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        New Dorchester mining facility, Mare Imbrium, the Moon, May 8th 2060

      

      

      

      The tremor manifested at just after three o’clock in the morning. It was enough to cause the control room door to pop open and one of the cameras to malfunction on level one. Moonquakes like this were common but most were quite harmless and the engineers that designed the habitation segments and mining apparatus had built in extra redundancy for just such occasions.

      Because of this, one of the security agents on duty that evening, Todd McKenna, wasn’t at all surprised when the door nudging the back of his chair woke him from his little unauthorised catnap.

      ‘Crap,’ he mumbled, reaching out for his bottle of water and scanning the twelve video screens facing him.

      His colleague, George Mullins, stumbled in half-dressed and yawning.

      ‘Quake?’ he croaked.

      ‘Uh huh,’ Todd grunted in reply. ‘Only minor…go back to sleep and I’ll call you at five.’

      ‘Okay,’ he said, turning to leave before looking back. ‘Is that a camera down?’

      ‘Yeah, level one…next to the drill face. I think, by the way it’s swinging around, it’s just popped out of its mount.’

      ‘Leave it for the morning, I’ll fix it then,’ said George, running his fingers through his hair and stumbling off back to the cot in the adjoining room.

      Todd wheeled his seat back and opened the small refrigerator behind him. Retrieving a small can of energy drink, he opened and consumed it in one draught, then threw the empty container in the bin. The wobbly camera feed caught his eye as he scooted his chair back to the desk.

      ‘That’s going to annoy me for the next two hours,’ he mumbled to himself, glancing at his watch. Turning, he could see George’s feet sticking out from the cot’s blanket next door. He thought about turning that camera off, but that would be recorded on the data feed, which was a big no-no.

      Hmm…it’s only one level, he thought, standing up, take me a couple of minutes.

      Tiptoeing out of the office, he made his way swiftly to the stairwell, descended one level, and walked smartly towards the south-face airlock. Gallow Harpon, a newly formed space mining company from Edinburgh, had been undertaking test drilling on the site for thirteen months. They began with a corridor ten metres below the surface heading north, then last week they’d installed a second airlock and began mining south.

      When Todd reached the inner door it was still open. The outer door was sealed of course, and peeking through the small oblong window he noticed how dusty it was outside.

      This wasn’t unusual, as the low gravity ensured any dust kicked up during the mining process took an age to settle. But what was strange, was the time. It was nine minutes past three in the morning and no one had been working down here for over ten hours.

      Must’ve been a rock fall in the quake, he thought, checking the exterior atmosphere reading on the door control, before grabbing one of the quilted coats, a breather hood and a torch.

      The inner door whined closed behind him and once he’d done his breather hood safety check and turned on the torch, he operated the outer door. The dust billowed in around him and even with the corridor’s dim lighting supplemented by his powerful torch, he only had visibility of three or four metres ahead.

      He’d been down here earlier the previous day and knew the drill face and the camera were only about twenty metres further on. Pacing carefully, he trudged forward waving his light up and around the ceiling as well as the ground, to check nothing was about to drop on his head. Something shiny caught his eye on the ground and he realised it was lying amongst a small amount of rubble.

      ‘Oh, hello,’ he said, bending down to pick up a small silver-coloured device. It was about twelve centimetres long, five wide and thin too. At first, he thought it was an early 2020s-design smart phone, but on closer examination he realised it was something else and not a phone at all. It had a tiny screen that lit up as he retrieved it, showing a line of numbers. It had a range of buttons below the screen, all with weird logos, except for one bigger green oval button at the bottom of the device with the word ‘INITIATE’ embossed in its centre.

      ‘What the hell?’ he muttered, swinging his torch up to see where the pile of rubble had dropped from.

      ‘FUCK,’ he hollered, staggering back, an immediate expression of horror painted across his face. His back hit the opposite wall with a thud, he accidentally dropped the torch and in his fluster he depressed the big green button on the device. The sudden feeling of pins and needles all over his body was followed by a blinding white light.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      George Mullins woke and glanced at his watch, scrunching up his face as he tried to read the time without his spectacles.

      ‘Shit…can’t be,’ he yelped, fumbling for his glasses and groaning as he confirmed the time was indeed seven thirteen. ‘Todd, where the hell was my five o’clock call?’ he hollered, grabbing his trousers.

      He peered through into the control room as he quickly dressed, realising Todd hadn’t just fallen asleep, he wasn’t there at all.

      ‘Where’ve you gone?’ he mumbled, sitting at the desk and bringing up a schematic of the base. Voice-entering a request for Todd McKenna’s location, he waited while the central computer pinpointed Todd’s dermal data chip.

      ‘Security Specialist Todd McKenna is not presently on the station,’ the base computer curiously named Carol informed him, in her rather annoying chirpy AI-generated voice.

      ‘What?…Of course he’s on the bloody station,’ George ranted, waving his arms in the air. ‘He can’t just go for a walk outside can he? Carol, check again.’

      ‘Security Specialist Todd McKenna is not presently on the station,’ her irritating voice repeated.

      ‘Oh for fuck’s sake…Carol, when did he leave then?’

      ‘Security Specialist Todd McKenna left New Dorchester Mining Facility at oh three eleven this morning.’

      George thought back and realised that was just after he’d spoken to him following the tremor.

      ‘Carol, show me Todd McKenna’s movements after three o’clock this morning.’

      A green icon appeared on the schematic in the office where George was sitting and the little time box in the top right-hand corner changed to three a.m.

      ‘Carol, treble speed,’ George said, watching the green icon closely.

      At just after eight minutes past three, the green blob moved down the corridor to the stairwell and seemingly descended, as the schematic changed to the next level down. The blob continued along to the south airlock.

      ‘He’s going to fix that bloody camera, isn’t he?’ George muttered, glancing up at that camera’s feed above him. It had stopped waving around and now presented a detailed close-up of the rock wall it was attached to.

      Having stalled at the airlock for a few moments, the blob moved through it and then slowly towards the new drill face where it stopped for a few seconds, jerked sideways suddenly, before blinking out. George stared at that spot for a few seconds, expecting it to just be a little glitch and the blob to return, only it didn’t.

      ‘Shit…Todd, where’d you go?’ he shouted at an empty office.

      Grabbing his thermal jacket, he stumbled out into the corridor and retraced Todd’s steps as quickly as he could. Reaching the airlock, he found the inner door closed and glancing through the little window, he could see the outer door was still open as Todd had left it. He squinted down the corridor towards the drill face, but the low night lighting was further reduced by a residual haze of dust hanging in the pressurised atmosphere, ensuring the far end was infuriatingly lacking definition.

      ‘Bugger…come on,’ he grumbled at himself, donning a breather hood and taking it through its safety checks as quickly as he could. He groaned again as the airlock seemed to take an age to cycle, but was in fact only a few seconds.

      He dashed through the narrowest of gaps as soon as the outer door cracked open and sprinted down to where Todd’s signal had vanished. Sliding to a halt, he realised there was no one there. No Todd, no body, just his torch lying on the ground still glowing weakly as its batteries had become depleted and illuminating a small patch of the regolith floor.

      ‘Where the hell are you?’ George called, catching his breath and picking up the torch. Its dim beam caught something sticking out from high up on the wall opposite and as he stepped over and squinted to see what it was, he quickly ducked back and cried out in anguish.

      A blue limp human hand dangled out from the compacted regolith wall.
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        Interview room 2, Edmonton Police Station, London, Monday May 10th 2060

      

      

      

      DI Cedric LeRoy was thoroughly pissed off. The convoluted sequence of bullshit spewing from the opposite side of the table was beginning to rankle, although in his line of work, most of what he heard in these rooms was generally a long string of twaddle anyway. So it wasn’t as though he was unaccustomed to it. It was just that today was turning to rat shit very quickly and he could do without this lying scumbag giving him a long cock and bull story. He turned to DS Rahul Gupta sitting next to him and rolled his eyes.

      The day had started so well too…the sun was shining, it was unseasonably mild for mid-May and traffic had been light on his way in, especially for a Monday morning. But after spilling his coffee on his smart pass in the car park, spending an hour with security having it replaced, finding two more case files assigned to him overnight and a summons to a formal meeting with the DCI that afternoon, his mood was anything but ebullient.

      He couldn’t think of any reason why the boss would want a formal meeting. He hadn’t made any faux pas recently, his clear-up rate was reasonably solid and he hadn’t sworn at any incompetent junior officers recently. In the past, they’d catch up in the incident room, the canteen or even the Crown and Anchor down the road, not upstairs. Trouble was in the wind, he could feel it.

      A knock at the door distracted him from his train of thought and the drug dealer’s ‘you’ve got me all wrong’ prevarication as DC Witherley poked her head around the door frame.

      ‘Sorry to disturb you, guv, but the Chief needs you upstairs.’

      ‘What, now?’ he snapped, unable to hide his irritation at being disturbed.

      Witherley shrank back slightly, nodded and disappeared again, inching the door closed with a resolute quietness.

      A snigger from across the table had him snapping his attention back to the suspect sitting opposite who was sat back in his chair, arms folded and sporting a grin from ear to ear.

      ‘Upstairs, eh…in trouble are we?’ the suspect scoffed.

      ‘The only direction you’re going, Goldwell, is downstairs…to the cells,’ he said, with a slightly smug tone, hiding his irritation. ‘Interview terminated at nine forty-one.’

      As he stood and left the interview room, he could hear Goldwell questioning his DS and the duty solicitor as to whether detaining him was actually legal. The answer was not going to be to his liking.

      News had travelled fast. He could feel all eyes tracking him as he made his way past the glass partitioning wall of the incident room and towards the stairwell.

      They had carpet on the fourth floor, so the usual clicking of his brogues was absent and the silence as he walked made the moment seem a little more ominous.

      ‘Come in, Roy,’ the DCI’s penetrating voice resonated through the door as he knocked.

      Everyone had called him Roy since he was a child, apart from his mother who insisted on Cedric, especially when he was in trouble.

      Detective Chief Inspector Helen Twelvetrees was a short, slim woman in her late thirties and had joined the Met Police straight from university at around the same time as Roy, who’d himself joined at eighteen after a couple of years as a station porter at St Pancras. Her hair was short and black, her suits always impeccable above black patent leather shoes you could see your face in. Her nickname in the Met was Adolf, not because she was a tyrant or dictator, but because of an unfortunate abundance of dark hair on her top lip. Although, for obvious reasons using the nickname was a risk, as if she overheard, your promotion prospects took a distinct downturn.

      Around twenty years ago, as probationaries, they’d spent a few months on the beat together in West London while stationed at Ealing Broadway. They always said having a degree would accelerate your promotion prospects, but Roy couldn’t fathom how hers in fine art had her promoted above him. Perhaps it was his habit of calling a spade a spade, or his penchant for clothes shopping in charity shops.

      The office was spartan and painted in the same drab magnolia as the rest of the station. The DCI was sat behind a large dark wooden desk. Everything on it was laid out perfectly as if organised by a feng shui expert. Even the pens were laid out in lines, like soldiers on a drill square. A basic white bookshelf against the left-hand wall contained volumes on policing and people management and the right-hand wall contained a print of Kandinsky’s Composition VII.

      ‘Have a seat, Roy,’ she said, without raising her eyes from a laptop and waving a hand at the two wooden chairs in front of her desk.

      The chairs were pine, low and uncomfortable. Everyone was convinced she’d had the legs shortened so one felt inferior. Roy lowered his six-foot-four frame into one of them, like a petulant schoolboy about to get given detention from a stern headmistress.

      ‘Have a good weekend?’ she said, again without looking up.

      ‘Yes, ma’am, thank you,’ he said, willing her to get on with it.

      ‘I have a project for you,’ she said, finally glancing at him over the laptop screen. ‘This comes from the top floor.’

      ‘You do know I already have five cases on my desk, ma’am?’

      ‘I’m quite aware of that, Roy,’ she replied, brusquely. ‘I’m going to let DS Gupta handle those, as the Chief Constable wants this given our full unbridled attention and quickly.’

      ‘What’s the case?’ he asked, his curiosity aroused.

      ‘It’s more, where’s the case?’ she said, her mouth curling in a slight smile.

      This concerned Roy. Adolf never smiled.

      ‘It’s in the colonies,’ she said.

      ‘Oh, right,’ Roy replied, thinking this wasn’t so bad after all. ‘Gibraltar? Bermuda?’

      ‘New Dorchester,’ she said, glancing back at her screen.

      Roy laughed out loud.

      ‘Yeah, right,’ he sniggered. ‘I take it there’s another one somewhere more Earthbound.’

      She looked up again, her expression one of irritation.

      ‘No, just the one,’ she said, the sharpness returning. ‘You can choose one member of your team to take with you…obviously not DS Gupta.’

      He stared at her for a moment.

      ‘The Moon base…New Dorchester on the Moon…up there in space?’ he said, unable to hide the shock and pointing at the ceiling.

      ‘It’s come straight from the Foreign Office,’ she said. ‘The Foreign Secretary spoke to the Chief Constable who spoke to me.’

      ‘What about DI Spence or Whitefield?’ he asked, immediately disappointed with the raised timbre of his query and sounding very much like that schoolboy the chair demanded.

      ‘They have wives and families, Roy,’ she replied. ‘You’re single with no dependants and one of the Met’s best detectives.’

      ‘Sounds like you’re sending me to my imminent death,’ he muttered.

      ‘Don’t be so melodramatic, it’s as safe as flying to Spain these days,’ she said, raising her voice ever so slightly. ‘For a lot of officers it would be a dream assignment. There hasn’t been an accident for years, and anyway the decision has been made. All I need is the name of the officer going with you.’

      ‘Err,’ he grunted, his brain clouding with the thought of going into space and who in his incident room would want to, or even be able to go with him. ‘Witherley,’ he said, finally. ‘DC Witherley I suppose. But shouldn’t she be given a choice?’

      ‘It’s a temporary assignment, Roy…not a posting.’

      ‘Don’t they have private security up there that handles all that stuff?’ he said. ‘Some of them are ex-coppers anyway.’

      ‘It’s one of their security team that’s part of the problem,’ she said. ‘The government want an independent detective running the investigation, hence our involvement. Watch your inbox for instructions and the case file, you fly tomorrow evening.’
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        The King Charles lunar conveyor, the Moon, Wednesday May 12th

      

      

      

      Roy was fed up with the two hours of heavy gravity as the ship braked from the overnight crossing to the New Dorchester Moon base. Because the vessel was now decelerating hard backwards it made his arms super heavy and just taking a sip of his water was a superhuman effort.

      DC Rose Witherley sitting across the aisle glowered at him as he looked across and not for the first time. He’d had no idea she was a nervous flyer when he chose her for the assignment and she hadn’t taken it too well. Adolf hadn’t been any help either, stating the clearances had already been sanctioned and there wasn’t time to change it now. He’d explained to Witherley he didn’t want to go either and been given no choice, but it’d made no difference to her mood. She’d barely said a word to him in the last sixteen hours and sat stony-faced, gripping the sides of her seat so firmly he could see the whiteness of her knuckles.

      ‘Not long now,’ he shouted above the roar of the engines, not expecting a reply and as it turned out, he wasn’t disappointed.

      The engine note altered suddenly and he felt the attitude of the craft change through his seat. A distant whine from below signalled the landing struts were deploying and he braced himself. Years ago, one of the conveyors had crash-landed on the moon, killing everyone aboard and of course the video footage of that disaster was all he could see as he closed his eyes and preyed. There were no windows in the small passenger compartment on this newer design, as it was the disintegration of one passenger window that had caused that fatal accident. The sudden decompression through the small aperture had jetted the craft into an uncontrollable spin only seconds before landing, hence all unnecessary windows had been removed from all current and updated models.

      He was sure he’d emitted an unintended yelp as the sudden clunk jarred every nerve in his body. Opening his eyes again and nervously peering around the cabin, he was pleased to see none of the other four passengers or Witherley were staring at him, so he hoped if it had been him, he’d got away with it.

      One of the three flight crew from the cockpit above, opened a hatch in the ceiling, climbed down the ladder and hovered near the airlock as a series of clunks and hisses emanated from outside. Connecting the pressurised umbilical was complicated and not something that was ever rushed. Roy had read up on the procedure during the flight and knew there were several pressure tests to undertake once it was in place, before the green light to disembark would be authorised.

      ‘I’ve got to go through all that again, haven’t I?’ mumbled Witherley, unfastening her harness with a face like a wet weekend and dark circles under her eyes.

      ‘It’s not something I’m anticipating with any great enthusiasm either, Constable,’ Roy replied, getting mildly piqued by her display of melancholic gloom. ‘It is what it is. Let’s just do our job and get the hell out’er here.’

      Finally, after what Roy thought was an interminable wait sitting next to the harbinger of doom, a beep sounded and the door swung open inwards, strangely bringing with it a strong smell of burnt gunpowder. The other four, whom Roy had assumed were mining engineers, left first, followed closely by Roy and Witherley, bouncing along and through the double airlock. Roy found one had to walk almost in slow motion due to the low gravity and it took a bit of getting used to. He watched the more experienced miners in front and mimicked what they did and tried to ignore the quiet cursing behind him.

      The two-metre-wide umbilical was circular inside and made of some sort of opaque plastic material and reminded him of walking down a large vacuum cleaner hose. It bounced slightly underfoot like an airbridge at an airport. On exit, they passed under a sign welcoming them to British New Dorchester Moon Base, passed through another airlock and entered a much larger domed reception hall.

      ‘DI LeRoy, DC Witherley?’ a voice asked.

      Roy turned to find a tall skinny young girl smiling at him. Appearances dictated a teenager, but he knew with modern mid-twenty-first century cosmetics that was a difficult call. She had long jet-black hair, penetrating blue eyes and was dressed in a New Dorchester uniform white jumpsuit with the facility logo of a crescent moon with an axe-wielding miner monogrammed above the right-hand breast pocket and two union jacks, one at the top of each arm.

      ‘You’ve found us,’ Roy replied, trying to conjure up some sort of smile in return.

      She handed both of them a red plastic wristband.

      ‘These are your facility warrants,’ she said. ‘The red colour designates you as a guest and will give you access to all levels including your private cabins, bar, and any sensitive areas.’

      ‘Hmm,’ grunted Roy. ‘What if our investigation leads us to one of your sensitive areas? Who do we tap up to get access there?’

      ‘That would be me,’ said an older man approaching from the right. Roy noticed the girl’s smile slipped slightly as the man neared.

      He was dressed in a similar jumpsuit, only his was black and wrapped by a rather busy utility belt. He was short and decidedly portly, with a trimmed greying beard. Roy gauged him to be late forties, early fifties perhaps and judging by his laboured breathing from just a brisk walk, not too shy of a coronary episode.

      ‘Alec Gaganoux, security chief,’ he puffed, holding out a pudgy sweaty hand. ‘I really don’t know why they sent you, I’m quite capable of investigating this myself.’

      ‘It appears the Home Secretary was quite insistent,’ Roy replied, wrinkling his nose as he shook the proffered hand and having to wipe the clammy dampness off on his trousers. ‘I do come with a modicum of experience into suspicious deaths, so I’m confident DC Witherley and I can wrap this up quickly and get out of your hair. I’d like to get started straight away, the quicker it’s done the quicker we’re gone, so where are you keeping your guard’s body?’

      Gaganoux’s eyes widened and looked away nervously. He scratched his beard as if looking for the right words.

      ‘Erm…we don’t have the guard’s body,’ he said, after a slight pause. ‘I thought you’d been informed of all the facts.’

      ‘Humour me,’ said Roy. ‘I’ve been strapped in a tin can for the last day…how have you managed to lose the body in the last twenty-four hours?’

      Gaganoux glanced at the young girl who’d met them. She raised her eyebrows as if looking forward to the answer.

      ‘Can we go somewhere a little more private,’ he said, nodding towards a wide doorway at the far side of the room.

      Roy nodded his thanks to the girl and slipped his wrist band on as he followed the security chief across the hall. Gaganoux led them through another open airlock and down a square corridor that resembled a row of shipping containers welded together. Every ten metres or so on the right, an oblong window looked out on the bleak grey undulating regolith stretching away to the far horizon. Roy shivered with the thought of how cold and deadly it was only a few feet away.

      Gaganoux waved his black wrist band at a plain white panel next to an unmarked door. The door clicked open and he ushered them inside a rather spartan office, containing a cluttered metal desk, two chairs and a sideboard. A coffee machine gurgled and hissed, next to a cardboard box containing plastic cups and milk and sugar sachets.

      ‘Coffee?’ Gaganoux asked, waving a hand at the noisy machine.

      Roy eyed the rather cluttered and filthy sideboard and declined, as did Witherley.

      ‘Suit yourself,’ he said, pouring some for himself into an already dirty cup, followed by three sachets of sugar.

      ‘The lost body?’ Roy reminded him.

      ‘Oh…we have a body,’ he said, seemingly almost happy about the fact. ‘It’s just not my security agent…it’s unidentified.’

      ‘So your guard is okay then?’

      ‘We don’t know, he’s disappeared.’

      Roy fielded a fleeting glance from Witherley that screamed “I’m glad you’re dealing with this idiot.” He took a deep breath and continued.

      ‘So you’re saying, you’ve lost a living staff member in a small sealed facility and gained a dead body of someone who shouldn’t be here at all, is that where we’re at?’

      ‘Yeah, pretty much,’ Gaganoux agreed, pursing his lips and nodding slowly. ‘Weird or what? She took some digging out too.’

      The two detectives both stared at the chief in a “you’d better explain that last comment” sort of way.

      ‘Ah, yes, well you see, she was encased in compacted regolith,’ he said.

      ‘How long ago was the material compacted?’ Witherley asked, joining the conversation for the first time. ‘I thought you were mining here, not filling areas back in.’

      ‘That’s just it,’ he said, slumping into an old wooden chair behind the desk. ‘We don’t fill anything back in. The body was encased in untouched ground, ten metres below ground level. It was also the last known location of my missing agent.’

      ‘How decomposed was the body? In other words, how long had it been there?’ asked Roy, his brow wrinkling as he thought of something else. ‘Do we even know if a body would decompose here and if it does, what’s the timescale?’

      ‘You say it was untouched ground too,’ Witherley chipped in. ‘But that’s obviously not the case is it?’

      ‘Woah,’ Gaganoux responded, holding both hands up in surrender.  All this is for you to decipher as apparently you’re leading the case. I’ve been taken off the investigation remember, which wasn’t by choice. I’ve been ordered to help you in any way I can and I will, but don’t be in any doubt, I am far from happy about having the rug pulled from under me.’

      ‘Do you have a medical examiner here?’ Witherley asked, completely ignoring the chief’s “poor me” speech.

      ‘No,’ he snapped, turning to glower at the constable. ‘As far as our medical officer can fathom, the body is reasonably fresh. Of course she’s a doctor not a pathologist, but she does say she has some weird internal implants.’

      ‘Has the crime scene been swept?’ Roy asked.

      Gaganoux stared at him in disbelief.

      ‘D’you really think I have a SOCO team on standby here?’ he said, contemptuously. ‘This is the Moon, not Brixton fucking high street.’

      ‘Right,’ said Roy, realising the man’s patience was running thin. ‘I think it’s time you showed us this body and the crime scene too.’

      Gaganoux grimaced, sighed and stood.

      ‘I’ll get housekeeping to issue you with cabins so you can drop your bags first,’ he said, eyeing their backpacks and waving at the door.
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        New Dorchester mining facility, the Moon, Wednesday May 12th

      

      

      

      The word “cabin” in Roy’s mind conjured up thoughts of a romantic wooden-built hideaway in the woods, with a large log fire, steaks sizzling on a skillet and a delicious bottle of Pinot Noir.

      Unfortunately, this was not the case on a moon mining facility. The two ten-foot-square metal cubes they were issued did nothing to improve Roy’s mood, or indeed Witherley’s.

      ‘Wormwood Scrubs would be considered a five-star hotel compared to this,’ Witherley whispered to Roy after they dropped their bags and followed Gaganoux through the maze of passageways.

      ‘The guest cabins are bigger than ours,’ said Gaganoux, overhearing her comment. ‘The miners only get a bed tube with communal recreation areas.’

      He waved his wrist at a panel on the wall and turned in through a small door that clicked open.

      ‘This is the security control room and one place you can’t enter without me,’ he said, as they both followed him in and the door clicked shut behind them.

      It was actually a suite of three small rooms. A tiny toilet and shower room, a side room with a sleeping cot, and the main room they were in containing a desk facing a whole wall of small monitor screens, two chairs, a fridge and another sideboard with the same coffee machine perched on top. Although, Roy did notice this one was considerably cleaner with all the cups and accessories squared tidily away in their places, almost regimentally so.

      ‘George, these are the two detectives from London,’ said Gaganoux, nodding back over his shoulder.

      Mullins glanced over his shoulder. He nodded at Roy before his eyes lingered on Witherley just that little bit longer.

      ‘This is where our missing agent was working four nights ago before he went downstairs to the south tunnel and was never seen again,’ Gaganoux said, turning back to face Roy. ‘Agent Mullins here was on duty with him that evening, discovered he was missing and found the body.’

      ‘You said he went downstairs to the south tunnel, is that a normal task on an evening shift?’ Roy asked.

      ‘Well, no,’ Mullins replied. ‘After a tremor, one of the cameras in the south tunnel had shaken loose from its housing and was just swinging around. He must’ve gone down to clip it back in.’

      ‘Against standing orders too,’ said Gaganoux, shaking his head. ‘There should always be two of you when you enter any cold tunnel.’

      ‘Cold tunnel?’ Roy queried.

      ‘As yet unsupported or heated and outside an airlock.’

      ‘But they’re pressurised?’

      ‘Yes,’ Gaganoux confirmed. ‘But you must have a breathing hood with you just in case of a decompression.’

      ‘And did he?’

      ‘He did,’ said Mullins. ‘One was…is missing from the rack outside the airlock.’

      ‘Didn’t you see what happened to him on one of those?’ Witherley asked, pointing at the wall of screens.

      ‘No…I was asleep in there,’ Mullins said, indicating the cot in the next room. ‘We did four-hour stags and he was in the middle of his. The tremor did wake me up, but I said I’d sort the camera out in the morning. He was supposed to wake me again at five o’clock.’

      ‘When did you wake and realise he was missing?’ Roy asked.

      ‘Seven thirteen.’

      ‘He’d been gone four hours then?’

      ‘Yes…so it seems.’

      ‘So you have no recorded footage from down where he was last known to be and where you discovered the other body?’ Witherley asked.

      ‘No…all the camera shows, is the wall behind swinging to and fro and the light from what we believe to be his torch passing by.’

      ‘What about sound?’

      Mullins glanced at his boss and raised his eyebrows.

      ‘The lady asked a question,’ Gaganoux answered, staring back and crossing his arms.

      ‘Erm…I don’t know if we have sound,’ he said. ‘This is my first shift up here and I’ve only been here for thirteen days. Todd was the longest-serving agent up here. He trained me, but never mentioned anything about sound.’ He seemed a little embarrassed that he didn’t know.

      Roy considered the man’s demeanour and body language, concluding he was telling the truth.

      ‘If you do have sound, it’ll be here,’ said Witherley, leaning over and touching a small icon on the top right-hand corner of the main desk screen. A small menu dropped down, she touched the ‘sound on’ choice and ‘volume up’. Mullins selected one of the feeds from the north tunnel where there was activity and the sound of drilling filled the room.

      ‘Oh…I really didn’t know it did that,’ Mullins said, shrugging at his boss.

      ‘To be honest, George…nor did I,’ Gaganoux admitted, turning to Roy. ‘I’m new up here too.’

      ‘Okay…replay the footage from that night with the sound up on that big screen,’ said Roy, pointing to the central main screen.

      Mullins already had the footage saved, it had been played back many times already. Sure enough, the image of a blurry stone wall swinging left and right appeared. There was no sound, but as they watched the clock in the top right- hand corner tick over to three eleven, the faint crunch of footsteps approaching whispered from the monitor’s speakers.

      ‘Is the sound fully up?’ Roy asked.

      Witherley nodded.

      The swinging wall occasionally became a little brighter as Todd’s torch swept around, before they heard him say “Oh, hello”.

      ‘Who the hell’s he talking to?’ Gaganoux asked.

      Roy put his hand up to quieten him a fraction of a second before they all jumped as Todd screamed “FUCK”. There followed a scrabbling, a thump and the swinging wall became very bright for moment with a faint crackling in the background then back to silence.

      They listened for several minutes more, rewarded by nothing but further complete silence.

      ‘Did he meet someone down there?’ Gaganoux asked.

      ‘He could’ve just seen something,’ said Witherley. ‘We all talk to inanimate objects from time to time.’

      ‘Very true,’ said Roy.

      ‘It might’ve been just the pile of rubble on the floor,’ said Mullins. ‘It was the first thing I saw before the hand in the wall.’

      ‘Please tell me you took some pictures of the hand before you dug the body out?’ said Roy turning to Gaganoux.

      Gaganoux pointed his hand at the big monitor.

      ‘Show him,’ he said.

      Mullins tapped away for a moment before bringing up a series of images showing the hand from several prospectives.

      ‘Wow,’ said Witherley. ‘I can see why he swore so loudly…coming across that in a dark corridor in the middle of the night.’

      ‘It is a bit creepy,’ said Roy, examining the pictures closely. ‘Okay, can you print those off for me? Then I think it’s time we went to see the body, then this corridor where your man disappeared and the body was found.’
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      Roy thought “The Medical Centre” printed on the door as they entered was way too grand a name for a five-metre-square room with two beds. Although it did have a tiny shower room off to the left and an even smaller office off to the right, he thought medical cupboard would be nearer the truth.

      ‘This is Doctor Longyear,’ said Gaganoux, as the same girl that greeted them in reception appeared out of the office.

      ‘It’s you again?’ said Roy, immediately wishing he hadn’t said it quite so accusingly.

      ‘Such amazing observation skills, detective…I can see why they sent you,’ she fired back with a lopsided grin.

      Witherley sniggered. Gaganoux winced.

      ‘Err…yeah, sorry,’ said Roy, his cheeks reddening slightly. ‘I honestly didn’t mean it that way.’

      ‘Just for the record, because I get it a lot,’ she continued, ‘I’m twenty-eight, a fully qualified doctor and also a member of the facility fire-fighting team. I greet newcomers in reception looking for signs of illness, so I can turn them straight around and get them off the station. Especially cases like yourselves who haven’t been through the usual stringent medical checks.’

      Roy breathed a sigh of relief as Gaganoux pointed to a pair of stainless steel drawers across the room.

      ‘They’re here to view the body, doc,’ he said, moving off in that direction.

      Roy and Witherley followed as Longyear pulled the top of the
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