You can see
it. Untouched.”

 


The woman from
the Secret Service in the chem suit nodded, staring through the
Plexiglas and into the darkened laboratory hallway. “Okay. Open
it," she said.    

 


“That suit
you’re wearing... it may not protect you.”    

 


“Why I brought
this," the woman answered as she slapped the top of the blaster
rifle with her gloved hand. Thomas tried to ascertain the tone of
the woman’s voice, but the filter of the gas mask made it nearly
impossible.    

 


“Now open it.”
   

 


Thomas nodded
and moved toward the security panel embedded into the wall as the
woman stepped to the door leading into the sealed hallway.  
 

 


The gas mask
turned and stared at Thomas with unblinking, emotionless, huge
glassy black eyes. Waiting.  

 


Thomas turned
away from this lifeless glare and touched his hand against the
sensor pad. A dull red light ran down the length of the
biometric screen, reading his palm print and comparing it against
its database.    

 


After a
moment, a keypad below the sensor illuminated, and Thomas entered
his personal identification code. He hesitated. “The people in this
facility that I answer to will know it was me,” he said to the
hidden face looking back at him.

 


“Don’t worry
about that. My superiors at the Secret Service have your back.”
   

 


The woman
reacted as both she and Thomas heard the magnetic locking mechanism
release accompanied by the hiss of escaping air. The woman reached
down and pulled on the door handle. She opened it, tearing the
security tape from the frame in the process. Recessed overhead
lights suddenly illuminated the hallway with a soft glow.  
 

 


Stepping into
the hallway, the woman shut the door behind her. Then, she lowered
her weapon and waited. After a short moment, she heard the sound of
the magnetic security mechanism reengaging behind her.  
 

 


Until the
hallway was clean, she was trapped.   

 


The woman
stepped forward, down the hallway, toward the security door at the
far end. This one had more Plexiglas than steel. Without
light, and through the lenses of her gas mask, she couldn’t yet see
into the lab beyond. Her rubber covered index finger slid into the
trigger housing of the blaster rifle.

 


“Can you turn
on the lights in the lab?” She asked Thomas.    

 


“They should
come on automatically once the hallway has cleared,” Thomas replied
over the intercom.

 


No one has
been in here since the radiation leak, Thomas thought. But why the
gun? We’re all on the same team here, we’re all Skycom Corporation,
so who is going to come here that’s hostile that she would need to
use it on?

 


There was a
loud whooshing sound as the ventilation system flushed and replaced
all the air in the space around her, clearing any contaminants from
the air in the hallway.    

 


The locking
mechanism on the far door clicked off, and the door swung open as
the lights within the lab popped on, one after another, until the
place was bathed in white. The woman in the chem suit moved toward
it, weapon at the ready. She could hear her breathing through the
mask. Nothing else.    

 


Cautiously,
she stepped into the room.    

 


There was a
small workstation near the door, against the wall. A desk
and chair. On the desk, two holographic computer monitors.

 


The woman
walked forward and then turned her attention to a deceased
body in the room. It was secured in a steel military transport
casket on a rolling table in the centre of the laboratory. The
woman slipped her arm through the strap of the blaster rifle and
slung it onto her back. Then she reached down and popped the two
clasps at the headend of the casket.    

 


Pushing the
top aside, she looked down at the perfectly preserved body of
Kristy Langley.

 


The body
looked calm. As if Kristy was somehow able to sleep without
breathing. At peace. However, there was sign of the violence that
had ended her life. Her limbs and head which had been severed from
her torso had surgically been reattached.

 


The woman in
the chem suit removed a glove from her hand as her fingers
strayed to one of Kristy’s wrists almost without her realising
it. She wasn’t at all surprised when she felt the
coldness from Kristy’s skin seep through her fingertips, nor was
she surprised when those very same fingertips were met
with no gentle beat of the blood running through her
veins.

 


Yet there was
no signs of rigor mortis on Kristy’s dead body, rather it was
soft. Nanotech Embalming, the woman in the chem
suit mused— the thousands of live nanites in
her veins has permanently halted the decomposition process of
her body, keeping it looking as if she were sleeping. But
for the Nanotech Embalming to work, blood needs to flow
through her veins in order to make it possible for the living
nanobots to circulate in what has to be artificial blood in
those dead veins; hence she finally realised, why the necessary
procedure of surgically reattaching Kristy’s severed limbs and
head back to her torso.

 


“Even in
death, you can still help me return what rightfully belongs to your
heir— I intend to show your daughter the truth," Liara Xenk
said under her breath as she lifted the gas mask from her face and
pulled the rubber fabric of the hood from the suit down from around
her head.

 


The chem suit
gear had been a precaution, the Secret Service had been told by
Skycom’s current CEO Uma Sumalu that there had been a radiation
leak in this facility. But Liara had suspected it had been a lie, a
tactic to keep Kristy’s body away from her. Aware that Kristy had
had a daughter; a mere child when both parents had been slain, and
given a new identity while living her life oblivious to the truth
of her true identity, Uma had feared if the daughter of former CEO
Kristy Langley were ever discovered and the truth be exposed, that
the daughter of Kristy, or Skycom’s rightful heir would take her
place as the new head of Skycom. Hence why Liara had brought the
gun: If Uma were to somehow learn of her current whereabouts, Liara
was certain of it, that she would send in the facility’s security
personnel to apprehend her.

 


Then, she
grabbed hold of the zip at her shoulder and pulled it
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