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      Jas Harrington snapped her visor in place and took a deep breath of the purified, cooled air that flowed into her combat suit. For the last fifteen minutes she’d been ignoring the prickles that ran down her spine as she prepared her team for the routine LIV—Locate, Investigate, Vacate. But she couldn’t ignore the feeling any longer.

      “AX7,” she said as she entered the shuttle airlock with the fifteen burly, androgynous defense units under her command. The door to the passenger cabin slid closed behind them, and a hiss permeated the enclosed space as the planet’s atmosphere entered through newly opened valves, equalizing the air pressure differential.

      “C.S.O. Harrington,” the unit replied.

      “Station yourself at the rear.”

      “Affirmative, C.S.O. Harrington.”

      AX7 had been injured in a skirmish with a hostile species a few planets back, and though the unit had self-repaired as programmed, it wasn’t factory-perfect like the others were, and those prickles were telling her to expect an attack.

      The part-organic, part-robotic Polestar Corp androids shuffled aside in the narrow airlock to allow AX7 through. Jas’s excessively long childhood on Mars had resulted in a height of just over two meters, but at two meters thirty the defense units dwarfed her. As usual at close quarters, she was acutely conscious of the difference. The units resembled linebackers padded up, except they had no padding. Thin armored material that was highly resistant to penetration and extreme temperatures coated their large forms.

      If the defense units short-circuited and turned on her, well...Jas pushed memories of incidents involving prototypes to the back of her mind. These were the latest, state-of-the-art models, though she wasn’t naive enough to imagine Polestar supplied them to protect the crew. No, in the event of an emergency, she was sure the units’ first move would be to save precious resource samples.

      AX7’s face expressed no emotion as it moved to the back of the group, though it had the intellectual capacity to understand why Jas had put it there. Despite her extensive experience working with the units, she hadn’t figured out if they genuinely had no feelings at all, or if they weren’t able to express them.

      “What’s the weather like out there, Lingiari?” she asked the shuttle pilot through her radio.

      “A little precipitation. Temperature just below zero.”

      A spark of nostalgia flickered through Jas’s sense of foreboding. “Snow? It’s snowing?” She hadn’t seen snow since attending training college in Antarctica, the last place on Earth it had snowed in twenty years.

      “Sure looks like it,” the pilot replied.

      Jas’s brief moment of pleasure was swamped by the realization that snow meant reduced visibility. The prickles down her spine grew so strong she itched to rub her back, impossible though that was in her suit. “Still no bio readings?”

      “Nothing bigger than a rat’s dick.”

      Jas rolled her eyes and thumbed a switch on her weapon, changing the setting to flamethrower. Not many life forms could withstand fire. She didn’t instruct her defense units on their weaponry. They would compute the optimum response according to the situation, probably better and faster than her. The smartest command strategy was to leave them the hell alone to do their job, unless she knew something they didn’t, but as in most LIV assignments, she was the blind leading the blind.

      A light flashed above the airlock’s outer door. Ten flashes and it would open. The shuttle computer was simultaneously relaying the countdown to the units electronically, but their eyes were also on the light. Defense unit behavior was disarmingly human at times.

      The door opened, and the airlock flooded with light and swirling flakes of snow. Jas’s visor instantly dimmed, shadowing her view of the terrain outside. A flat, plain landscape stretched to the horizon, lightly powdered with snow and peppered with tough scrub. Except for the low, dull vegetation, the area seemed empty of life. A dark gray structure made up of overlapping hexagonal boxes two or three meters tall dominated the view, against a pale gray, cloudy sky. It wasn’t the most inviting planet Jas had visited.

      She gave the order to disembark. Moving as one, the defense units set off down the ramp. She followed and took her place at their side. The one point two Earth gravity made moving a little more effort than usual, but it was manageable. Her boots broke through the thin layer of snow, and the familiar thrill of being the first human being to set foot on a new planet surged through her, despite her trepidation.

      “No Class P life forms within one K,” came Lingiari’s voice through her radio. His close-range scanners were telling him the same as the starship’s less sensitive long-distance surveillance equipment had indicated before they set out—nothing to worry about, supposedly. Jas’ss grip tightened on her weapon as she accompanied the units toward the matte gray structure.

      “Your scanners are penetrating that rock construction, right?” she asked Lingiari.

      “Yeah, as far as I can tell, but they aren’t picking up anything. Seems to be empty. But it isn’t rock. It’s a crystal-metal amalgam. And another material the scanners can’t identify.”

      “Artificial?”

      “I think you might be confusing me with a scientist. I’m forwarding the results to the ship.”

      “Sorry. Thanks for the info,” Jas replied. Of course the pilot didn’t have the knowledge or authority to interpret the data. What was she thinking? She deliberately tensed and then relaxed her muscles. An officer aboard the Galathea would update her on anything they thought important. At that moment, no one was saying anything.

      She’d reached a hole in the wall of the structure. The defense units were waiting in formation. The hole was hexagonal, mirroring the shape of the structure’s blocks. Inside, all was dark.

      “C.S.O. Harrington, permission to enter and search,” AX5 said.

      “Permission granted. AX12, you too.”

      The two units stepped over a low wall at the base of the hole and dipped their heads as they went inside. Motionless, the other units waited, snowflakes settling on their wide shoulders. A few minutes later, AX5’s calm voice came through Jas’s radio. “All clear.”

      She released the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Follow on,” she instructed the rest.

      As Jas went in, her dimmed visor cleared, and a light beamed out from her helmet, slicing through the darkness. She was in an empty room just large enough to hold her and thirteen units comfortably. AX5 and 12 were investigating a neighboring chamber. The floor was the same crystal-metal amalgam as the walls and ceiling, and it sloped gradually downward toward several hexagonal holes at the far end. A few steps inside, and Jas could raise her head.

      AX12 and 5 appeared at a hole—or doorway?—on the far side. The place was still and silent. The scanner reports seemed accurate. It looked empty, totally devoid of life or artifacts. She divided the units into groups and sent them to investigate deeper inside, accompanying one of the groups herself.

      The next room looked the same as the first. No sign of life nor signs that anything had ever lived there. The only break in the monotonous walls was more holes, leading to identical rooms and heading downward, underground and deeper into the structure. From Jas’s position as she peered through a hole, the rooms seemed endless.

      An hour passed, then two. Jas and the units penetrated deep into the labyrinthine construction. She had to activate her suit’s pathfinder function to avoid getting lost. By the time she surfaced, she’d found nothing different from the empty room at the entrance.

      Jas had conducted LIVs on many planets. According to strict regulations, they had to vacate immediately at the first sign of intelligence. If there was no intelligent life, the planet’s resources were up for grabs to the first corporation that claimed them.

      In Jas’s experience the evidence of high-level, sentient species was usually clear. Whatever the form of intelligence, evolution always seemed to favor certain expressions of it: the use of tools, modifying the natural environment, storage of resources, training of offspring, and the systemization of food gathering or production and distribution. On K.67092d, the evidence was not clear. The regular, straight lines of the structure indicated artificial construction, but there seemed to be no other evidence of intelligence. If sentient life forms had built the place, where were they? Why had they left, leaving nothing behind?

      Leaving the structure, Jas scanned the surroundings again. It had stopped snowing. Nothing moved except the spiny, spindly, leafless branches of the low shrubs, bending slightly, creaking in the steady wind.

      “Preliminary report, Harrington?” Akabe Loba’s voice came over her radio.

      Jas stiffened. As always, the master of the Galathea was pushing her, his eye focused solely on his schedule and bonuses. “Initial LIV not complete, sir.”

      “But no sign of intelligence?”

      “It’s hard to tell, sir. The structure’s⁠—”

      “I can see it through your relay, Harrington. Looks geological to me. And there are no artifacts.”

      Jas’s lips drew into a thin line. She knew what was coming. “Sir, it’s a little early to conclude⁠—”

      “I’m not asking you to conclude anything, C.S.O. Harrington. Is the area secure?”

      When she didn’t answer immediately, Loba repeated his question, louder.

      “No hostile life forms encountered, yet,” Jas replied through her teeth. Damn the misborn. But what could she say? Prickles down her spine didn’t count as a reason to delay resource assessment.
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      Prospecting ships like Polestar Corp’s Galathea ran to a tight timetable. To provide an acceptable return on the company’s investment, the crew had to locate and claim at least ten resource-rich planets uninhabited by intelligent life per mission, on average. After that—or maybe before if they stumbled across a planet loaded with a highly valuable substance such as mythrin, base ingredient of blissful, stupor-inducing mythranil—the crew would start to stack up bonuses. Bonuses were the only thing that made it worth enduring the nearly endless boredom and starvation wages of space prospecting.

      The ship’s master took the lion’s share, of course, and the rest of the crew’s dividends were portioned out according to rank. As chief security officer, Jas’s rank and dividends were in the middle range. She wouldn’t be relaxing in the perfumed seas of Balgamon, as First Mate Haggardy planned to do when that mission was over, but neither would she be handing over every penny she had for the most basic genetic upgrade to her as-yet unconceived child, as one of the maintenance crew had mentioned.

      Not that Jas planned on having kids anyway. Her own childhood hadn’t exactly endeared her to the concept, and she had an irrational fear that her child might turn out to be someone like Master Akabe Loba, into whose blood-threaded eyes she was currently staring.

      “Enough arguing, Harrington. Twelve sites. Twelve LIVs, and you’ve found nothing but some kind of bushworm, gliding non-venomous spiders, and an ambulatory slime mold. Twelve LIVs that turned up no hostile life forms or territory, and you’re still not prepared to give the all-clear?”

      Loba was leaning across a horizontal screen that projected a spinning hologram of K. 67092d. They were in the mission room, where Jas had been summoned to ‛discuss’ her delay in clearing the planet for resource assessment with the master and other high-ranking officers. The master’s head was thrust into the moving holographic image, and the miniature topography played across his features, lending him an even more than usually crazed effect. His carefully coiffed, white-dyed curls seemed about to uncoil and stand on end.

      Jas knew she was fighting a losing battle, but she was going to fight it anyway. She was head of security. The safety of the entire crew was her responsibility, and if she had a hunch something on a planet was dangerous, she was going to damn well act on it. She’d never been wrong before.

      “I’ve already told you my reasons. It makes no sense that we’ve found no intelligent life. Those structures were built. They aren’t geological. The building material is artificial, manufactured. We’ve found nothing else on the planet like it. Something sentient made those buildings. That’s what Haggardy’s report says.” She turned to the first mate for back up. He was seated at the far end of the table and picking at his nails.

      First Mate Haggardy held up his hands. “Now wait a minute, Harrington. I wouldn’t go that far. I only said we can’t conclude it’s natural or artificial. That’s all.” He glanced at the master, who was glaring at him.

      Jas cursed under her breath. That wasn’t how his findings read, and he knew it. Was he planning on rewriting his conclusions? She suspected Haggardy was as interested in his bonus as Loba was, or he was even more of a wimp than she’d taken him for. He was a scientist. He should know better than to risk everyone’s lives on a lack of immediate evidence.

      She swung back to Loba. “Just because we can’t find what built those structures, that doesn’t mean they weren’t built. The life forms responsible might be hiding. Maybe because they’re afraid, or maybe they’re waiting to attack. We can’t allow Resource Assess on the surface until we know more. We don’t have enough defense units to protect them from a full onslaught.”

      “You seem to be getting confused, Harrington,” said Loba quietly, “with your talk of what we can and can’t do. I shouldn’t have to remind you that I’m master of this vessel.” His facial muscles were rigid. He stood straight and drew himself up to his full height, which was a head shorter than Jas’s.

      Her stature had always bothered him, she knew, like it seemed to bother many men. But she couldn’t help that any more than she could help doing her kratting job.

      “The presence of artificial structures does not prohibit a resource claim under deep space property law,” the master continued. “Several precedents have been set where such items were found to be relics of extinct species. Maybe the structures are buildings, but if that’s the case it’s most likely that whatever created them has long since died out⁠—”

      “But the fact⁠—”

      “THE FACT remains that if there’s no sign of intelligent or hostile life after twelve LIVs, the planet’s safe enough to assess for resources. Your refusal to give the all clear is a dereliction of duty, and⁠—”

      “Sir,” exclaimed Navigator Lee, jumping out of her seat like a jack-in-the-box, “if I could⁠—”

      “What?” barked Loba, not taking his eyes off Jas, who held his glare and made a special effort to look down at him.

      Lee seemed to momentarily regret her decision to come to Jas’s aid, but she soldiered on. “C.S.O. Harrington’s service has been exemplary throughout the mission,” she said quickly, and didn’t stop when Loba opened his mouth to speak, but gathered speed. “She saved many lives when we were attacked on K. 87593g.” She ran the numbers together: eightsevenfiveninethree. “The defense units were all in the right place at the right time. If it hadn’t been for her command of the evacuation, some of us wouldn’t be here right now.” She looked pointedly at Haggardy, who gazed into space.

      “Your point?” asked Loba.

      “I just think, if she’s worried about the safety of the planet, we should listen.”

      “Thank you for your input, navigator,” said Loba sarcastically, “but if Harrington’s prior performance is under scrutiny, your example hardly helps her, does it? After all, if she was any good at her job, the crew would never have been in any danger in the first place.”

      Jas ground her jaw. She’d warned him. She’d gone to his cabin and warned Loba that there had been an overnight increase in animal tracks around the assessment site, and that she recommended withdrawing the team until she could investigate. It was a warning he’d conveniently forgotten. She wasn’t going to let him forget this one.

      Her fist thumped the screen and the hologram of the planet wobbled. The officers at the table jumped in their seats. Haggardy got up and backed away.

      “I’m chief security officer, and I’m telling you that planet isn’t safe. I can’t tell you why, and I can’t tell you when or where an attack might come from, but I know it will come, and I’m not giving the all clear. You might like to play fast and loose with the lives of two hundred people for the sake of a fat bonus and a regular supply of mythranil, but I sure as hell don’t.”

      As soon as the words were out of her mouth—before, even—she knew she’d gone too far. As she finished, she drew back from the screen. Everyone was still except Lee, who raised a nervous finger to her lips as her gaze flicked between Loba and Jas.

      Without taking his eyes from his security officer, Loba murmured, “Hologram, off.” The slowly spinning image disappeared and without its illumination, the room became dim. No one moved a muscle to switch on the lights.

      Loba was an addict. The whole crew knew. It was why no one was allowed to disturb him for six hours of the quiet shift, on threat of dismissal. It was why he dyed his hair white, to cover up the tell-tale crimson tinge. It was why he breathed quickly even when not exerting himself. In the silence his quiet panting was plain to hear.

      “Your judgment is clearly impaired, C.S.O. Harrington. For your own safety and the safety of this ship’s crew, you are confined to your cabin until further notice. Should you leave your cabin without permission, you will be placed in the brig for the remainder of the mission. I’ll consider your release if you pass a mental health assessment. Haggardy, accompany her.”

      The first mate rose to his feet and moved toward the door.

      Jas whirled on her heel, her fists clenched at her sides, looking for a single sign of support from the other officers. Officers whose lives she’d protected on every planet they’d visited that mission. None met her gaze but Lee, who only grimaced in sympathy.

      Haggardy was at the open door, waiting for her. There was nothing to do but leave. She stomped over and exited without another word to Loba or the rest of them. Haggardy struggled to keep up as she marched through the corridors to her cabin. What did it matter if she couldn’t tell them why the planet wasn’t safe? Didn’t her years of experience count for anything?

      But though Jas was furious, a stronger emotion overrode her anger: fear. In her eleven years in the job, she’d never been wrong when it came to sensing danger. And all her alarm bells were ringing.

      The first mate was the closest person to take out her frustration on. “Thanks for your support.”

      “Harrington,” replied Haggardy, “your case is weak, and we’re on a schedule. And you certainly didn’t do yourself any favors back there. You shouldn’t have lost your temper like that. Mentioning the master’s indulgences? Bad move.”

      Jas turned to him as they arrived at her cabin. “There’s something down there. I know there is,” she said quietly.

      “Been running the blood yourself?” was his reply as her cabin door closed.
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      Carl Lingiari wished for a storm. A super cell or a tornado, like the ones that swept the western New South Wales plains of his boyhood. Storms he’d grown up learning to dodge while crop dusting the family farm. Oh sure, he’d encountered a few. At the last planet but one—he never could remember those strings of Kepler numbers—the place he’d mentally dubbed Arse End of Hell, there’d been a beauty of a buster to dodge. He grinned as he remembered the RA team’s cheer when they made it back to the ship. Though the passenger cabin still smelled faintly of vomit, that had been the kind of ride that made piloting worthwhile.

      Not this ferry tripping. He took his feet down from his console and scanned the instrument panel. Descent was going smoothly. All readings were normal. They were nearly there. He thumbed the mic on his headset. “Touchdown in five.” The ‛five’ was drawn out as he fought to stifle a yawn. He thumbed his mic off and put up his feet again. The shuttle could just about fly itself. It did fly itself most of the time. He was like a parent holding a toddler’s reins: only there to stop the kid from doing something stupid.

      One day, Carl would pilot a starship. A starship like the Galathea. Massive starjump engines below, Raptor Xs to the rear, control and living quarters long, sleek and neat along the top. A handful of pulse cannons on the off chance they encountered a hostile space-faring life form. It hadn’t happened in the history human space travel, but you never knew. That was the kind of bird he’d fly.

      Carl wouldn’t be copilot, understudy, backup-in-case-of-disaster anymore. He wouldn’t be stuck doing the school run in a rustbucket while someone else got to commute in the latest model. He stretched his arms wide, put his hands behind his head, and closed his eyes.

      In his imagination, he was sitting at the control panel of the Galathea. His Polestar Corp uniform was clean, crease-free, and neatly buttoned to the neck. His pilot’s hat was on his head, set at just enough of an angle to make him look sneck. Wearing your hat while aboard ship wasn’t strictly required according to regulations, but he had the corporation’s image to consider.

      Yeah, he would fly that bird through space with style.

      A tall, shapely female figure appeared in his daydream. She moved to his side in the pilot’s seat on the Galathea’s bridge. Who was this? Could it be C.S.O. Harrington, in her tight-fitting combat suit? And what was she doing? She leaned down to whisper in his ear. She had to tell him something important and personal, something that couldn’t wait. As she leaned toward him, her breasts came so close to his face he could feel their warmth⁠—

      “Landing gear lowered.” The shuttle’s announcement sounded in the cabin, loud and formal. Krat. Drawn roughly back to reality, Carl’s feet landed on the floor with a thump. He checked the instruments again. No problems. Through the plexiglass window, he saw the planet’s surface rising rapidly. To one side, about five K from the landing site, was one of those hexagonal structures. The rest of the view was mostly ocean. The RA was to take place at a shoreline.

      The sun was coming up, and the RA team would have about five and a half hours before it set. The day promised to be uneventful for Carl, who would wait for the team to take their samples before he had to shuttle them back to the Galathea. He wasn’t allowed to leave the immediate vicinity of the shuttle in case there was an emergency and they had to make a quick getaway, but that wasn’t so bad on this planet. He didn’t think he’d ever been anywhere so boring. The shuttle touched down and rolled across the stony beach to a stop.

      “Prepare to disembark,” Carl said into his mic before pressing the switch to open the airlock. He removed his headset, undid his harness, got up, and pulled on a jacket. They were on a warmer landmass compared to some on the planet, but the temperature remained chilly. By the time he opened the cabin door, the RA team had left, and the passenger cabin was empty but for First Mate Haggardy, who was supervisor this trip. The team was sticking to the master’s orders to get a move on and gather their samples and data. Carl went between the rows of seats and out the airlock. He jumped off the ramp, landing roughly on loose pebbles. He staggered.

      As he straightened up, he saw that one of the RA team was lingering by the shoreline, her back to the others, who were retrieving their equipment from the hold and setting out to get their samples. Her shoulders were shaking.

      Carl went over and stood behind the woman, unsure what to do. He glanced back, but no one else seemed to have noticed her. Gently, he laid a hand on her shoulder. The woman jumped a little and turned to him, hastily wiping her eyes.

      “You okay?” Carl asked.

      “Yeah,” the woman replied. She looked at her feet. “It’s just...it isn’t how I imagined it would be. Space travel, I mean. I thought it would be exciting, adventurous, you know? But instead it’s...kinda...”

      “Boring, right? Is this your first mission?”

      “Yep. I signed up straight out of college. Everyone else on board seems to have friends already. People they know from previous trips.” She looked down again. “I don’t seem to fit in anywhere.”

      Now Carl remembered her. He’d seen her sitting by herself at meals. He’d thought that was what she liked to do, or he would have sat with her. Some people were loners. Was her name Pasha or Sasha? He couldn’t remember, and it would be embarrassing to ask. He had a feeling she was with geo-phys.

      “You fly the shuttle really well,” the woman said. “I hardly felt that landing.”

      “Huh, the shuttle just about flies...I mean, I trained for five years...to fly starships, and...” He faltered. “Looking forward to a good day...taking...rock samples?”

      She laughed. “I don’t take rock samples. I operate that.” She pointed to a large metal instrument another member of geo-phys was pulling out of the cargo hold. It looked like a device for torturing medium-sized, warm-blooded mammals. Like humans.

      “Right,” replied Carl, nodding, “I see. And that’s a...”

      “GPR. Ground Penetrating Radar.”

      “Hmm...” He rubbed his chin. “Thought I recognized it.”

      The woman laughed again. “You’re funny.” She paused a moment to look at the ocean, then back at Carl. She pulled on an earlobe. “After we get back, I don’t suppose...” She paused and looked away. “Do you want to meet up for dinner?”

      His eyes widened. “Sure, that’d be great.” But where? The ship’s refectory was the last place aboard for a potentially romantic dinner. “I tell you what, meet me in the shuttle bay when you’ve freshened up, and I’ll bring something special to eat.”

      Carl had been hoarding a care package his mother had sent him for the mission. She did it every time he went away. Now would be a good time to break into the tinned and packaged luxury foods.

      “Okay,” said the woman, smiling. “See you then.”

      Carl watched as Pasha or Sasha went to the other side of the shuttle to pick up her torture device. She wasn’t Harrington, but she seemed really nice and in need of a friend. Harrington was confined to quarters anyway. Personally, he thought the woman’s quick temper was sneck, but Loba didn’t agree. But Carl wasn’t going to pine over her. It wasn’t every day a Pasha or Sasha invited you on a date.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The day passed slowly for Carl due to the promise of a pleasant evening with the geo-phys scientist. He spent some of the time watching the RA team surveying and sampling the air, plants, water, rocks, sand, and dirt of the planet. He tried not to be too obvious about paying special attention to Pasha or Sasha, but then she and the rest of geo-phys went away over the sand dunes in the direction of the hexagonal structure. After Haggardy fell asleep in the passenger cabin—he hadn’t set foot outside the shuttle the entire time—Carl played the games he’d surreptitiously uploaded to the shuttle’s console while he waited for the RA team to return.

      As the sun began to set, PashaorSasha came back, walking with the rest of geo-phys as they returned from the alien structure. They’d been gone two or three hours, and Carl wondered what they had all been doing inside the building for so long. The team made their way down the beach dunes, and at the same time other RA members began to straggle back to the shuttle. The sampling session was over. Haggardy sat up and rubbed his eyes, before asking the team members vaguely how the session had gone.

      When everyone was aboard, Carl put on his headset and did a final passenger check. He closed the airlock, fastened his harness, and smiled to himself at the promise of an enjoyable dinner ahead.
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      Three days in her cabin hadn’t lessened Jas’s anger at Loba for putting his bonus before the crew’s safety, but it had evened it out somewhat. If she were to see him, she didn’t think she would throw him in a garbage airlock and press Purge right away. She might give him time for some last words first.

      She turned on the screen angled above her bunk. A menu of entertainment options appeared: vids, games, music, recorded fly-on-the-wall cam footage, and educational programs. You could watch or play almost anything aboard ship that you could on Earth. The crew of the Galathea also had access to mail and videos from home on their private comm systems, options that might have made being cooped up more bearable for Jas, but she had nothing in that vein. No family. No ties to Earth or Mars. At first, she’d thought that made her better off than most others aboard the prospecting ships on their long voyages in deep space. No one to miss and no one to miss her. But over the years, she’d realized that it made it worse. Unlike the rest of the crew, she didn’t look forward to the end of a mission. After a year or longer away from the closest thing she had to home, stepping off the ship with no one to meet her was hard.

      She blinked and shook her head. It was no good allowing depressing thoughts to take hold. That was what she hated most about being confined. It gave her time to brood. She needed to do something, anything. Her cabin was already spotless, and she’d arranged and rearranged her scant possessions countless times. Looking up at the screen, she could barely focus on it.

      Her door chimed. She raised herself on her elbows. Who was risking Loba’s wrath by fraternizing with her? Or was it the master himself? She’d told the few crew members she was friendly with to stay away for their own sakes. “Door, open.”

      Navigator Lee stood waiting. The petite officer was cringing slightly as she looked in.

      Jas turned off her screen and swung her legs off her bunk as she sat up. “Come in.”

      Lee checked from side to side along the corridor before entering the room. She relaxed a little as the door closed behind her.

      “Don’t want to be seen visiting me, huh?” said Jas. “Wouldn’t do much for your reputation, would it?”

      Lee looked taken aback. “Maybe I should go.” She half-turned.

      “Sorry,” Jas said. Why did she always push people away? “Don’t go. Come and sit down. I’m just stir crazy.”

      The navigator relented. She pulled out the chair tucked under Jas’s desk and sat down. She opened her mouth to speak, but Jas interrupted.

      “I’m glad you came. I wanted to thank you for sticking up for me in the mission room. It was brave of you, and I appreciate it. You were the only one who dared side with me against Loba. That took some guts.”

      The frown on Lee’s forehead faded a little. “Thanks, but I wouldn’t put it like that. I didn’t mind helping you out and all, but I meant what I said. You did save our lives back on 87593g. I’ve seen you work. You know what you’re doing, and if you say 67092d isn’t safe I believe you, even if you can’t say why. That’s what you’re paid for, right? To protect us from all those hostile life forms that’re out to get us. I mean, what’s your incentive for making shit up? What’s in it for you? Nothing, right? So if you’re saying we need to steer clear, I’m right there beside you. Don’t matter what Loba says. There’s more important things than money, you know?

      “I’ve read plenty about what can happen to RA teams,” Lee continued, “and seen plenty on the news.” She gave a shudder. “It ain’t safe down there. One of my cousin’s friends...or was it someone at his work?...anyway, he knew someone who was just petting a little alien creature for five minutes, and three days later he was dead. Radiation sickness. Wasn’t nothing they could do for him. And in another case I heard about, an animal just brushed up against a researcher and ran off. The woman didn’t think much of it, but the fur that touched her hand was coated in a poison that penetrated human skin. She lasted a week, and she contaminated a couple of others in her team before they knew about it.”

      Jas wondered how many more disaster stories Lee had.

      “And there was that attack I heard about a while ago,” continued Lee. “The ship’s security officer didn’t even LIV the site the RA team landed at. I heard no one survived. Did you hear about it too? I think they kept it quiet, you know? Didn’t want to scare folks? Now, what was that other one...?”

      “Yeah, well, like I said,” said Jas, standing. “I appreciate the support. Thanks for stopping by.” She was beginning to remember why she’d never been more than acquaintances with Navigator Lee.

      The navigator smoothed her cropped blonde hair, appearing not to notice Jas’s hint. “How have you been? It’s been three days now, right? Have you heard anything from the master? Any idea when he might let you out? I’d go crazy sitting in my cabin day after day with no one to talk to. I mean, what on Earth do you do? Do you have comm to the rest of the ship? Can you talk to people?”

      Jas sighed and sat down. “No, no contact with the rest of the ship. And you’re my first visitor. Loba said something about a mental health assessment, but I haven’t heard anything about that either.”

      “Well, if there is something terrible on that planet, at least it can’t get you while you’re up here. We’re safe here, right?” Lee’s eyebrows rose questioningly. When Jas didn’t answer, she said, “That’s what I think anyway. That’s why I never leave the ship.”

      “You never leave the ship? You’ve never been planetside? Ever?”

      The navigator pinched her lips together and shook her head. “The only planet surface I’ve ever been on is good ol’ Earth. You wouldn’t catch me down there. God only knows what might happen.”

      Jas took a moment to process this statement. “Then...what are you doing here? Why work on a prospecting ship? Why not stay home and get a nice, safe desk job on Earth?”

      Lee gave her a questioning look. “Uh, I’m a navigator? My daddy suggested it when I was choosing my degree, and he was right. It’s easy for me, and the pay’s good. As long as I never leave the ship, I can pretend to myself I only have to step through an airlock to be home.”

      Jas put her head in her hands. The only supporter she had among all the senior officers was paranoid. What did that say about her? Was she wrong about K. 67092d? Was she crazy too? After her years of service, was she beginning to crack?

      “Anyway, I don’t like all this talk of hostile aliens,” said Lee. “Let’s talk about something else. Have you watched Their Eyes in the Stars yet? I loved it. Couldn’t stop watching it. Had to watch the whole thing through. Took me eleven hours.”

      Jas’s door chime sounded again, and she exhaled with relief, but as she told the door to open, her relief changed to misery. If there was anyone she wanted to see less than Loba, and now Lee, it was the person waiting.

      Standing in her cabin entrance, clutching an interface to his chest and smiling a beatific smile, was Sparks. The medical officer was a renowned brown-noser who had clearly decided which section of the crew he favored and which he did not, based on unspoken and unspeakable factors.

      He was there for her mental health assessment. Sparks would be itching to have a hand in that.

      Lee jumped to her feet, her features confused. She reddened, no doubt embarrassed to be caught in Jas’s cabin, but she also seemed pleased to see Sparks. He was definitely glad to see her, if anything could be gleaned from the radiant expression on his face.

      “Navigator Lee, what a pleasure to observe you providing comfort to a friend in her hour of need.”

      The officer’s blush faded as she beamed. “I thought C.S.O. Harrington would be lonely in here all by herself.”

      Sparks’s already round eyes widened, and he nodded. “Of course, of course. That was very considerate of you. Do you mind if I join you both?”

      “I’m sure you’re here for an official reason, Dr. Sparks, so I’ll get out of your way,” said Lee.

      Jas almost regretted it as the navigator left them alone.

      “Do you mind if I sit here?” asked the doctor as the door closed behind Lee. He sat in the chair the navigator had vacated. Putting his device face down on the desk, Sparks turned to Jas, leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees, and steepled his fingers. His features assumed an earnest expression. “How have you been?”

      “Fine,” replied Jas.

      Sparks tilted his head and raised his eyebrows. “Have you been sleeping well? Any headaches? Appetite problems?”

      “Look, can we cut straight to the mental health check?”

      Sparks straightened up. “Hmpf. I’d prefer to do a preliminary general health assessment. It’s helpful in order to make an exact diagnosis.”

      “Is that what this is really about? You’ve got machines for the general stuff, haven’t you? I’m mentally sound, and I’d rather not sit through a load of BF.”

      Giving her an ‛I’m not angry, just disappointed’ look, the medical officer picked up his interface and handed it to Jas. “I think we have rather more to talk about than you imagine, Harrington, but if you’re refusing to cooperate...” He sighed. “It looks as though your outburst in the mission room was probably a symptom of a serious issue. But let’s see the results of the assessment before jumping to conclusions.”

      He pointed to the first question on the list. “This one is very important.”

      Jas read the question and scowled. “It’s illegal to ask if someone’s natural or modded.”

      “You’re right, and for very good reasons of course. But senior medical personnel can make an exception for clinical reasons. A person’s genetic status gives essential information about potential mental health issues and other conditions.” He spoke in a low tone. “And you can rest easy. Your answer is completely confidential.”

      The problem was, Jas didn’t know if her genes had been modified. Her parents had died in a colony disaster on Mars when she was a baby, and her records were destroyed at the same time. No one in the orphanage had bothered to have her tested, and as she grew up and witnessed the increasing discrimination against naturals, she’d decided against finding out for herself.

      She studied the question and looked up at Sparks, who was gazing at her. She didn’t believe a word of what he was saying. She thought he was digging about her genetic status so he could slot her into his ‛us’ and ‛them’ boxes, but if she didn’t pass as mentally fit, she might never get back on duty and find out what was on that planet—before it harmed the crew.
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      Retiring to his cabin after his duties were complete was almost Master Akabe Loba’s favorite time of day, excepting only what came after. He closed his cabin door, set his corridor-side panel to read Do Not Disturb and shrugged off his jacket, dropping it on the floor as he went to his closet. From the top shelf he took a cylindrical container. He popped off the lid and slid out a roll of very old paper, though it might have been another material such as parchment or vellum. Loba was no expert on such things. He sometimes wondered if he’d been duped into paying an exorbitant sum by the vendor, but it didn’t matter. If the document was fake, it was convincing to him, and he enjoyed the ancient feel and look of the thing. Most importantly, he had found it to be accurate.

      His ritual had been the same as far back as he could remember, though if the truth be told, his memory wasn’t as good as it had once been. He should cut down on his habit, he knew, but not today. He would start tomorrow, or next week, when they had cataloged this latest planet, and he could relax a little. Damn that Harrington for causing a delay. He found himself beginning to gasp, and he pushed the memory of the defiant security officer from his mind.

      Loba undid and dropped his pants. Stepping out of them, he took two paperweights from the table. One was a fist-sized iridescent crystal he’d picked up from the desert floor of a long-forgotten planet in the days when he’d been working his way up the ranks. The other was a long block of polished ebony: wood of a now-extinct Earth tree. Unfurling the document on the floor, he placed the crystal on one end, then unrolled the rest of the scroll to its full extent before securing the other end with the wooden block.

      Every day the same.

      Traced in faded ink on the sheet was the figure of a naked man. His arms and legs were outstretched, and his blank eyes were open. Wavy hair surrounded his head like a halo. The figure itself was unimportant to Loba; it was the lines that ran through his body, from his head and spine to his fingertips and toes, that were the focus of his interest. They were meridians: energy paths, where the greatest pain—and pleasure—could be felt.

      He ran a fingertip down a line that skirted the groin and followed through to the thigh and leg. It was the meridian he had used for yesterday’s dose. To achieve the greatest effect from his drug of choice, Loba had to apply the doses at each point along the meridians according to a strict rota. Yesterday’s dose had contacted a point at the left-hand side of his groin. Today, he would administer it fifteen centimeters below, in the thigh. Loba relied on memory alone for the order of the dosing points. If any record of his habit were found, it would be professional suicide. This was why he possessed only a physical document to guide him, a document that could be purged into space in less than a minute. Digital information was much more difficult to erase.

      Drug abuse had impacted Loba’s functional ability in many areas of his life, but in the matter of remembering the dose position order, his recall was excellent.

      He pressed an invisible button on the ebony paperweight. As the block of wood popped open, his breathing quickened. In the lead-lined center of the block was a clear glass vial of carmine liquid. Mythranil. Exquisite purveyor of bliss. Lying next to the vial were a set of fine, hollow needles. Loba could hear himself panting.

      Soon, soon.

      He removed the vial and a needle and went to the sterilization unit in his bathroom, where he placed the needle in the unit and let it sit for thirty seconds. His hand trembled as he retrieved it.

      Only a minute to wait.

      He sat on his bunk and removed the stopper from the vial. After inserting the needle in the liquid, he gently sucked at the other end, careful not to draw the mythranil into his mouth. Ingestion destroyed the active ingredients of the drug, and each drop was a week’s wages. He slipped the needle from his mouth and quickly placed his thumb over the hole to prevent the liquid from dripping out. Loba took a last look at the image of the spread-eagled man, lay down on his bunk and felt down from the sore spot on his groin to a point roughly fifteen centimeters below.

      Just a few seconds now.

      Joy suffused Loba as he thrust the needle home, grinning through the pain. His aim was true. He’d hit the meridian line spot on, and ecstasy flowed through him. All cares, worries, and concerns of reality melted away, and he sank into a blissful daze.
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        * * *

      

      Loba was in nirvana. He had achieved a state of perfection. He floated in infinity, where time and space were without end, and where his spirit poured forth and returned replenished, fulfilled, endless, and enduring in the void. Colors with no names whirled through his perception, and indescribable emotions washed over him in blissful waves, cleansing his soul, bathing his mind, washing his ego free of corrupting impurities. For an eternity, it seemed, he existed, each moment filled with limitless joy.

      A great bell sounded from behind him. What was this intrusion? Loba turned and tried to gaze into the abyss, but he couldn’t find the source of the sound. Again, it rang in his ears, discordant, breaking the serene flow of the universe. He grew confused. Where was the noise coming from? How had it entered the everlasting cosmos?

      A third time the bell rang, and Loba cried out as all creation began to disintegrate around him. The terrible noise of the bell was breaking everything apart. He had to find it. He had to stop its chiming before it was too late. He had to destroy it.

      Loba flailed in his bunk so hard he fell out and hit the floor with a thump. The shock and pain of his fall brought him somewhat back to reality, and he realized the sound he’d been hearing, which had intruded into his drug-induced state of euphoria, was his door chime. But it was too soon. Someone had disturbed him before the effects of mythranil had worn off.

      As if at the flick of a switch, Loba’s mood altered from befuddlement to black rage. He took a moment to figure out where each of his limbs were before rising to a crouch and staggering to his feet. Hands trembling and chest heaving, he snatched the meridian map from the floor and put it in his closet before shutting the door. He put the vial of mythranil and needle into the ebony box and snapped it closed.

      He staggered to his cabin door just as the chime sounded for the fourth time. Whoever it was, the idiot still hadn’t realized the grave mistake he was making. Loba turned on his video link to the corridor. A woman. A member of an RA team. He couldn’t remember her name. “Door, open.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he bellowed. “Are you blind or stupid? How dare you disturb me...” Loba tailed off. The woman was speaking at the same time as him, apparently unaffected by his anger.

      She repeated herself when he paused. “Master Loba, we found something on the planet surface you need to see urgently.”

      “What? Now? What the hell’s so important...?”

      “I can’t explain. You must come with me to the planet. You must come with me immediately.”

      “The hell I’m going to. I’m not going anywhere. Explain yourself. What is this about? What did you find there? Pah, I don’t care what it is. File a report like you’re supposed to and stop bothering me...” The world spun. He grabbed the door frame.

      “It’s very important,” the woman said. “Very valuable. You must come with me and see for yourself. There’s no other way.”

      What was wrong with her? Why wouldn’t she obey him? He was master. Loba clutched his head. Was this even real? Or was he still in a mythranil dream? His initial fury began to melt into bewilderment and confusion. Maybe he should go with the woman. If this was all part of his vision, he might return to bliss by doing what she said.

      He peered at her. Why hadn’t she reacted to his fury? He felt chilly, and with sudden horror, he realized he was standing there in his underwear. The woman hadn’t reacted to that either.

      Calm descended on Loba. None of it was real. He was still under the influence of mythranil. But it was strange. He’d never run like this before. Maybe he’d gotten the dosage or position wrong. He would just have to go with the flow, see the vision through, and then perhaps he would return to paradise for some time before he woke up.

      “Okay, I’ll come with you.”

      The woman seemed satisfied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Carl was in the middle of destroying the evil mastermind behind the invasion of Planet Zytron when someone rang his door chime.

      “Better hide, mate,” he said to a pale brown, furry creature that was clinging to an air vent with his feet and wing hooks. The animal looked like something between a bat and a sugar glider, and it had been Carl’s friend since childhood. Ship’s pets were strictly prohibited on any Polestar vessel, but Carl had always thought little Flux would never cause any harm, so it was no big deal if he smuggled him aboard.

      “Righto,” the creature replied, and flew across the room to an open cupboard. He went inside and a wing hook appeared, gripped the door edge, and pulled it nearly closed.

      Carl had gone to bed disappointed and hungry after PashaorSasha had failed to show for their date at the shuttle bay. Video games were poor compensation for female company, but he’d concluded that if something seemed too good to be true, it probably was, though he couldn’t understand why the woman would go to the trouble of inviting him on a date only to stand him up. Some people were weird.

      He frowned and checked the time. Who could it be at this hour? Had PashaorSasha had second thoughts? Or maybe she’d been delayed and come over to apologize for the no show? A small flame of hope flickered. He leapt up and put on his shirt.

      He stepped into his pants and, pulling them up, he hopped to the door. As he opened it, his heart sped up. It was the geo-phys scientist. “Hi, great to see you. What happened...?” His face fell. Master Loba was a short distance away in the corridor. “Sir,” he said, buttoning up his shirt, but the man didn’t reply. He looked out of it.

      “You have to take us planetside,” said PashaorSasha

      “What?” Carl’s fingers hesitated. “You want me to fly you down there right now?”

      “Yes. Immediately. The master must go to the planet, to the site we were at today. There’s something I have to show him.”

      “But that’s, that’s...” Carl scratched his scalp. Was it even daylight at that site right now? He didn’t know off the top of his head. He looked at the master again. Loba was leaning against the corridor wall, his white curls mussed up, and his eyes didn’t seem to be focusing too well. Carl had heard the rumors.

      He pushed his shirt into his pants slowly, buying time to think. It was all completely against protocol. Teams went down to the planet, not just two people, and it had to be for a legitimate reason. No tourist trips. Polestar didn’t fund deep space vacations. If geo-phys had found something, there was a process to follow. But this was Loba’s order, and the man was known for his vindictiveness. If Carl disobeyed without good reason, there would be serious consequences.

      Stepping into the corridor, he closed his door before going over to Loba. “Sir, is this right? You want me to take you planetside?”

      The master seemed to take a moment to realize that the pilot was there. He pushed himself off the wall and wavered as he stood upright. “Take us...me and her...” He pointed at PashaorSasha. “Now. Special assignment.”

      Carl’s frown melted away as everything became clear to him. PashaorSasha had stood him up because she’d had a better offer. The master of a starship, no less. And now she wanted him to take her and her new boyfriend on a drugged-out trip to an alien planet. Great.

      “Right. I get it. Fine, just fine.” What could he do but agree? He didn’t want to kiss his career goodbye. If he refused, it would mean no flying starships through deep space. No sneck uniform. No female crew members to impress.

      “Come on then,” he called over his shoulder as he strode away toward the shuttle deck. He knew he shouldn’t talk to the master like that, but the fool was too off his face to notice, probably.

      PashaorSasha and the master didn’t act like a couple who were hot for each other, Carl noticed as the two came with him and finally sat down in the shuttle’s passenger cabin, but maybe that was their kink. Maybe they were role-playing. His heart sank lower at the thought that he could have been the one pretending to be on ‛official business’ with PashaorSasha.

      Taking his pilot seat, he contacted the bridge. His request for clearance to fly was met with predictable confusion. Of course, the lust-sick master hadn’t informed them of his plans. Carl switched his mic to broadcast in the passenger cabin. “Sir, bridge requires your personal order. You’ll need to step into my cabin.”

      A few moments later, after fumbling with the door, Loba appeared, looking a little more alert and focused. Taking the spare headset Carl handed him, he spoke into the mic. “This is Master Loba. I...er...I authorize this trip, for...er...scientific reasons.” He blinked and looked at Carl as if he were recognizing him for the first time.

      After a small delay, the ‛clear’ signal flashed on Carl’s controls as he heard the spoken confirmation. Loba’s verbal order must have passed the security check. Myth clearly didn’t impact the voice much.

      The master’s hand was resting on the back of Carl’s flight seat. The man hesitated, as if he were about to speak, but he retreated to the passenger cabin.

      With more force than necessary, Carl flipped the take-off switches and input the previous day’s coordinates into the flight plan. Would it be night or day at the site by the time they touched down? He didn’t have any idea. Would it matter for what PashaorSasha and the master had planned?

      Carl thrust the clips of his harness home.
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      Loba’s head was clearing. Something was very, very wrong. The mythranil was wearing off. His run was coming to an end, and he hadn’t returned to bliss by following the woman. Her interruption of his vision, his requesting the copilot fly them to the surface, and their boarding the shuttle—none of it had been the effects of the drug. It had all been real.

      The shuttle had landed. Loba unfastened his belt and got up unsteadily before following the geo-phys scientist to the open air lock. An icy breeze hit him as he stood on the shuttle’s ramp in the pre-dawn light. He shivered. He wasn’t dressed for such weather. He was wearing only the uniform that he wore aboard ship. What the hell was he doing here? He hadn’t set foot on an alien planet in years.

      The woman was already walking away into the gloom. She was determined to show him something, but what? What could possibly be so important, so valuable, to drag your master from his bed and all the way to the mission planet?

      His first impulse was to order the scientist back, return to the warmth of the shuttle’s passenger cabin, and direct the copilot to fly them back to the ship, but he considered that might not be the best path of action. The trip was already unorthodox, outside of company regulations. He would face additional scrutiny from his officers if he aborted the expedition as soon as he arrived. They would be too cautious to say anything outright, but his behavior would be rich fodder for anyone who wanted to accuse him of incompetency.

      Secondly, his curiosity was piqued. Had the woman found something truly remarkable; something that really did deserve his scrutiny, and his scrutiny alone? Perhaps it was a find that would make him so rich he could buy enough mythranil to last a lifetime.

      He started after the scientist. She was heading over the dunes in the direction of one of those structures Harrington had been investigating. Those places she had been getting her panties in a twist over. Misborn. Her excessive caution had been a thorn in his side this whole mission. He wouldn’t hire her again, and he’d write an unfavorable reference if anyone asked. He hoped she’d failed the mental health assessment he’d ordered the doctor to give her. The report was due in the morning. If she passed, maybe he could persuade Sparks to tweak the results. The man was usually quick to pick up on hints.

      Loba caught up with the geo-phys woman. She didn’t speak as he fell into step beside her, seemingly intent on reaching the structure as quickly as possible.

      “What is it you’re going to show me?” he asked. “Is it a new mineral? Or something very rare? What’s important enough to bring me here?”

      When she didn’t answer, Loba’s temper rose. As always, coming down from mythranil left him fragile and moody. “I command you to tell me immediately.” He grabbed the woman’s shoulder and spun her round. She slipped on the sand and fell to her knees. Her expression unchanging, she rose to her feet.

      “You have to come with me,” she said, and went on. It was all she would say, no matter how much Loba quizzed her.

      They reached the structure. The pre-dawn glow faintly gilded the edges of the hexagonal blocks but didn’t penetrate the dark interior.

      The woman went inside, turning on a flashlight she had brought with her. Exasperated beyond words, Loba followed, brushing the wall with his fingertips as he entered. The material was glassy, smooth, and cold. The master shivered and hoped it was warmer inside.

      Within the room they’d entered was another opening. The woman immediately passed through it, and Loba followed. The next room was identical to the last, except the floor sloped downward. The woman quickly took the nearest doorway again, and again, and again. Loba could barely keep up as she led him deeper and deeper within the structure. Soon, he was completely lost. Sometimes only the beams from her flashlight told him where the woman had gone. He called out to her as they went, telling her to slow down, asking where they were going, how much farther they had to go, what they were going to
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