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  To Shauntel,

For convincing me that my weird little horror book was worth putting out into the world. 








  
  Content warnings


Dear Reader,  
This is a horror book, and it deals with a number of difficult and potentially disturbing subjects. If you’re familiar with my writing, it’s not significantly more graphic than my other books, but it does include a number of topics that could be triggering for some people to read, including: 
-ableism
-alcohol consumption
-alcoholism (mentioned)
-blood
-child grooming (mentioned)
-death
-drug use (mentioned)
-gore
-internalized ableism 
-mild body horror
-panic attacks
-physical/verbal/emotional abuse (mentioned)
-police violence (mentioned)
-PTSD
-suicidal ideation
-trauma
-violence
There are also plot points that deal with ablism and with dehumanization of people with illness, mental disorders, and trauma. 
If any of those topics are difficult for you, feel free to take it slow or skip this book altogether. Take care of yourself, friend! <3 
R.M.






  
  Chapter 1
Prologue


The shadows from the trees outside the dark room caused the brilliant white light from the small artificial candle to jump and sway oddly, frail and feeble. Cyril Robbesen glanced quickly around the room, trying to slow his pounding heart, then turned back to the message he was painstakingly copying out at his small worktable. From the rows of cots behind him, he could hear the harsh, laboured breathing of the sick. 
There were so many sick. That’s why he’d called back two days earlier to ask for assistance. He was only a general practitioner, accustomed to dealing with the normal injuries one saw on a resource planet—broken bones from falls in the mine, fever from bad air, scurvy if someone hadn’t been diligent in taking their vitamin rations.
But this…Whatever they’d unearthed from the latest mining operation was something entirely new.
It had only been three weeks, and already there were so many sick that the mine was struggling to function. The cots in the clinic had filled up, and more cots were lining the hallways. The afflicted all showed similar symptoms, but no matter what he tried, he couldn’t seem to find anything that would help.
It wasn’t unusual for something to go wrong on a new resource planet—for some odd zoonotic or atmospheric disease to run through a camp, leaving death in its wake. But he’d never seen something move quite as fast as this. And so, he’d called in with the desperate hope that someone, somewhere, would know more than he did. That he wouldn’t be doomed to watch his patients die one after another after another.
The shadows flickered again, and again, Cyril’s head jerked up. The wind outside had picked up, and it rattled eerily along the roof, knocking a thin piece of a broken-off eave against the walls of the clinic.
A week ago, he’d have already been home in his small, cozy hut, tucked into his cot, perhaps reading a novel on his comms pad. Maybe if he was feeling particularly diligent, he’d be going over the latest infectious disease reports.
Now, he didn’t dare leave the clinic for more than a couple of hours of stolen rest. 
At least they didn’t have to deal with ghosts. At least there was that. The mining corporation had thoroughly vetted the workers, and the planet was close enough from the Level that they could be sent here on a ship that travelled carefully just under the speed of light. The corporation had reason to be thorough; one person turning ghost could wipe out an entire colony, and he, as the doctor to the dying, would be the first killed. 
No, this wasn’t ghosts, thank God. 
This was something else.
Possibly, something worse. 
He rubbed his hands across his face, closing his eyes for just a moment. He was so tired. A week with no sleep would do that to someone, even with the amphetamine tablets, meant for use in emergencies only, that he was taking every few hours now.
He managed a small, rueful smile. Back in the Medical Academy, they would have been horrified. They would have sat him down and explained that taking amphetamine tablets for more than three days consecutively would put an unhealthy amount of strain on his body, affect his judgement. They’d have been exactly right. 
But in the Medical Academy, they’d never told him that sometimes, you took the chance on affected judgement, or you let your patients die.
Still, he would have much preferred to have the clarity of mind to be certain, without a doubt, that what he was about to do was the right thing. He would have much preferred to have at least one full night of sleep before making a decision that could mean the lives of everyone in the mining colony. But…
He glanced down at his half-drafted note, unease tightening his stomach.
He’d scrawled it out in his own messy handwriting on a sheet of paper—a quaint, old-fashioned type of communication, he would have thought once, back at home on the Level. Now, handwriting on paper was almost as natural as breathing. And above the handwritten note, halfway finished, the translation into the series of dots and dashes that would convey his message in spacer’s code.
“Rescind previous message stop. Do not send medical assistance until we have further information stop. Potential to put lives at risk stop. Send military backup stop.”
His head ached dully from exhaustion, and his hands were shaking a little as he copied the next word of the note into dots and dashes.
If he sent the message, he may well be condemning everyone here to death. Their only chance of survival was the assistance of some medical specialist who’d be able to find out how and why whatever they’d dug up out of the mines was affecting them and formulate a cure.
But…
His mind flashed back against his will to what he’d seen this morning at the gates of the settlement.
They’d had occurrences like that before, of course. But before, Cyril had always managed, somehow, to put it down to an accident. To make himself believe that it had been a wild animal, or a fall, or a drunken fight.
But this time…
With ruthless disregard for his feelings, his mind dredged up the sight of the bodies, laid out in a neat row in the jungle outside the town. The staring, horrified eyes, the vicious wounds across their heads or torsos, like something had torn them to pieces with blunt claws and then laid them out in a sick parody of mourning. 
He shivered again, then jumped as an especially strong gust of wind slammed the broken eave against the side of the building.
He’d have to fix that in the morning, he thought wearily, passing his hand across his eyes again.
Then he almost laughed. As if he would have the energy to repair anything in the morning.
The moment he sent this message, he would be dooming himself and his patients to death. With how fast the illness was spreading, the only possible chance to save the miners who’d fallen sick was a full medical team. 
But if he didn’t send it, he’d be dooming whoever came to help them as well. Because after this morning—after what he’d seen when he stepped out of the village gates—he’d realized that perhaps the sickness wasn’t the only thing they’d woken from the mine.
There was something else. Something much more terrifying. Something that was hunting them in the dark of the night.
The branches outside swayed, sending wild shadows dancing across the walls, and Cyril shuddered, turning back to his message resolutely. He wouldn’t tell the others what he’d done. It wouldn’t matter. The truth was, by the time help came, they’d probably already be dead. And he couldn’t bear to have even more deaths on his conscience.
He lifted his hand to the codex, searching for the next letter in the sequence. 
Again, there was the harsh, clanging rasp of the loose eave banging against the outside walls. He sighed. Perhaps it would be worth the fifteen minutes tomorrow to fix it.
And then, abruptly, he realized something else: the laboured breathing from the cots behind him had gone silent.
He glanced up instinctively.
The shadows were still moving restlessly on the wall in front of him. 
But outside … The wind was still.
It had been still, he realized, for a while.
The sound he’d been hearing hadn’t been a loose eave after all. 
Slowly, slowly, not wanting to do it, he turned around. 
It took him a moment, in the dim light, to make out what was standing behind him.
And then he screamed, a long, shrill, horrified sound that echoed against the close walls.
There was a thud. A quick spray of blood.
The scream choked off.
Cyril’s limp hand dropped back to the table, blood smearing across the letters of the unsent message and dripping down onto the floor.






  
  Chapter 2
Shine


The explosion rattled through Shine’s entire body, slamming his teeth together and vibrating through his bones. And then the shock wave hit, and he stumbled back against the wall of a nearby building as sirens wailed and people screamed, shattered glass raining down around him. He brought up his arms instinctively to shield his head from the knife-sharp shards, his mind still too dazed from the noise and the shock to do anything more. At last, when the ringing in his ears had faded enough that he could think, he tried tentatively to straighten.  
He sucked in a quick gasp of pain and glanced down. Then he swore under his breath. There was a long, ragged gash ripped through the canvas of his trousers, and while he could tell at a glance the cut wasn’t deep, he was bleeding like a gut-shot sailor. 
He pressed the heel of his hand against the wound, wincing, and looked around cautiously.
The street in front of him was chaos. The warehouse where he’d planted the bomb was ripped open like a tin can, the bundles of goods inside blackened and scattered across the street. 
Enough to remind the Level that it couldn’t afford to ignore the Ghost Army, make some wealthy merchants angry. But nobody killed. 
The warehouse had been unoccupied. He’d checked.
Recoil would laugh at him if he found out.
‘Shine. You’re just too damn good for this world, aren’t you? You think they care about the Stacks kids ripped to pieces by the damn ghosts they vent down here? You need to remember who you’re fighting, kid.’
Probably why, despite the years he’d spent as Recoil’s second, he wasn’t likely to advance any farther.
He pushed himself to his feet, leaning against the rough stone walls of the building. The street was chaotic enough that maybe, just maybe—
“Over there!” Through the crowd, he could see the dark grey uniforms of the peacekeepers, hear the strident voice of the captain, her arm raised to point in his direction.
He swore and pushed off the wall. He stumbled, still disoriented from the explosion, then caught his feet under him and took off at a run.
The peacekeepers were after him in a moment, those on foot shouting into their comms and the officers on zip-bikes converging on his position like a swarm of angry insects.
He glanced over his shoulder as he darted down the nearest alley, his feet sliding on a combination of shattered glass and his own blood. He allowed himself a grim smile as he pounded down the uneven cobblestones.
Wouldn’t they be happy to nab a member of the Ghost Army? It’d been almost a year if he remembered right. Recoil, whatever else you could say about him, was damn good at organizing.
He grabbed the side of a building to catch himself, half-staggering around another corner, then dived down another narrow alley and out into a main street. He glanced around quickly at the crowd of shoppers in the open-air market.
He wasn’t going to blend in, not dressed like he was—blood staining his shirt and trousers, carbon from the explosion smeared across his face—but he didn’t need to blend in. He just needed to get lost somewhere the bikes wouldn’t follow.
He slipped into the crowd, walking quickly and keeping his head down. Shoppers shot him scandalized glances, but no one said anything outright. 
Even Levellers knew when it was smart to keep their mouths shut. 
He heard the shouts and barked commands of the peacekeepers over the chatter of the crowd, but he kept his head down and kept walking. 
If the peacekeepers caught him, he’d be thrown in prison at best. More likely, he’d find himself on execution row after a few months of peacekeeper ‘questioning.’
Officially, they didn’t torture prisoners. But he’d heard stories from others who’d been to prison—stories about wardens who looked the other way during incidents and peacekeeper captains who sometimes ‘forgot’ to monitor their people in the questioning room. Ice had come back with a permanent limp, a broken leg that had been officially marked as an accident, while her trips to the medic kept being mysteriously cancelled until it healed so twisted that it would always pain her to walk on it.
He reached his destination—a small back alley near the edge of the shopping street—and slipped inside, wincing as he forced himself back into a sprint. Two sharp turns later, and he stumbled to a halt and sank back against the wall, closing his eyes. 
He swore quietly to himself under his breath, a long, blasphemous litany as he waited for the pain to subside. Sweat beaded under his hairline, itchy and uncomfortable, and he wasn’t sure whether it was from the exertion or from the pain of the stiffening cut on his leg and the bruises that were finally making themselves known. But…
He was quiet a moment, listening.
No, he was right. He’d lost them. 
He let out a short breath of relief, and then, gritting his teeth, he pushed himself off the wall and started his painful trek back towards the safehouse.
It wasn’t a house, really—just a makeshift shelter by the refuse bins of a tavern in the bad side of town. There was a flimsy tarpaulin roof that kept off the rain which, in Shine’s experience, was a good eighty percent of the Level’s weather, and a lockbox that usually had medicine and sometimes had food, depending on how long it had been since they’d managed to restock. 
He placed his thumb against the lockbox sensor and almost gagged at the smell as it opened. Someone had thrown in something that they’d apparently thought they’d be coming back for and hadn’t. Gingerly, he reached in, pulled out the mouldy offering, and tossed it across the way into the refuse bin. Then he fished around underneath it. 
The bandages on top had been stained by food leakage, but underneath he found a few clean ones, and, more importantly, a small bottle of painkillers. He measured out two tablets, swallowed them dry, and wrapped his leg as tightly as he dared. He wouldn’t be able to take care of it properly until he got back down to the Stacks, but it should keep him from losing too much blood in the meantime. And then he leaned back against the damp wall, his knees pulled up to his chest, and dropped his head wearily back.
Injured as he was and with the peacekeepers after him, he wouldn’t make it back to the Stacks until dark. May as well settle in to wait. At least he could close his eyes and not worry that something was watching him, waiting to rip him to pieces. 
But growing up in the Stacks meant you learned never to relax, never to let down your guard. And Shine couldn’t help the way his eyes flicked towards every hint of movement in the shadows, the way his muscles tensed, the way he was waiting, unconsciously, for a hint of the icy cold that seeped off ghosts like a fog. 
He forced his eyes closed and swore under his breath, a familiar sour anger thickening in his chest. 
Damn the Level and everyone on it. Damn the people up here who bought their own safety at the expense of the lives of everyone in the Stacks. 
The noise from outside was small but enough to make him jerk his head up, his hand going automatically for the small pistol hidden under his shirt.
The sound came closer, and Shine tensed. 
Then the tarp pulled back, and he was blinking up at a familiar handsome face with a rugged scruff of a beard and an old knife-scar along the left cheekbone. 
“Recoil?” he said blankly.
Recoil grinned and pushed the tarp all the way aside, stepping in. “Shine. Thought I’d find you here. Heard the party was a success.”
“Took the warehouse out, anyways,” Shine said cautiously. “What’re you doing up here?” His heart was beating faster, and he wasn’t sure whether it was relief or fear. 
He was never quite sure around Recoil. 
Recoil dropped down beside him and stretched his legs out comfortably. He had a familiar smell to him—sweat and cigarillo smoke and the musky aftershave he used. “Needed someone I could trust and someone who knew the Level. And, since I figured you were already up here…” He shrugged.
Shine glanced at him from the corner of his eye. “What happened?”
When Recoil turned to face him, there was an intensity to his expression that told Shine as clear as words that all his former nonchalance was completely feigned. “Have another job for you, Shine. You heard about that scientist that was on trial for treason?”  
Shine frowned. “The researcher?”
Recoil nodded. “They threw her in jail, and her last appeal was overruled two days ago. She’s got an execution date for this afternoon. I just found out about it—they’ve been keeping it quiet.”
“And?” A familiar unease was twisting through Shine’s stomach, strong enough to almost overpower the pain in his leg.
Recoil smiled—a shark’s smile. “Why waste a resource like that? Think about it. She must hate the Level as much as we do. She was thrown in prison because her work almost destroyed the population of an entire planet. Can you imagine what we could do with a biological weapon that powerful?”
“Recoil…”
Recoil shook his head impatiently. “Not saying we’re going to wipe out the Level. I’m just saying that having that kind of leverage could be useful.”
“So…”
Recoil’s grin widened. “So, you, my friend, are going to get it for us. I’ve got people up there now doing the set up. The execution’s in just over an hour.” He looked Shine over. “Get yourself cleaned up. I’ve got new clothes and a portable cleanser in here.” He patted the knapsack he’d brought. “Then get yourself over there. We’ll have an explosive already in place, and when she gets into the execution chamber, you’ll set it off to take out the power. There’s a plasma knife in the knapsack. Slap it on the plex, get it open, and drag her out in the confusion. You’ve got knockout gas in case she struggles.”
Shine stared at Recoil, his heart pounding harder than ever.
But…Recoil wasn’t wrong. The threat of a biological weapon that powerful would certainly make the government take notice. Maybe even force them into negotiations, finally. 
Our Lady knew they needed that. 
And hell, maybe that would mean no more bombs. No more being sent on these damned missions where he had to use every scrap of ingenuity he possessed to keep from killing people because Recoil didn’t give a damn who died on the Level. 
Maybe Recoil was right, and Shine was stupid for it. The Level certainly didn’t care about kids dying in the Stacks. 
He sighed. “I’ll do it.”
Recoil glanced down at his bloodstained bandages. “You going to be alright?” There was a hint of unaccustomed concern in his tone. 
Shine shook his head brusquely. “I’ll be fine.”
Recoil studied him for a moment. Then he nodded, pushing himself to his feet and patting Shine on the shoulder. “Good man.” He shrugged the knapsack off his shoulders and dropped it at Shine’s feet. “I’ll be getting everyone in position. Call me if anything unexpected comes up.” He paused, then crouched so he was looking into Shine’s eyes, his hand still on Shine’s shoulder. “I couldn’t do this without you, Shine. There’s a reason you’re my second.”
Shine forced himself not to look away, forced himself to meet Recoil’s eyes even though something about the dark intensity in them made his stomach do odd flips.
Recoil smiled—a small, grim smile—and squeezed Shine’s shoulder. “Good luck.”
He straightened and slipped out from under the tarp, and Shine sucked in a long breath, feeling like he hadn’t breathed in ages.
It didn’t take him long to shuck off his dirty clothes, run the portable cleanser across the worst of the grime on his body, rewrap his leg with fresh bandages, and pull on the clean clothes Recoil had brought. It helped that the painkiller had finally kicked in, which took the sharp lance of pain in his leg down to a dull, throbbing ache that was at least bearable. When he finished, he wrapped his dirty clothes in an old food wrapper which had been left there for the purpose and tossed them into the refuse bin. Then he straightened and, disguising his limp as best he could, started down the alley towards somewhere he could hire a transport.
By the time he reached the prison, its ugly grey walls looming over the neighbouring buildings, it was still an hour and a few minutes before the execution. Plenty of time for him to get into position, sweet-talk his way into where he needed to be. 
He shot the transport driver a charming smile and a tip, and when the woman smiled back, he gave her a wink that sent a flush to her cheeks. Then he made his nonchalant way towards the prison entrance.
Hypothetically, executions were open to the public. Hypothetically. 
In reality, like most things, access depended on how well you talked and how nicely you cleaned up. And thankfully, Shine did both very well indeed.
The woman at the reception desk was frowning over a sheet of papers. Shine leaned against the counter, smiling casually, until she looked up and noticed him.
“What are you doing here?” 
Shine shrugged, schooling his voice to a Level working-class accent. “Nothing too exciting. I’m supposed to cover the execution for the news packets.”
The woman frowned suspiciously. 
“I know it’s morbid, but”—Shine shrugged again—“it’s what the people want, and you’ve got to pay the bills somehow.” 
She was still frowning. 
Shine’s eyes caught on a small badge on the edge of her sleeve, and he grinned. “You watch the game last night?” 
Her eyes flicked up to him in surprise, and Shine laughed and held up a hand. “Saw your badge. The Riots played well, I thought.”
“Not too badly.” The woman’s voice was still a bit wary, but there was a hint more warmth to it than there had been. “I’ll tell you, that goal right before halftime—”
Shine whistled, shaking his head in admiration.
He hadn’t actually watched the game. He had no idea what it would be like to have the kind of free time to be able to sit down and watch a game for amusement. But Recoil always made them memorize the latest statistics for occasions like these, and Shine was nothing if not good at taking advantage.
By the time the woman at reception let him through, she and Shine were on a first name basis.
“Better you than me,” the woman said, stamping a holographic tag on Shine’s wrist comm. She shuddered. “Never liked watching executions, myself.”
Shine shook his head ruefully. “Wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have to. But…” He sighed. “Guess if I died, I’d want someone there to witness it.”
The woman chuckled. “God grant neither of us finds out firsthand.”
Shine grinned back and strolled through the gate as it clicked open, then waited patiently for the security scan. It didn’t pick up anything. He’d known it wouldn’t—Recoil wasn’t sloppy. 
His heart was pounding with a sort of tense excitement. The woman at reception likely didn’t have much of a chance of ending up on execution row, but there was probably a cell in there set aside specifically for Shine right now. Our Lady of the Ghosts knew he and Recoil both had been meticulous about keeping Shine’s identity quiet—there were few either on the Level or in the Stacks who knew either his face or his name, he’d never be able to do what he did otherwise—but everyone knew that Recoil had a second who the Level was desperate to put through to execution row. 
As he followed the guard through the corridors towards the execution chamber, he keyed in the code for the surveillance drone on his wrist comm, glancing down at the screen surreptitiously. 
Then he frowned. 
There was something happening in the courtyard. 
He tapped a quick command into the communicator, and the image zoomed in. It was grainy and difficult to see, but…He zoomed the image in farther and swore under his breath.
He fell back a little, letting the guard get ahead of him. When she turned a corner and he was momentarily out of her sight, he tapped quickly through to Recoil’s line. “Recoil!” he whispered. “Our mark’s in the courtyard. And there’s someone with her.”
“What?” Recoil’s voice came through almost instantly. “What the hell?” 
There were a few moments of silence, presumably as he accessed the vid feed Shine was sending through. 
Then he swore again, something hard and cold in his voice. “I know that man. You have no idea how dangerous he is. You’ve got to get her out of there—now.” 






  
  Chapter 3
Jem


Earlier

The loud buzz of the alarm from her timepiece made Jem jump. She looked up from her makeshift worktable, blinking owlishly and wincing as her muscles remembered how to straighten.  
Light was already seeping in through the high windows, illuminating the small, cramped room—her cot, the grey blanket dangling halfway off the bed, the hard stone floor, the small, cracked sink.
She’d been working all night. Again. 
She fought back a yawn and scrubbed a dirty hand across her face, then winced. She’d probably left a smudge, but there wasn’t a mirror she could look into to wipe it off. 
The thought shouldn’t send her into a panic. Normally, it wouldn’t. But today…
She sucked in a long, calming breath. No need to think about that just yet. She still had time.
A small pop from one of the device components on her worktable jerked her attention back. She swore under her breath and tweaked a wire. 
The popping stopped, and she breathed out a small sigh of relief. The technological aspect of this project had always been the weakest link, considering her relative skill with technology. Well, perhaps “skill” wasn’t the correct word.  
She gathered up the contraption and shoved it under the cot so the draping edge of the blanket covered it, then stepped back, studying the arrangement. 
Good enough, probably. Wouldn’t have to last long at any rate. 
She sighed ruefully, glancing around at the small, dingy room. 
It was a decidedly uninspiring sight. Which, honestly, was probably intentional. She hadn’t spent a lot of time in prisons—at least, not before the past few months—but her general impression had always been that they weren’t actually supposed to be comfortable.
If that was the goal, the prison designers had succeeded admirably.
Her cell was depressingly utilitarian—a cot, a bare wooden bench which was either meant to serve as a seat or a table or some supremely uncomfortable combination of both, and a sink and washbasin and necessary in the corner. Not even a door on the necessary to hide her from the view of the guards as she did her business, only a sort of low half-wall. But then, dangerous criminals like herself probably couldn’t be trusted alone. It made its own kind of sense, honestly, as much as she hated it.
And as depressing as it was, it really wasn’t that much more depressing than the faculty apartments she’d lived in before.
Well, except for the one obvious difference, which she was still trying not to think about too closely.
The alarm on her timepiece sounded again, and again she jumped, pulse spiking. 
Dammit. Dammit, she wasn’t ready for this…
She closed her eyes and breathed in, then out again. 
It wasn’t The Thing She Wasn’t Going To Think About that terrified her, although it probably should. 
She could deal with that. 
It was the fact that, if the time on her small, prison-approved timepiece was correct…in about one hour, a message would be sent out over the quantum-entangled messaging system to resource planet Z48—an entirely unremarkable planet, except for the fact that her parents lived there.
She could picture their faces—her father’s, lined and careworn, his hair gone grey over the years. Her mother’s, pinched with worry, the crow’s feet around her eyes thick and heavy, always more from worry than from smiling.
They hadn’t had a lot to smile about, she supposed, in the last few years. She’d seen them over the comms on the few, rare vid messages they were able to send, seen them growing older and more worn. Hell, she was growing older and more worn—she was coming up on forty. 
She hadn’t seen them in person since she’d left home at seventeen. They hadn’t come out for her graduation because she’d asked them not to; it was too long of a trip, too dangerous, the effects of faster-than-light travel on the cells of their bodies too inevitable and the repercussions too permanent. They hadn’t come out when she’d been hired on at the Medical Academy as the top virologist, and they hadn’t come out when she’d received her first scientific award.
They weren’t going to be here for her execution, either. They wouldn’t even receive word until the prison warden sent out the standard-form regretful message they sent to all families of executed prisoners. 
And it would crush them. 
She blew out a quick breath and glanced around her cell.
No one would see the device, probably, if they weren’t already looking for it. And they’d have no reason to look for it—she’d been a model prisoner. Just like she’d always been the model child in school, the model student in university, the model researcher. She’d learned early on how to sculpt an interested, attentive expression on her face while her mind was somewhere else.
Ghosts, so many ghosts, their shapes human, their eyes empty black pits. Their teeth sharp and bared, mouths open horribly wide, impossibly wide. Screaming. Screaming and screaming and screaming, everyone screaming except for her, because she was too afraid to scream…
She shook her head, yanking herself out of her memories with an effort. 
When she glanced down, there were goosebumps along her arms. 
She closed her eyes and drew in a long, steadying breath. 
“Jem.”
She jumped and scrambled quickly to her feet. “Yes?” She tried to make her voice as innocent as possible.
It was the guard they usually sent down with her meals—a middle-aged woman with a sharp face and kind eyes. “You’re to come with me. The prison director sent for you.”
Jem’s heart stuttered. “Do you…know why?” She tried to keep her voice casual.
No one could have noticed her preparations, she’d been so careful…but of course they could have. She wasn’t capable of being careful enough, she knew that, she’d always known that, that was the whole damn reason she was in here…
There was something like sympathy in the guard’s face. “I don’t, I’m sorry.”
Jem drooped in relief. If they’d discovered her plan, they’d surely have…Well, she didn’t know. Sounded an alarm or something? She wasn’t actually sure what the protocol was in this sort of situation. Probably something more urgent than this, at least. 
“Oh. Yes, thank you,” she mumbled. “Give me a minute to get my shoes on, I’ll be right there.”
She stole another surreptitious glance towards the set-up under her bed. She’d hooked it up to a timer, and it would go off in…She glanced at her timepiece.
Twenty-five minutes.
It shouldn’t actually hurt anyone. The bacteria she’d cultivated was dangerous in too-high concentrations, but it was also easily detectable. Around the time the first puff of infected spores was broadcast into the ancient venting system, she’d be walking out of her cell under guard. Within five minutes, the alarms would go off, and a few moments after that, the explosive. And in the chaos of getting everyone evacuated, she’d have her chance. 
No one should actually get hurt. 
But there was a niggling thing in the back of her brain that told her she would have done it anyway. Even if she hadn’t been sure.
It shouldn’t matter. These people were going to kill her. 
But…But the guard who’d come to fetch her was nice, dammit. It wasn’t exactly her fault that Jem was a dangerous criminal. 
Jem let the woman fasten on the handcuffs and collar and followed her through the multiple dreary layers of security out into the courtyard. Of course her meeting with the director wouldn’t take place in the visitor’s room—too many people there, and Jem hadn’t been locked alone in her cell long enough to forget what a high-profile execution she was going to make.
It made a gruesome sort of sense—she’d been high-profile before the sentencing, too. Not that she’d really taken the time to notice it.
She drew in a long breath as she stepped outside. 
Something about being scheduled to die made even the dirty, foggy air of the bad part of the Level taste sweet. The sun was dim, as usual, filtered through clouds, the air carrying the cool damp of recent rain. She hadn’t really expected anything different, although some greedy part of her wanted to properly see the sun just once more before she died.
The fog winding up her legs felt cloying, cold, ghostly fingers creeping over her skin. 
Ghosts looked human—that was the worst of it. Translucent as the omnipresent Level fog, yes, but they looked human. Like someone you could talk to. Someone who might hesitate when they saw they were hurting you. 
But they weren’t human. They’d been human, once, but whatever was human about them had died, and the only thing left was a vicious, brutal echo of trauma given form by cellular degeneration in the body that had created it. And it would kill and kill and kill until it was stopped because there was nothing human left in ghosts. 
She gritted her teeth. She was shaking again. 
She tried to still her hands. 
Ghost weren’t human, no. But she wasn’t entirely sure how much humanity was left in her at this point either.
For one brief, longing moment, she thought, perhaps, dying wouldn’t be so bad. At least then the memories would be gone. The threat of ghosts that lived in her head, always haunting at the edges of her consciousness, would die with her—or if it didn’t, at least she wouldn’t be alive to worry about it. 
Her parents’ faces flashed through her mind again. The lines of care and worry. The way her mother’s face would crumple when the message came through. 
She shoved the bleak longing back. 
No. She couldn’t die, not here. Not like this. Her plan would work—it had to. 
She deserved to die. Much as she hated it, she knew damn well she was too dangerous to be left alive. But here she was, making a plan to escape. Making a plan that might hurt innocent people just because she didn’t want to picture the look on her parents’ faces when the prison warden sent them word of her execution. 
The prison warden was waiting outside, impatience clear on his face. 
And with him—
She frowned. 
The man with him was someone she’d never seen before in her life. 
The newcomer looked slightly younger than she was—maybe mid-thirties—with curly brown hair, light brown skin, and thick glasses framing wide brown eyes. 
When he saw her, he smiled, a wide, genuine smile that, combined with the frank earnestness in his face, made him look even younger. “Thank you so much for taking the time to meet with me. I’ve heard so much about you.” There was no trace of irony to his tone despite the fact that the only other thing she would be doing right now was preparing for her own execution. 
She frowned at him cautiously.
The newcomer turned to the prison warden with a grateful expression. “Thank you. I was so worried I wouldn’t get here in time. Now…” He rummaged around in his pocket, frowning.
The prison director sighed. “You said you had an official document.”
The words were so unexpected, they wiped the whirl of her thoughts clear.
“I…I did…” The man’s frown deepened, and he reached into his other pocket. 
“An…official document?” Jem asked cautiously.
Her heart was pounding a little faster now, and she wasn’t sure whether it was from excitement or dread. An official document could mean anything—postponement of a sentence, an expedited sentence, a delay. 
“A pardon.” The prison warden’s voice was heavy with skepticism. “He says he has a pardon.”
Jem stared.
A pardon.
It was impossible. Her advocate had been working for months to get even a delay of the sentence with absolutely no luck.
The man glanced up quickly, a scowl of worry creasing his forehead. “It’s official, signed and everything. I just…” He turned back to rummaging in his pockets.
The warden glanced at his timepiece, making no effort to hide his impatience. “It would have to be very official for someone who’s been convicted of terrorism and attempted mass murder. I hope you haven’t…misplaced it somehow?” His voice was impressively dry.
The curly-haired young man’s eyebrows were drawn together in genuine distress. “I had it, right here, I swear!”
Jem clenched her teeth, her palms damp with sweat, something sick sitting in the pit of her stomach. 
The young man’s worried face broke into a smile, and he pulled a chip from his pocket. “Here you are.” He popped it into his wrist comm, and a grainy holoimage appeared.
The warden peered at it, frowning. “It says she’s been granted a temporary pardon on conditions. What are the conditions?”
“They’re laid out in the document. Just a moment, I’ll send it through to you.” 
Jem drew in a long breath. She felt almost too dizzy to stand, and the odd sickness in her stomach was still there, uncomfortable and queasy.
She should be thrilled. Instead, she felt like the ground she’d been standing on had been pulled out from under her feet.
A conditional pardon. Who knew what the conditions were? Probably something terrible.
But it hardly mattered. She already knew she wasn’t going to say no.

      ***Shine

Shine frowned, zooming the image in on the man who was standing beside a bedraggled looking Jem. He had curly brown hair, glasses, and wide, innocent eyes, and looked so harmless that he could have almost been a parody. “Him? That man is dangerous?” Shine couldn’t keep the incredulity out of his voice.
“You have no idea.” Recoil was speaking through his teeth. “You’ve got to get her before he does.”
Shine glanced around quickly—he hadn’t quite reached the corner the guard had turned, and she hadn’t yet turned to come back for him. Just for the moment, he was out of sight. 
He took a deep breath and slipped down a smaller side-corridor that led down a row of empty cells. 
He was going to die for this. The thought thrummed in his brain like a heartbeat. He was inside a damn Level prison, and he was one of the most wanted people on the Level, next to Recoil, and he was doing something incredibly stupid. 
But there was something about the tone under Recoil’s words that shot cold fear through Shine’s entire body. 
He’d never heard that flat, cold fury in Recoil’s voice before. And under it…there had been a touch of real fear.
He couldn’t remember ever hearing Recoil afraid. 
He pulled up a holomap of the prison to hover over his comm screen as he ran, trying to calculate out a path.
He just had to get to the courtyard. Once he was there, as long as they hadn’t raised the alarm yet, he could hit the controller and take out the power. Jem was still handcuffed, but the plasma knife should take care of that. And then…
Well, he’d just have to deal with the rest as it came up.
He reached the end of the hallway and turned down another. Behind him, he heard the guard’s footsteps retracing their path, the woman’s voice calling his name, but he ignored it. 
There was a locked security door at the end of the hallway, but he could see the code Recoil was typing through as he sprinted for it, the letters and numbers appearing one by one on the note hovering over his wrist comm. Shine slammed his palm against the lock, and as the security light over the door flashed from green to a warning yellow, he typed Recoil’s code into the holopad that appeared over the palm lock. 
For a moment, he wasn’t sure it would work. His breath was catching in his throat, ragged with panic. 
And then, slowly, the light faded from yellow to green. Shine shoved the door open and stepped into the dark of the deserted security antechamber. 
The security door on the other side led to the courtyard. 
He glanced down at his comm screen again. 
They were still talking. 
He vaulted the security barrier and sprinted across the open space towards the last door. 
Just a few more seconds. Let everything work out for just a few more seconds…

      ***Jem

There was a hand on Jem’s elbow, and she blinked her eyes open, startled.
The newcomer stood beside her, smiling awkwardly. “I am sorry for not being more organized.” 
“Who the hell are you?” 
She should probably have been polite, but she wasn’t sure she had enough brain function at the moment.
The man didn’t seem to mind. He just smiled at her in that open, friendly way he had. “I’m Puppy.” He didn’t sound even remotely embarrassed by his obvious Stacks name. “I’m a doctor. I’m putting together a medical team to help some of the remote resource planets. And since you are the eminent specialist in your field, I managed to get permission to delay the, um…any permanent decisions to see if you’d be willing to accompany us. I know it’s not glamorous, but I thought maybe…” He trailed off apologetically, as if he hadn’t just saved her life.
She blinked at him for a moment. “You…you know what I’m imprisoned for.”
He smiled again. “Yes, I heard about that. But I’m sure it wasn’t intentional.”
“It wasn’t intentional?” Her voice rose incredulously. “I was performing research I knew could be dangerous, I didn’t take proper precautions, and a terrorist group got a hold of my notes and created a biological weapon that they tried to use to wipe out the population of an entire established resource planet. What the hell does it matter whether or not it was intentional?”
She was reciting words almost verbatim from the advocate for the government at her trial, but she hardly cared.
As much as her own advocate had argued against it at the time, it hadn’t been inaccurate.
He leaned closer, his face sharp with sympathy. “I think it matters very much, Jem. We all make mistakes, but I think that you’re truly a good person. That’s why I asked for you specifically.” 
“Mistakes?” Her voice almost cracked on the word. “Is that what you call it when you enable a potential extinction event?”
His smile was still warm and sympathetic. “None of us are perfect.”
“The pardon came through, and it’s been checked.” The prison warden’s voice was grim. “Puppy, you will be completely responsible for her, correct?” 
“Of course,” said Puppy, beaming. He turned to Jem. “You can take time to think about it, of course. I’m sure the prison director won’t mind…” There was an utter sincerity in his voice that was equal parts darkly amusing and horrifying.
The director opened his mouth.
And then alarms began to wail from the direction of Jem’s cell, loud and strident, echoing across the small courtyard.
Dammit! How had she bloody forgotten that her stupid device was still set? 
“What the hell?” the prison director began, turning back to stare.
And then there was an explosion, shards of glass and fabricate fountaining up into the air above the courtyard, glittering like a deadly firework display.
Jem winced. 
“Thank God so many people were already outside,” Puppy said, looking around in concern. “I doubt they’d have evacuated in time otherwise.”
Jem swallowed hard and tried not to look guilty. 
She apparently hadn’t accounted for how long it would take for the ancient alarm system to kick in.
“I’ve got to go,” said the director grimly, turning back to them. “Jem, I’ll send the document through to a new temporary cell so you can study it, and I’ll put a delay on everything else to give you time to—”
Jem shook her head frantically. “No, no, I’ve considered it. I—I agree.” She managed what she hoped was an innocent smile. 
The director frowned. “You don’t want to see—”
“The alternative is that I’m executed, right?” she snapped. “Of course I’m sure.”
She wasn’t sure at all, to be honest. But the moment they started investigating the explosion and found that it had been her fault, her chance would be gone. Pardon or no, she’d probably never see the light of day again. 
“Your belongings—”
“There’s nothing there I need. Don’t worry about it.” She turned to Puppy and forced a smile. “Shall we go?” 
A guard stepped forward, glancing at the director for permission. Jem held her breath. But he just nodded, and a moment later, the cuffs slipped off Jem’s wrists, and the electric collar fell off her neck. 
She grabbed Puppy by the arm and half-dragged him towards the exit. 

      ***Shine

There was an explosion from the courtyard outside, muffled through the thick door. Recoil cursed viciously. “We’re too late. Get out, now!” 
Shine stumbled to a halt, leaning against the door, gasping for air. 
“Go!” Recoil hissed. “That wasn’t ours, but they’re damn well going to find ours when they look. Get the hell out while the guards are distracted, or you’ll damn well lose your chance.” He paused, then leaned in, and Shine could see his face over the cracked screen of the comm. “Follow them. Figure out where she’s going. Kidnap her if you can, and if you can’t…kill her. Whatever happens, whatever it takes—Puppy can’t have her.”






  
  Chapter 4
Jem


Jem stared dully at the amber liquid in front of her. 
The tavern around her was quiet; the dark, wretched sort of quiet of a place that people went when they were desperate to escape reality for a few short hours and were willing to pay any cost to dignity, relationships, wellbeing, or even, in a place like this, possibly their life, in order to do so.
It was…the kind of place that fit her current mood. But after a couple of swallows of the vile liquid they called alcohol here she hadn’t been able to bring herself to get completely soaked like she’d originally planned.
Ghosts danced in the periphery of her vision, like always—the small twinges of movement that were her own imagination, nothing more. The tension they brought with them, living deep in her muscles. 
She was alive. Alive and out of prison. She should be ridiculously grateful. Instead, she felt like she’d been standing on solid ground, and it had been cut out from under her, and now she was freefalling with no idea where the bottom was. 
If there was even half a chance getting drunk would help, she’d have put up with the foul taste of whatever was in her glass. But it wouldn’t. It would just make the unsettling feeling of a solid drop under her more disorienting.
“Hey.” 
She glanced up in time to see a man she’d never seen before slide into the

      ***
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