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“At least the fire wards off the chill.”

It was, upon reflection, the exact wrong thing to say, no matter how true it was. The temperature on Semele was dropping at a breathtaking rate, but the fires dotting the shoreline were nice and toasty, so long as Ev didn’t get too close and get splashed by arcs of cinders that popped out at intervals. That would be a bit too toasty, Ev thought. Settling on the green-gray sand, they closed their eyes and tried to orient based on the last known trajectory of the shuttle. Tobit, their favorite Comms officer (okay, favorite person too, if pressed to admit such), was really coming into his own on the swearing front. The sheer variety of words and combinations thereof was impressive from a linguistic point of view. Ev was fairly certain that some of them had never been considered before in the history of Earth languages. Tobit snarled an invective stunning in its gruesome specificity before adding, “Godsdamn emergency services can get fucked! And you, Ev, can fuck off twice!”

“Because of the fire comment?” Ev asked, opening their eyes to watch the trails of falling shuttle parts sparkling through atmo. Tobit made a noise that was either a grunt of pain or an entirely new form of swearing. Ev shifted, turning to face the grungy yellow Comms box they’d remembered to grab before using the emergency pod. “I just survived a crash, Tobit. Be nice.”

There was a long, crackling quiet before Tobit’s voice came again. “If you hadn’t been so chatty,” he finally snapped at Ev, “this wouldn’t have happened!”

Ev’s lips curled into a ghost of a smile. Maybe they had spent a few minutes longer than acceptable going over the pre-flight check with Tobit. And maybe they’d teased him a little more than the time before, drawing out those amused sighs and imagining Tobit’s pale eyes (Were they blue or gray? It was so hard to tell on those employee database pictures) crinkling with unwilling amusement. “How do you figure?”

“Because,” Tobit snapped. Then he hummed, almost a growl really, a tuneless and aimless sound as he fiddled with something on his end of the Comms link. “Yep, just what I thought. If you’d been on time, then you’d have missed the microstorm entirely.”

Ev snorted, curling their knees up until they were in the fetal position, tucked around the groddy Comms unit that was their only link to Victus, to life, until someone could deign to rescue them. “Wasn’t it you who told me last audit that those micro storms are nearly impossible to predict with any great accuracy and the best the safety hub can do is give a decent guess?”

Tobit was quiet for a moment, whether due to Comms delay or annoyance, Ev wasn’t sure, but finally, he said, “I stand by my statement. The storm had been noted as incoming twenty minutes before your scheduled departure.” He sniffed. “Nearly, not entirely impossible.”

“If I didn’t know better, Tobit, I’d think you weren’t mad at me at all. I’d think you were worried for me.” And what does it say about me that I want you to be? A familiar and mostly unwelcome fluttering warmed Ev’s belly. They pressed their hands flat against it as if the madly swirling butterflies just under their skin could be calmed by a touch and a stern word. For fuck’s sake, it’s Tobit! Grumpy, bitchy Tobit who’d probably not cross the hub to put you out if you were on fire.

No, that’s not fair. He’s always been a very rule-abiding sort. He’d absolutely put me out if I were on fire. It’s against station regs to leave open flames unattended. But he’d complain about it the entire time.

If an eye roll had a sound, Tobit’s snort was it, and it dragged Ev back to the moment. “Of course I’m worried!”

“Awww!”

“Of course I’m worried,” he repeated, sounding decided more irritated. “This is not only a time-sensitive audit, but you managed to bork up an entire shuttle!”

“Hey, I barked my shin,” Ev offered, feeling a jab of something like annoyance but closer to sadness that Tobit wasn’t worried about them specifically. “I might need a sparkly bandage and maybe an ice lolly when I get back.”

The Comms unit made a clicking noise. The silence that followed was that specific sort that told Ev the connection hadn’t broken, but Tobit had switched to a different channel. They counted to one hundred and fifty before it clicked again, and Tobit’s sigh staticked across the kilometers. “Confirmation from the powers that be. You’re to continue on with your assignment, and a rendezvous time and location will be transmitted as soon as available.” He paused, then continued in a noticeably softer tone, one that made Ev’s butterflies perk back up. “Did you get your bag before the incident, Ev?”

Ev smiled, just a tiny curve of their lips that seemed to take far more energy than it should. “I’ve got my clean undies, Mom, I promise.” Tobit’s sharp tch of annoyance sent a tickle of guilt through Ev. Dropping the teasing, they added, “I got it, Tobit. My duffel and the equipment. I’m set.”

Tobit made a soft noise of satisfaction. “I told them you had. Now. Based on the trajectory of debris, your last known coordinates... hold on a moment. Okay. Are you near a lake, by any chance?”

Ev tilted their chin to see the flat black expanse of water reflecting the streaks of burning shuttle debris and distant stars, “Very. Please tell me there’s not a horrible tentacle monster in there that’s going to reach up and drag me to its lair and force me to do unspeakable acts I’ll secretly love but never admit to enjoying, even years later after I’ve been rescued and stare fondly at the fish tank in Hub Six, sighing over the giant octopus they have in there?”

“...what the fuck?”

Ev shook their head, even knowing Tobit couldn’t see them. “Sorry. It’s been a long day.”

“You are, by far, the most expert understater in the history of understating things.”

Ev chuckled softly. It was several minutes before Tobit spoke again. “If you’re near the lake down-slope from the settlement hub, you’re in a geologically stable area with no known threats per the previous audits and the initial reports from the colonists. Semele lacks any meaningful predators, according to the initial survey, though night-time temperatures will be uncomfortable if you don’t have your thermal pod.”

“I’m okay,” Ev yawned, a cold wave of exhaustion hitting all at once. “Fuck, but I’m tired. Will The Powers that Be have a hissy fit if I take a nap?”

Tobit was quiet again, though Ev could hear the sounds of keys being tapped and something softly mechanical whirring. Then, “It’s three hours till dawn where you are. The colony’s central dome is about ten klicks north by northeast from the lake. The terrain is flat as a crepe, so you should be able to see it when the sun is high enough. Just look for the lumpy bit of horizon and aim for that.”

Ev yawned around a smile. “Klicks, Tobit? Since when did you join the military?”

“I’m a font of mystery,” he replied tartly. “If you’re going to nap, do so soon. I have things I need to see to on this end.”

“Gonna get me rescued, right?” The insecurity in their tone made Ev wince. “I’ve got a hot date in two rotations.” Another wince—why can’t I shut up?

Tobit made a noncommittal humming noise. “Get some rest. The Comms unit will remain engaged on my end, Ev. Just as a caveat, should you be tempted to find your tentacled lover while you wait for sunrise.”

Ev pulled their duffel closer. “I’ll invite you to the wedding.”

“I’ll be sure to pick something useful from the registry. It looks like the earliest possible time we can get you a pick up is tomorrow afternoon your time, around eighteen hundred station standard.” Tobit sighed, his breath crackling on the comm. Ev closed their eyes and listened to Tobit’s soft  mutterings for a moment more. They felt a little less alone, a little less tiny and terrified, knowing someone was there, that someone knew...

“Services says the conditions for a pick up won’t be good till about then. Some atmospheric disturbance is expected—won’t bother you any, though.”

“We sure about that? Something had to happen to the colonists.”

“And now we’re back to the crux of the matter. The Powers That Be said while you’re there, might as well do your job.” He paused, and then a loud brrrrrrrap sound rattled the Comms and made Ev jerk upright, heart thundering until they realized what the sound had been.

“Tobit, did you just... blow a raspberry?” Ev couldn’t help their giggle, surprisingly loud on the shores of the empty, flat lake. “Oh my gods!”

“Anyway,” Tobit muttered, and Ev was certain they could hear him blush.

That thought gave them pause—what did Tobit even look like in real life? Ev knew his work photo inside and out, back and forward. His voice was so familiar that Ev could pick it out of a thousand others whispering in the dark. Tobit was their closest friend, and Ev was fairly certain the same was true in reverse. But they’d yet to meet face to face. Ev was always coming and going from Victus, either off station for an audit or in the habitation hubs on the lower spoke where all the grubs like them lived. Tobit was... well, Tobit. From what Ev knew, he was always a topsider—born on a station and always lived on a station. His career was steady, and his rank climb unexceptional. He had the perks of his lot, living in the upper spoke in the newer habs, a steady schedule, and no jaunts up and down until he forgot what day it was where and wondered if it was possible to die from space sickness.

Those things were all well and good to know, and Ev adored everything they’d discovered about their... well, friend, they supposed was the best word for what Tobit was, but it felt woefully too small. Ev wanted to know more. Wanted to know the base and human things about Tobit, the things no security vid or fuzzy conversation could tell them. Was he the sort who’d turn red from neck to hairline? Or just a spot of pink on his cheeks? Did he have one of those round faces that looked young no matter how many years were on it? Or was he sharp angles and grouchy lines? Would he have kind eyes, or more likely, would they be tired and more than a little lined from all the time spent squinting at Comms displays and lines of code? Would his mouth be soft and generous? Or maybe hard and stern? Stop it, Ev. That way lies madness. Or at least awkward first face-to-face meetings where you keep staring at his mouth and thinking... things. All sorts of things.

Ev cleared their throat, face warm even under the cool, green-scented breeze skittering off the lake. Rummaging in their duffel for the small square of ultra-thin material. It crinkled loudly, startling something on the dark edge of the water into slither-sliding away, splashing softly as it disappeared. Shit. Ev froze for a long moment, staring at the shining dark water, barely able to see a ripple. The last sparks of the disintegrating shuttle shone, falling towards the surface, reflected in the lake like a chunk of the sky had just come to lay down with Ev, hiding whatever had been lurking nearby.

“I’m assuming from the noise that you’re setting up your thermal pod. Good idea. Temperatures are due to drop markedly between now and sunrise. The ghost colony is ten klicks north by northeast from the lake.”

“Klicks.” Ev shook out the noisy foil pod, the click-pop of the polymer supports snapping into place startling, even amidst the dry leaf rustle of the foil unfurling. “Seriously, just say kilometers, Tobit.”

He sniffed. “I’m reading the directions as they are scrolling, Ev. It says klicks, I say klicks. Now,” he sighed, “terrain looks relatively flat, per the brief, aside from the slope up to—”

“Tobit,” Ev said gently, more gently than they’d meant to, the tender tone in their voice warming their face. “I read the same brief. All flat except for the slope then the sudden drop behind the hubs.” Ev secured the pod to the crumbly, gritty lake shore “If I don’t get eaten by the blue plate special in the lake, then I’ll set out at sun up and should be there within two hours, barring complications.”

“It’s the complications that concern me, Ev. The terrain might be mapped, but there’s huge holes in our information. The colonists weren’t able to send much before the incident, and our satellite scans are limited due to atmospheric interference and, well, frankly, the shitty condition of the satellites.” They’d been due to be replaced as part of the colony build, but when everyone had just vanished, it got put on the back burner while Admin tried to save as much face as possible.

“I don’t have much of a choice, Tobit.”

Quiet hummed between them, thousands of kilometers heavy with it but somehow managing to make it so immediate and close. Finally, Tobit sighed and made a gruff sound of acquiescence. “Doesn’t mean you need to take unnecessary risks.”

“Which ones would those be?” Annoyance, frustration, anger—it was bitter and acid in Ev’s chest, and guilt at snapping tinged the whole thing in an oily slip of nausea.

Tobit didn’t reply, at least not out loud.

With a huff of frustration and loneliness and not a little fear, Ev dug through their duffel and found the emergency flare. They set it next to the pod’s opening and scooted backward so they could still hear the Comms unit. After several minutes of quiet, they heard Tobit hum softly under his breath. “Singing me a lullaby?” Ev asked softly, voice slurring over the words. “It’s nice. Don’t stop.”

“You’ve had a very long day...”

“Tobit Sinclair, now who’s the understater?” Ev couldn’t stop the neck-cracking yawn that poured forth.

It was another long moment before Tobit sighed softly and began humming again. Ev closed their eyes, the rise and fall of Tobit’s aimless tune tugging them towards sleep.
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“HOW LONG HAVE WE KNOWN each other, Tobit?”

No reply. Tobit had, in fact, stopped replying during hour two of Ev’s trek from the lake toward the dark smudge of the ghost colony on the horizon. The flat terrain should have been an easy walk, but the soil was soft and gritty, slipping underfoot even without any inclines, making Ev sink in places where it was thicker and skid on others where it had been worn thin by time or, Ev thought after stopping to examine one slick spot, something being dragged back and forth many times. They made a note of it on their tablet, just in case it could give topside some indication what happened to the lost colony. Maybe they had to move, they thought, slogging through a soft patch of soil. Or there was an accident with one of the transport sleds. Those slick spots could be from the anti-grav thrusters. As they reached a firmer patch of terrain, Ev looked back towards the lake to chart their progress, relieved to find that, yes, they had actually gone quite a distance, and they weren’t trapped in a nightmare where every step felt weighted and nothing got closer or further. “Tobit, come on, are you mad because I said you had a sexy growl earlier? I take it back.”

“Pardon?”

Shit. “Beg your pardon, Supervisor Legrange.” Of course that was just the perfect start to the day, Ev thought. The head cheese for the Comms unit hearing them make a tit of themselves, trying to get a laugh or at least a snarky reply out of Tobit.

“Auditor Solis, refrain from frivolous communications and keep this channel clear in case of emergencies.” A ruffle of noise, fingers on a data pad moving fast, and then Legrange spoke again. “You are behind schedule, Auditor Solis. Due to the necessity of arranging retrieval for you, the ten hours you had marked for the audit have been reduced to six, with the four-hour buffer to ensure your trek to the pick-up point is done in a timely manner.” The line clicked to that flat quiet that indicated a muted connection, and then a moment, later Legrange was back. “Audits requests initial findings.”

Shit, fuck, godsdamn, wanker, tits. “I’m about two kilometers from the central hub,” Ev said. “They’ll need to wait a bit, especially if there’s no access point.” Then, unable to help themselves, they asked, “Is Tobit, er, Supervisor Sinclair, alright? I thought he was the one running me this time.” He’d been the one running Comms for all of Ev’s audits for the past year, something Ev thought was weird but kind of... nice? Before Tobit, Ev had had a different Comms op every audit, cycling through whoever was on duty. But one audit, Tobit was there on the other end of the line, and he just never went away. Ev had tried a few times to accidentally on purpose run into Tobit, swinging by the Comms op room to ‘just check on something.’ When that didn’t work, they’d spent an embarrassing amount of time straining their ears all over the station to catch a hint of that familiar, low voice with its slight lisp and flat, topside accent. They wanted to tell Tobit how nice it was to hear his voice on every audit. How it felt... safe wasn’t the right word, but it was the best one Ev could come up with. Knowing someone was on the other end of the comm was always a good thing, an anchoring knowledge when they were far from the safety of Victus Station, but knowing it was Tobit had made it so much better. Ev had been surprised to realize that they looked forward to the longer, duller audits simply because it was more time with Tobit. Maybe there was something perverse in that, something about Ev needing to socialize more, maybe. Or, they were certain, something the department headshrinker would be able to trace back to a difficult childhood or bad break ups before joining the station’s auditing corps. But Ev didn’t care—they just knew Tobit was a bright spot in a boring job that had never been meant to last so long, but now they were loathe to leave.

Because of the faceless voice on their comm.

Apparently, Victus Station employed and housed a lot of people with a similar accent and several of them had a story about a weird auditor who cornered them with a knowing smirk and a vaguely suggestive hello, recognize me. No, no they did not recognize Ev, not even a little, because not a single one of them worked in Comms.

“Auditor Solis," Legrange snapped, "you have a narrow window in which to complete this audit. Supervisor Sinclair is away from Comms for the time being. Audits requests an ETA on your findings, Auditor Solis.”

“I’m still walking,” Ev muttered. The domes of the colony were closer, just a few kilometers walk away, and Ev could make out the details of the snapcrete structures. One large, central dome with sharp-edged dog-runs linking six smaller domes to the central mass. The spokes radiated out to make a bulbous, snapcrete snowflake, with each terminal dome neatly labeled with a number over the outward-facing doors. The central dome itself lacked a numerical designation but had Victus Colony IV over the black metal roll-up door in red, sand-scrubbed paint. “All quiet,” Ev offered. They stopped and rummaged their recorder from the bag, jostling the Comms unit against their hip.

“Have a care with the equipment, Auditor Solis,” Legrange’s crisp voice warned. “Your review for the shuttle incident is already looking to be quite lengthy.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you sounded happy about that.” Ev wished they could take the words back as soon as they’d fallen flat. Tobit, they thought, would have had a snarky remark or a cutting bit of wit to throw at them. Or even a chiding admonishment. Not... cold silence.

“Check in at the department-mandated intervals,” Legrange said. “Leave the channel open for monitoring. Be aware that failure to leave the channel open for monitoring will result in—”

“Termination. I know, I know.” Ev readjusted their pack, steps slowing as they reached the massive black door to the central hub. “Right. Okay then.”

“Auditor Solis, protocol forbids unnecessary chatter during official inspection.”

I bet protocol would really frown upon me telling you to get stuffed during an official inspection, too. “Roger Wilco.”

Silence. But Ev dared think it was, perhaps, a little bit testy.
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“And more dirt,” Ev muttered, toeing one of the sad lumps that had been a planting mound once upon a time. “And over there—hold on to your hats for this one, folks—there’s more dirt.”

The blank hum on the Comms unit told them it was still connected and transmitting, but the lack of Tobit’s familiar voice made it feel empty.

Lonely.

“The exterior to the hub is unremarkable. No sign of damage to the doors. Imaging attached to next transmit.” Ev opened up the Comms box and flipped the screens around until they found the camera, a clunky thing a decade out of date but serviceable, something you’d expect to find in grandma’s locker and not in the supply bag for a supposedly well-paying, high tech corp like Victus. But, Ev supposed, there’s a reason why the execs were paid so well, and it wasn’t because they were splashing out money on their lowly auditors. It took a few minutes for the thing to behave, and finally, Ev was able to record some captures of the exterior soil around the hub entrances, then a few passes of the greenhouse footprint, a dark square of disturbed soil with a few sad lumps that they supposed were mounds for plants that had never taken root.

They sent the images and appended a voice note. ‘Greenhouse was never erected. The materials are still in shrink wrap and bundled alongside footprint. Indications of possible attempt at planting though.’ Ev sent the note and took a few steps closer. 

The dirt was dark and dry, no indication of recent moisture. “This is a temperate planet,” they muttered to themselves, aware that Legrange was on the other end of the comm box but not caring if he overheard their ramblings. Stuck alone, the only human life on the planet, they were allowed to talk to themselves a little, Ev decided. “Regular rainfall, a monsoon season that just passed according to data topside...”

“Report received,” an automated voice grated from the Comms box. “Accept acknowledgement.”

Ev pressed the button, barely paying attention to the request. It was so rote by this point in their career, they were fairly certain they pressed buttons in their sleep. They’d caught themselves once trying to hit accept after their mother offered them a cup of tea.

Crouching to get a better look at the crumbly soil, Ev caught a whiff of something chemical. Vinegar? No, more like... like that cleaning fluid they use in the docks. They licked their finger and pressed it against the soil, bringing it to their nose for a sniff.

Nothing. Nothing but dry, alien dirt.

“Losing my damn mind,” Ev muttered, dusting their finger off and rising to stand. A whisper of sound, something moving just out of sight, froze them in place, a yellow-suited scarecrow in a barren garden patch.

“Comms, request update on planetside data. Immediately. Most recent reports on indigenous life.”

Legrange made an annoyed, huffing sound, but after a moment, there was a click, and the Comms unit on Ev’s hip beeped shrilly three times in quick succession.

No indigenous human life on Semele.

Insect life as follows...

Ev read through the list, a tinge of relief creeping into their panic. There were several species of crawlies, most quite small and several nearly invisible to the naked eye, none harmful to humans, but a few arthropoidal sorts, not quite spiders but very similar, that were large as an adult’s hand, a few later. That’s probably what I heard. Surely wasn’t my would-be tentacle monster lover.

Still, they glanced back towards the lake, half fearing they’d see wet tracks in the dirt following them from the crash site to the hub.

No. Just their own footprints. And lots of dry soil and scrubby, dull-colored plants.

The Comms unit beeped again, signaling more information.

It was the same as Ev had read before the mission, no sudden changes, no updates. Those insectoid lifeforms, the tentacled creature in the lake, several small species of aquatic life, and abundant aquatic plants that were dangerous for humans but the life in the lake thrived on. No birds, no mammals that anyone had noticed so far.

Nothing that should be big enough to sound like running steps trying to be quiet. Nothing that should sound like a hissed voice around a corner.

Ev reached for the Comms unit, chill fingers of fear clutching their



























[image: image]
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MEREDITH SPIES





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





