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Prologue


 


The shuttle’s hull failed to muffle the thunder,
and the two men in suits – one tailored, one off the rack – flinched at the
boom. The two corporate security grunts did not. Rain streaked the little
portholes, but Adams doubted there would be much to see anyway. Trees and
marsh, from what he’d read.


Trees, marsh, and a tower.


The secretary was muttering quietly with one of
the grunts at the back of the shuttle. The grunt’s cruel grey eyes flicked up
to his and Adams shivered. Then he disappeared into the cockpit.


The secretary resumed staring out of the porthole
across from him. He hadn’t even introduced himself by name, hence why Adams
chose to think of him as ‘the secretary’, though in reality he was the right
hand of the CEO. The man didn’t like Adams and Adams didn’t expect him to. He
wasn’t supposed to know about the tower, much less see it, but thanks to his
tenacity, he’d bought himself a one-way ticket to the top.


Blackmail, some might call it. The secretary in
his pristine suit was clearly one of them. He loosened a silk tie that probably
cost more than Adams’ quarterly salary and smirked momentarily to himself.
Adams avoided revisiting his feverish planning and crying and worrying.
Realising the gravity of his discovery and all the terrible things that might
now befall him had been overwhelmingly frightening, but he was through it now.
His contingencies ensured that the company could do nothing to him without
their secrets becoming secret no more. The CEO was undoubtedly smarter than he
was, but smarts weren’t everything. No amount of intelligence could counter a
solid contingency.


Yes, Adams thought, smirking too and hoping his
supervisor noticed, he was fine. Better than fine. He knew something that
probably only a few did, including this secretary sent forth from the hand of
the almighty to give him a personal tour of the tower. Something that,
even in this day and age, could get the CEO executed. Adams wasn’t going to be
the most popular of upper management, sure, but who cared?


Lightning flashed again, briefly allowing him a
vague impression of unending forest. He glanced up at the display above the
cockpit door and felt an excited lurch in his stomach. It showed under a minute
until arrival.


He would be shown the tower’s secrets and would
understand why the CEO was so interested in this perhaps literally God-forsaken
place, and then he would start making himself useful. No need to be
antagonistic. He’d used his discovery to give himself an advantage, but he
would prove that he deserved the position it led to. Soon, he would be
in charge of this project, answering directly to the CEO and changing the
course of human history! Probably. Presumably. This place must be something
special to be kept so secret.


The security grunt returned from the cockpit and
nodded to the secretary. As he did, Adams felt the shuttle slow. The wind
seemed to shake and jerk it more the slower it flew. And then the lights
switched to an eerie blue glow.


‘We can’t maintain this position,’ the pilot said
over the intercom.


The rear ramp clunked and whined to the ground.
Adams felt a presence beside him and was startled to see the second grunt.


‘We need to move quickly, sir,’ he said, holding
out a rebreather. ‘Planet’s hostile.’


Adams took the rebreather and headed to the ramp,
pressing it over his nose and mouth. It created a seal, and he immediately felt
claustrophobic. The other two men had already descended and were just slipping
out of the landing lights and through a dark-stone doorway. The tower.


The rain stung his face as the wind whipped it at
him through the open doorway. Wavelets had already started rolling up the ramp
and into the shuttle. Adams carefully descended and immediately felt the cold
water in his shoes. He tried to look around him, but to one side the rain hurt
his eyes and to the other it was simply too dark to see anything beyond the
landing lights, which themselves illuminated only black ground. The ramp ended
mere inches from the door, so he couldn’t even get a look up at the tower.


Though his exposure to the weather lasted only
seconds, he was glad to be out of it again as he stepped through the doorway
into the starkly lit entrance hall. He flapped the rain off his suit jacket as
elevator doors, subtly blended into the stone, slid open beside him. He looked
up to see the telltale white lab coat of a scientist.


‘Doctor Arish,’ the secretary greeted the man. ‘We
won’t take up much of your time. Mr Adams here would like a tour of the facility
and to view the specimens.’


‘Of course,’ Arish said, standing aside and
gesturing for them to enter the elevator. He kept his face blank, despite the
nerves he probably felt at the visit from management.


They all squeezed in. The doors closed and Adams
had barely a second to wonder if he’d glimpsed a sculpture against the wall.
Probably not, in an ancient tower turned science lab.


‘We currently have only one level complete,
regrettably,’ Arish said. ‘Which limits experimentation for the moment. But excavation
is ongoing, and we are still on schedule—’


The secretary waved away the assurances. ‘We
aren’t here for an inspection, Doctor. Adams has…taken an interest in the
project and needs to see it for himself.’


‘Of course. Things have been tense the last few
months, since…’ Adams noticed a sharp glance from the secretary. ‘…the change.’


‘Yes, I imagine so. We are eager to see your next
few reports as you get to the bottom of what caused that, Doctor.’


Arish nodded and cleared his throat. It suggested
that he didn’t expect to have an answer in his next few reports. Whatever the
‘change’ was, it was probably what had caught Adams’ attention. It had caused
an increase in interest in the tower, and in the funds funnelled quietly into
the place.


The elevator doors opened again to darkness,
dotted with bright white squares. Intrigued, Adams stepped out and the squares
became three-dimensional: rows upon rows of room-sized white cubes sitting on
the glistening cut-stone floor. There was something otherworldly about the
sight that went beyond literally being on another world.


The elevator doors quietly clunked closed behind
him and he finally tore his eyes from the cubes, gently effusing their light
that barely travelled an inch into the darkness. He half-expected to have been
dumped on Arish, but he was the only one not there.


‘The doctor…’


‘Is extremely busy. We’ll meet with him again
upstairs.’


Adams almost asked what he should do now, but
caught himself in time. He gave the orders now. He made the decisions. He was
there to understand the place he would soon be running, and that was what he
would do.


He turned back and started towards the nearest
cube.


‘This is where the specimens are kept? What about
the other levels you were talking about? What will they be used for?’


‘Actually, the next level down is already in use.’


‘Didn’t he say they were still excavating?’


‘They are, but they were forced to seal off that
level. But they took advantage of the situation and use it now for behavioural
study.’ Adams didn’t understand, and it must have shown on his face. The
secretary gestured to one of the cubes, whose nearest wall was missing. ‘I’ll
show you.’


They headed towards the cube, and Adams saw that
it was empty. He chose not to ask questions. Questions felt weak and reactionary
here. As they stepped up into the stark white space, he saw a square metre of
glass in the centre of the floor. A window through to the lower level.


Adams stepped up to the window, and the secretary
circled around to the opposite side. On the other side of the glass was nothing
but rock and darkness. He glanced quizzically at the man.


‘We must be careful, of course,’ the secretary
said, peering intently through and examining every visible bit of rock.


‘Of course,’ Adams said, as though he was in the
know. He realised that it only made him sound more stupid and ignorant, because
the secretary knew damn well he wasn’t.


A polished shoe even more expensive than the tie
tapped the floor beside the window. Muffled snapping sounds accompanied sparks
and flashes stretching several metres down into the narrow abyss. A fine mesh
covered the rock. What was the point of electrifying it?


‘You weren’t careful,’ one of the grunts said,
closer to his ear than he would have liked.


‘I beg your par—’


Arms grabbed both of his and held him roughly in
place.


The glass hinged open towards the supervisor, who
hadn’t taken his eyes off the darkness below.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Adams
demanded.


‘Giving you the tour. This is the only way to the
next level since it was sealed.’


The grunts forced him forward. He instinctively
tried to yank his arms from their grasp, but they were too strong. He tried to
push away with his legs, but they were taller than he was and simply lifted him
a couple of inches so that his feet had no purchase.


‘Anything happens to me and you’re all done!’ he
shouted, desperately trying to get the words out before they threw him through
the opening or his throat closed up with fear.


‘No.’


They tried to force him through, but he put his
feet on either side and pushed back. The struggle lasted a few seconds before
one of the hands left his arm and a fist smacked into his cheek. The blow dazed
him and he didn’t have the chance to do anything when they both simultaneously
kicked his legs together, and then threw him bodily forward. He banged into the
glass hatch, cracking his head on it and his hip on the edge of the opening.
And with a sickening lurch in his stomach and immediate breathlessness, he was
free-falling. He tried to make a grab for the edge, but he’d already fallen too
far. His wrist hit the rock, followed by his elbow cracking against it with a
flash of red and white pain. His thrashing caused him to bounce painfully off
the walls a few times like a pinball, and then the brutal, unforgiving stone
floor was under him.


An involuntary scream erupted from his mouth as
agony shot through every limb, every atom. It echoed back at him from two sides
and away from him on the other two.


He tried to cradle his broken leg in broken arms
and hands, but the attempts only hurt more. Through hot tears, he looked back
up at the square of light casting a silvery glow barely enough to see the bones
protruding through his flesh. Two of the heads looking down at him withdrew.


Adams pushed himself backwards along the floor
with his working leg until his back touched the tunnel wall. No, it
squelched against the wall. The pain battled for priority with a growing
dread and sinking awareness as he reached a misshapen arm backwards to touch
the wall. His bare skin touched a thick, slimy layer over the stone. At least
it felt soft, he thought, as a dangerous sense of peace and indifference began
to settle over his mind.


He leaned back and stared into the pool of faint
light under the shaft. Thoughts ceased to float through his mind, as though
carried away by the blood dribbling from his wounds, but a sense of failure and
injustice grasped his labouring heart. His contingencies hadn’t even made them
hesitate.


A few minutes passed, he guessed, before he heard
a sound. Someone was approaching through the tunnel. Quietly. Secretly. To save
him? To finish him off? Probably that one. They’d thought the drop would kill
him, and now they had to do it themselves. He didn’t have the strength or the
sense to try to get away.


Which of them would be his executioner, he vaguely
wondered as the faint sliding sound drew closer and became wet footsteps. Not
the secretary. He wouldn’t get his manicured hands dirty. Nor would he risk the
suit or shoes in this slime.


The footsteps stopped, and he could make out a
figure peering at him from the gloom.


He didn’t have the energy to call out, but when
his killer leaned forward for a better look, the face that appeared in the
silver light elicited a grim, manic laugh from his split lips.


 


The storm raged on. Actually, the secretary
reminded himself, this didn’t count as raging on this planet.


He checked his comm. The shuttle was on its way
back again. What a waste of time this had all been. He should be at home with a
scotch and a steak, not in this place. Such an absurd round-trip to shove one
rat down a shaft when a bullet or a car accident would have sufficed. But if
he’d tried to say no to the CEO, he’d be down there with Adams right now.


The elevator doors closed, and he heard it
descend. His other bodyguard. So Adams was gone already. At least Arish would
have additional data from this. He doubted they’d tried many human sacrifices
before. Unlike the previous inhabitants of the tower. He shivered.


‘What is that?’ Arish asked one of the control
room operators.


She tapped at a screen and shared a nervous glance
with him.


‘Something wrong, Doctor?’ the secretary asked.


Arish had said nothing, but he would have seen the
alert that the glass hatch had opened. Sensors down in the tunnels would have
told him a new inhabitant had arrived. He hadn’t made eye contact since.


‘We’re getting a spike in activity,’ he said,
leaning closer to the screens. ‘We haven’t seen this kind of increase since…’


Arish’s eyes locked with his. The Event. His heart
fluttered for a moment, but he took a deep breath and calmed himself. It wasn’t
happening again. It couldn’t be. That had been dealt with halfway across the
galaxy. This was something else.


‘It’s an even bigger spike, sir,’ the operator
said. ‘This kind of activity—’


The control panels lit up with flashing lights.
The control room itself began to flash orange.


‘Quarantine alert,’ the tower’s computer
announced. ‘Quarantine alert. All personnel report to your quarters. Full
quarantine is now in effect. Electrical grids online.’


As the message repeated, Arish’s face became
ghostly pale in the orange light. The secretary followed his eyes and saw the
tower’s power usage. It was at least five times what it had been when he’d
first stepped out of the elevator and idly watched the screens.


‘This is too much,’ the operator said. ‘Even with
the storm powering us, the tower can’t keep up this output!’


‘What the hell is going on?’ the secretary
demanded.


The elevator doors opened. It wasn’t his bodyguard
who looked back at him. The elevator interior was so black that it seemed to
absorb light, yet the flashing alert light glinted on a shining face staring
out of the pitch. Adams.


His eyes reflected the orange flashing perfectly,
giving him a crazed, menacing visage as he stared into the secretary’s eyes and
opened his mouth.


‘Thank you for the tour.’



Medical Frigate Ruby Rose,

The Divide,

Year 2343


 


Victoria ran through the checklists one final
time. Her kit included everything she would need to keep herself alive and safe
first and foremost. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have a chance to use any of the
rest of it on the survivors of whatever this emergency was. Resuscitate, stop
bleeding, mend broken bones, cure most poisons, venoms, and toxins… They were
prepared for everything and nothing. That big grey ball they were hurtling
towards was an alien world, with alien biology, an alien atmosphere, and alien
dangers.


But that was what the crew of the Ruby Rose was
for. The medical frigate was operated by a cross-species social good
organisation that her captain said was single-handedly keeping alive the
ancient term ‘hippy’. They sailed the outer reaches of known space, on the
divide of everything and nothing, where intrepid explorers tried to unearth the
mysteries of the least explored parts of the galaxy or sometimes even pushed
the boundaries of the star charts. These people, as demonstrated by their need
to do it all themselves instead of waiting for machines, were mainly thrill
seekers and treasure hunters. As such, they often got themselves into trouble.
The Ruby Rose kept an ear pricked for their SOS calls.


The intercom fuzzed. ‘Five minutes. Nav says the
weather’s too bad down there. You know what that means.’ It fuzzed again.


Yeah. It meant they’d launch regardless. It meant
she had to strap in. She grabbed her pack and helmet, kissed her puppy’s damp
nose through the cage, and rushed out of her quarters. Just disappearing
through the door at the end of the corridor was one of their two security
grunts, Sotir. Or Black, as he’d be known from now until the end of the
mission. There was no telling who any of the people they came across were, so
use of names was restricted.


Victoria – Silver – followed through the door,
pulling on her helmet. The drop pod wasn’t big, there only for when the Ruby
Rose couldn’t touch down. Black was strapping himself into one of the free
harnesses on the wall. Grey, Orange, Pink, and Red were already strapped in,
the last with her eyes squeezed tight before the turbulence had even begun.
Grunt number two, tough as nails so long as bumpy air wasn’t involved. Victoria
smiled and fastened her pack to the floor in front of a free harness before
starting to strap herself in. The door opened again and Blueish sauntered in.
He gave everyone his lopsided, toothy grin but said nothing.


The door clunked as the locks engaged and the drop
pod was isolated for the event that the Ruby Rose had to abandon her landing
and eject them instead. Which was exactly what was about to happen if nav
didn’t like the weather. Blueish pulled his last strap tight as artificial
gravity turned off. Red groaned. Pink double-checked all of his straps, as
usual. Their helmets snapped back against the magnetic plates to prevent severe
whiplash, almost causing it in the process. Victoria felt the restraint band
across her forehead tighten, holding her head fast against the thick padding in
the back of her helmet. A bite guard rose in front of her and pushed between
her teeth.


Then the first round of turbulence. It was normal.
Familiar. This was what it felt like entering the atmosphere of most planets
that had one. Her bones vibrated, and she stopped being able to tell if her
heart rate was increasing or if it was the air trying to keep them away.


And then they were through. All was still and
smooth again. She imagined the little dot of the Ruby Rose sailing downwards, suspended
by a thread of glittering vapour between the black, starry expanse above and
the writhing storm clouds below. It was the kind of imagery that drew her to
employ her vocation among the stars instead of some drab city somewhere. She’d
been hooked by the astroline and shipping companies’ cinematic employment
commercials, only not in the way they’d hoped.


With a clunk, Victoria felt a brief rumble and
then smooth sailing again, and she knew they had been ejected above the clouds.
There was time to hear, muffled by his helmet, the wet parting of Pink’s lips
and, ‘I think—’, before the turbulence renewed. But worse. It felt like
something hit them from the side. Then the other side. Then all sides. It came
with roaring and crashing, hissing, creaking, booming. The drop pod was being
pelted by hailstones, slammed by gale-force winds, and struck by lightning. The
thunder that shook the hull was distinguishable from the rest of the turbulence
by its strength. The lights flickered and pulsed. Even through that hull and
her helmet, Victoria’s ears begged for the assault to end. Her teeth vibrated,
and she was glad for the bite guard for perhaps the first time. Her stomach
pushed hard against her ribs. Her bones shook now, and she wasn’t sure she
would even realise it if one of those lightning strikes made it inside and hit
her.


Across from Victoria, her shaking eyes made out
Blueish grimacing and staring towards the intercom. The red light showed that
it was active. Someone was trying to say something to them, but the noise was
deafening and she hadn’t turned on her suit’s comms yet.


Then a sharp jolt, different from everything else.
Wrong. Victoria’s stomach flung itself against her side and she felt like they
were spinning violently. It didn’t last long before there was another jolt and
a boom. That wasn’t thunder. That had been something against the bottom of the
ship. She didn’t have time to wonder what before the next jolt and boom.


And then it felt like her entire body threw itself
against the front of her suit, trying to break through the harness, and despite
that and her head restraint, it still felt as though her brain slammed against
her skull and she crashed into a cold black sea.


She sank. Silently. Peacefully. Deeper and deeper.
Time passed. Or it didn’t. And in the endless black, a whisper.


‘You shouldn’t have come.’




Abandoned Alliance Station,

Neutral Space,

Four Days Before the Murder


 


It was more merciless this time. For a while, he
had dreamed of a smile. A derived sense of happiness and contentment and
companionship to which he had no hope of ever putting words.


Now he dreamed of a desert.


The grains of blood stained his face and hands
with every step he took. Surrounded by confused adults and children, he watched
their arms on the ends of strings, swinging weapons of black light. They
knocked on their eyes from the inside and cried out. And he shot them. He wore
a white Stetson and he shot them all down while chewing a cigarillo.


When they were all dead, the galaxy cheered and
applauded him and gave him a tin star that said ‘Hero’. He gave a speech, but
no words came out and everyone walked away. Then it was just him, alone in the
desert with a mule that didn’t like to be laughed at.


Hero to a galaxy he couldn’t face. He was tiny and
the desert was too big. Impossibly big. Frighteningly big.


Travis Archer was already on his feet and reaching
for his pistol when he realised he was awake. He shook uncontrollably and sweat
ran down his cheeks and chest. Maybe he could tell Juni he had some kind of
fever. But she wasn’t there. Again.


Probably just as well. A fever wouldn’t explain
the flood of tears. A fever wouldn’t explain a grown man dropping to his knees
and sobbing into his pillow. But at least she couldn’t see the ghosts that
watched him in silent judgement.


 


*


 


Archer padded along the quiet corridor, the
rhythmic slap of his bare feet the only sound. His team had taken quarters on
the top deck of the station, where only they were permitted. No matter the time
of day or night, it was almost always silent. The starry scene outside the
windows never changed, but during designated day hours, the quiet felt eerie.
Except when the twins decided to blast music through the entire deck. Now, it
was two in the morning and the same quiet, the same stillness, was peaceful.


The officers’ bar, as the Navy had called it
before it ever saw any crew, was lit only by night-time courtesy lighting. It
was more comfortable than the others on the station, with its cushy chairs
around glass tables and its bots waiting for the first sign of an empty cognac
glass to clear away. As always, it too was still. But it wasn’t empty tonight.


Archer went behind the bar and opened one of the
fridges. A cold bottle of beer felt right for the middle of the night. A bottle
of beer was more of an ‘I’m contemplative’ statement than an ‘I have a problem’
one. He closed the door, and the synthesiser hummed for a few seconds while it
replaced the bottle.


Jay Miller had come to the same conclusion, only
his bottle was still full to the neck, like he hadn’t taken even a sip. Like
he’d embarked upon some unaided contemplation. The condensation on the bottle
had all run off and pooled around the bottom. He’d been there for a while.


The Shadow, Miller’s ship, was away on a simple
mission to help keep the lights on. Miller hadn’t felt like going with them,
and in a team like theirs, the ranks didn’t mean much. Faust could sit in the
big chair and call himself the captain for a few days.


Archer sat opposite him, acutely aware of the
unfathomable reaches of the nothingness outside the window beside them. ‘Good
taste in brand,’ he said, gesturing his bottle to the flat grey label on
Miller’s that read, ‘#6 Beer’.


‘Their slogan suckered me in: “Tastes like beer”.’


‘“Because you’re nobody’s number one either”.’


They huffed out laughs that, like the jokes, were
tired and went on too long. But they weren’t fooling themselves or each other.


Miller went back to staring out of the window.
Archer’s mind reached out and pushed the condensation in a tiny rolling wave
from around his friend’s bottle to the edge of the table so it wouldn’t drip
when he finally lifted it. But that was as far as he reached. He’d learned
quickly that he didn’t like looking into people’s minds any more than they did.
It felt creepy, slimy. A violation.


‘You know who I keep thinking about?’ Miller said,
his eyes still fixed on what had to be a random star, as though it held whomever
he was thinking about. ‘That slave.’


Archer drank. He let the cold bubbles gently fizz
around his tongue.


‘Isn’t that stupid? The entire galaxy, maybe even
the universe, was almost wiped out by a force far beyond us, beyond
comprehension, and saved by its exact opposite, and all I can think of
is one woman I once saw for a few seconds. What happened to her when half the
galaxy went feral? If she survived, did she go right back to being a slave
waiting to be sold? Why didn’t I help her? I could have.’ He jabbed his finger
in a random direction that may have been hers. ‘Her, I could have
helped.’


‘Could you?’ Miller didn’t answer. He knew only
too well how the slavers operated. How the explosive implants ensured that even
the Talrath, in whose space he had encountered this particular woman, could not
take them down. It was sickeningly easy. ‘Launch an assault on slavers, do you
end more lives than you save?’


‘That’s what they rely on.’


Archer nodded. It was a conversation had millions
of times between millions of citizens, police, politicians, mercenaries, and
anyone else who cared or could profit from finding a solution. And it was only
parallel to the point. He drank.


‘How’s the Krathan?’


Archer had become immune to that method of
irritating him. Perhaps not Miller’s multitude of others, but that one. ‘Same
as always.’


‘Sure?’


‘Nope. That’s the point.’ He drank. ‘I don’t think
she’s sticking around.’ A weight pulled painfully on his heart when he admitted
that aloud.


Miller finally turned from the window, his
expression one of either pity or brain-freeze. ‘Has she said something? No, of
course not. Have you…’ He tapped his head.


‘No. She’s been sleeping in the observatory.’


‘Maybe she likes the stars.’


‘Or one of the lounges, or the unused sick bay, or
in the Phoenix.’


‘Oh.’


‘Or in one of the empty quarters, or the bottom
bar. More and more frequently.’


Miller took a sip of his tepid beer. ‘Have you
tried, hear me out, talking to her? An admittedly frightening proposition, but
at least then you’d know.’


‘But then I’d know. And there wouldn’t be any
chance that I’m wrong.’


They both drank. ‘Only ever seems to be the bad
that lingers. Never the good.’


‘Yeah. You’re still here.’ Archer clinked his
bottle against Miller’s.





Six Minutes After the Murder


 


Had there been any eyes on the Star Wraith, they
would have seen nothing much of note. A sleek, shark-like form gracefully
gliding through the void, visible only thanks to the darkly glowing green veins
across its hull. Silent, as things tended to be in space. Peaceful.


Inside, things were different. The skeleton crew
assigned to the Wraith didn’t know how to react. How to feel. They were ready
for plenty that space could throw at them: pirates, first contact, even outbreak
of war… But they were woefully under-prepared for an attack from the inside.
Especially one like this.


Red lights flashed throughout the corridors. They
were at full alert, a state reserved for battle or other imminent danger to the
ship. The sirens had ceased wailing and in the following quiet, things felt a
lot eerier to the crew. They were used to ships, used to the unique quiet of
space, but knowing a murderer was among them, stronger, faster, more powerful
than them, changed everything. Every creak, every clunk, beep or buzz, every
shadow in the corner of the eye could be the prelude to their end.


Panic wasn’t the word. These were US Navy crewmen.
They didn’t panic. But they would concede, if asked, that their level of
concern was significantly heightened and, spread out across the ship and
isolated as many of them were, that they felt it tactically advantageous to
make their way through the corridors with their backs firmly against the walls.


But no. It wasn’t necessary, was it? They knew
where the killer was going. That was why so many of them were headed there too.
Their XO, the Krathan, had ordered it. The hangar. He was trying to escape.


There had been something in her tone. In the way
she told them to get there. It had sounded like she wanted the crewmen to get
there before her own team. It was all too personal. She was a killer too,
scuttlebutt said; maybe she could detach herself. But the others in that team
couldn’t. They’d be taking it hard.


They couldn’t be trusted.



Marshlands,

The Nameless Planet


 


Her head had never felt heavier. Her face was hot
and her nose and eyes felt swollen.


That was all she could comprehend for a minute.


Then some thought began to seep into her mind. She
had to wake up. Get up. She was…late? No. Despite the thoughts, her body didn’t
have the energy to take the advice and wake up. She continued to lie there
listening to the…what was that? Rain? Wind? Blood. That was her blood rushing
through her ears, pulsing with her heartbeat. That shouldn’t be happening.


The strangeness of the sensations and sounds and
vague knowledge began to coalesce and rouse her towards wakefulness. With it
came some memory of a ship, a mission, a storm. Awareness of things pressing
against the front of her body. A notion that, although all she wanted to do was
go back to sleep, it was the last thing she should do. The sounds of…well, she
still couldn’t identify the sounds beyond her own veins.


Victoria opened her eyes. They refused to explain
what they were taking in. Black, grey, and silver. She closed them again.


The things pressing against her were straps. She
was still strapped in for entry into the atmosphere. That thread connected to a
violent descent, which led to the absence of any current movement. She wasn’t
being jerked about, gently rocked, or even vibrated by engines. They were on
the ground. Had they landed? Crashed?


Victoria opened her eyes. The black was the
rubberised floor. She blinked heavily. The grey was mud. She closed one eye.
The silver was light. Moonlight, glinting off water and the mud.


She breathed deeply and her suit responded with a
burst of oxygen-enriched air that helped wake her up.


Raising her head allowed the roar of blood in her
ears to finally subside. It was replaced with more roaring. Wind and rain.
Distant thunder. Her suit was picking it up and reporting it through the
internal speakers. The entire section that their restraints were built into
must have partially detached from the wall. That was why she was hanging
forward at an almost ninety-degree angle.


She realised that the silvery light was shifting
not because of clouds in the sky or even trees outside, but because the water
was flowing. As her mind finally found its way to full awareness, she noticed
that the silver was dancing all around her. Forcing her head forward gave her
just enough of a view to see why. The entire back section of the drop pod was
missing, open to the outside. And a waterfall was surging down from the top of
the ragged opening. The silvery light of the moon, almost full and looking
directly into the drop pod, glinted off the falling water and danced coldly
around the walls.


Now that she was fully conscious, she felt
confident enough that she could unfasten the straps and get moving. With her
weight against them, they didn’t want to come undone, but a bit of shifting and
bouncing got it done and she dropped a metre.


It shouldn’t have been a metre. And she shouldn’t
have immediately lost balance, fallen, and rolled and slid in the mud to the
far end of the drop pod. But when her back hit the wall, the position of the
moon through the torn opening and the pressure of the straps all made sense.
The pod was both tilted sideways and raised towards the sky at about forty
degrees.


Lighting forked silently across the moon, briefly
linking two clouds. She didn’t have long before one of those clouds blocked out
the moonlight and she’d have a harder time working out what had happened.


Victoria carefully climbed to her feet. The angle
wasn’t so bad that her boots didn’t grip the floor, but she moved carefully to
ensure the mud didn’t cause her too much trouble.


Halfway up the pod, the thunder rumbled. The roar
of the rain became louder, audible through her helmet without the aid of
speakers. She guessed the storm was only getting started. Perhaps passing
through it had screwed the drop pod’s navigation, and they still crashed after
making it out. Only to be in the path of the worst of it all over again.


She decided that in a situation like this, the
best thing to do was put the things to worry about into a queue and worry about
them one at a time. Take everything step by step. She could clearly see that no
one else was in the pod with her, so there was no immediate worry about helping
the crew. Apparently, there had been no immediate worry about helping her, she
tried and failed not to think.


Next step: see where she was and determine the
situation. That would inform the next worry.


One foot slipped out from under her and her knee
hit the floor, but she managed to keep herself from sliding back down. She
shuffled the rest of the way to the jagged lip of the pod on one knee.


More lightning split the dark, hazy sky in half as
Victoria carefully rose back to her feet. Then into thirds.


She had to lean forward to push her visor through
the little waterfall and get an unobscured view. The dizzying feeling of being
on a cliff edge while the water flowed over the glass and made everything wavy
and dreamlike made no sense, but she bent her knees in an attempt to stop
herself falling regardless.


And then the water cleared, and she was faced with
more darkness. There was no fire around the drop pod, no flashlights to
pinpoint her crewmates, no rescue party. She reminded herself that they
were the rescue party.


Despite the moonlight finding gaps in the
gathering clouds and shimmering on the rainwater, everything outside was grey
and black. That moonlight would soon be gone, swallowed by the coming storm, so
she ignored the cold of the water sucking the heat from her neck and tried to
pick out as much of her surroundings as she could. The ground seemed to be
mostly mud. Tall trees blocked her view from anything else that might be
straight ahead or to the sides.


She leaned out a little further, risking her
balance. There was the rest of the drop pod only a few metres away, seemingly
empty. There wasn’t enough of it for the shadows to hide her crew, so she
guessed they must be elsewhere. Again she chose not to wonder why they were
elsewhere while she was not.


Lightning flashed twice in quick succession. It
showed her that everything was so dark because of the colouration of the trees
themselves, perhaps entirely black. It showed her that the Ruby Rose was not
still attached to either half of the pod. They had been ejected as she’d
thought and the ship would be back in orbit now.


It illuminated something else, in the distance.
Her eyes had flicked about so fast to try to make the most of the flash that
she wasn’t sure what that last, distant thing had been. But it was big enough
to rise above the tree line. She searched her memory for a good image of it,
but all she could pick out was that it was smaller than a small mountain and
bigger than a big tree.


Finally, she remembered the flashlight mounted to
her helmet, but it didn’t turn on. Smashed in the crash, probably. She decided
it would be unwise to reach up to feel for broken glass.


The best thing to do would be to stay put and wait
for the next flash, determine what she’d seen and whether it helped her in any
way, and go from there. Step by step.


While she waited, she cast her still-hazy mind
back over what had happened before she lost consciousness, looking for anything
her memory might like to point out to her. There was. Just as the turbulence
was getting bad, she’d seen the intercom’s red light. Someone had been trying
to talk to them. That reminded her of the first thing she should have done:
turn on her suit comms.


Trying not to waste her oxygen with a sigh, she
tapped at the controls on her wrist.


‘This is Silver,’ she said, her voice thin. She
needed water. ‘Where is everyone?’


Her vision blurred as a big raindrop splatted on
her visor. Then one on her shoulder. The storm had found her.


‘This is Silver. Respond.’


Nothing. No static, no broken voices. If the storm
was interfering with the signal, she should still hear something, even if it
was only crackling and hissing. But there was only silence from her helmet
speakers.


The big sky flashed and a thin, jagged line traced
from the clouds to the tip of the thing she was waiting to see. A tower. A
tower almost as cruel and jagged as the lightning. It was narrow and several
times the height of the trees around it. And it was only about half a kilometre
away.


She put the tower and her torn drop pod together
just as the thunder erupted in her ears. It was like ten explosions and lasted
nearly as many seconds. The helmet automatically reduced the volume of the feed
from outside her suit, but it didn’t save her ears. The horrendous cacophony
shook her mind and made the world turn. Had she not previously braced against
the irrational sensation of being on a cliff edge, she would have fallen.


The sound eventually subsided. If that thunder
still wasn’t upon her, she didn’t want to be outside when the storm truly
arrived.


As though to confirm how right she was, another
spear of lightning fired at the ground, this time hitting a tree with such
power that Victoria saw the shower of sparks and instantaneously flaming bark
fly dozens of feet into the air.


Her sense of unease was overridden by a rising
dread in the pit of her stomach. This storm was far worse than she’d imagined,
and she was wearing a hell of a lot more metal than she would have liked. She
had to get to that tower. The problem was that all the forks of lightning she
had seen so far were in exactly that direction.


She dropped carefully out of the torn drop pod and
into the mud. It was deeper than she expected and she fell awkwardly, the mud
keeping hold of her boots and ankles. But no damage was done, and she pulled
herself free of the thick muck and was away.


And then she was running. Hard. She would have
liked for it to have been fast and hard, but the suit wasn’t designed for speed.
But her boots pounded through the sodden, bristly grass and scrub harder than
they ever had and that would have to be enough. The temperature controlled suit
struggled to combat the intense heat she was generating.


Another searing bolt of lightning ahead, and
another to her left. She felt a grip on the back of her head: the age-old
instinct that told her something was behind her, chasing her. Like some
primordial predator moving in on its prey, the storm had her scent and it was
coming, fast.


The thunder ripped apart the air and she could
have sworn she could feel its shockwave wash over her. The mind-splitting noise
of it spun her vision, spun her. She bounced painfully off a tree and
fell into the insipid mire the rain was creating among the tree roots. It
pulled at her, tried to drag her under, but with deep, gasping breaths that she
was sure was going to empty her oxygen reserves, she pulled herself into a
crouch, grasping a thick, slimy root.


Panic took hold. Victoria had no idea which way she’d
been running. She could make out no footprints in the black sludge covering the
solid ground she’d had her feet on mere seconds ago. Had she rolled? Had the
tree she hit turned her around? Had the thunder? She had no time to stop and
think; every second she wasted, the storm moved closer. The moon was gone.


She reclaimed her hand from the disgusting layer
of mucus-like sludge that not only covered the ground and the tree trunk, but
had begun to creep over her glove like over-eager mould on month-old fruit. Her
only choice was to trust that she had fallen too quickly to have turned much.
She darted straight forward and resumed running.


Five streaks of lightning, the crack of splitting
wood. Victoria stopped moving and squeezed her eyes tightly shut as though it
would keep out the sound. The thunder mercifully didn’t seem any louder this
time, but it still induced a childish sense of terror and almost elicited an
instinctual scream of frightened defiance. Then it faded. It felt like it took
her breath with it, but she opened her eyes and pushed forward.


In the relative quiet between the thunder, the fat
raindrops sounded like falling bricks. Her slapping, sucking footfalls made do
as their own SOS for anyone who cared to be listening out. A sudden whine in
her ears was almost as terrifying as the thunder. More so. This was
inside her helmet.


‘Hello?’ she called, breathlessly. ‘Who is that?
This is Silver.’


There was no response. The signal whined on, its
tone shifting deeper, smoothly transitioning into something higher, and then
back again without any clear pattern.


‘I’m from the medical frigate Ruby Rose, answering
a distress call from somewhere near here. I need help getting to the nearby
tower before the storm hits.’


The indifferent whine changed tone a few more
times and then subsided and gave way to renewed silence from comms.


Sheet lightning flashed, and Victoria looked up in
time to see the promise of salvation. She had been right to trust. She glimpsed
the tower looming through the spidery, increasingly bare canopy. With only a
small correction to the right, she would run directly into it. She did her best
to speed up, though she was probably only putting more effort into the same
pace.


There was no telling which would reach the tower
first: her or the storm. The rain was coming down harder than before and its
angle, when what little cold moonlight there still was allowed her to glimpse
it, made her feel like the world had turned on its side. She could feel the
pressure of the wind. The microphones on the outside of her helmet had detected
it blowing into them and lowered the volume to a whispered hiss. But she was
only a couple more minutes from the tower.


The storm answered her silent pleas for it to be
slower than her by spitting lightning into a tree barely twenty metres ahead.
The area around it glowed orange with the flames of the upper branches as the
stark white died. Her body tried to simultaneously stop and push forward as her
instinct to stay away from the danger conflicted with her instinct to keep
running for safety. She stumbled, but the desire for shelter won and she
pressed on.


Her mind had taken note of the lightning on the
tree even through the panic. It broke off some branches and set fire to a few
others, but the trunk was unharmed. The black film seemed to provide it
powerful insulation. Then, as glowing splinters of wood fell into the marshy
space between trees, her brain corrected itself. That marsh had glowed for a
fraction of a second as the lightning hit. The mucus was not only insulating
the tree but conducting the lightning and dispersing it into the ground and the
water. If she had been much closer, she would have felt that a lot more than
she felt the concussive force of the almost simultaneous thunder.


There was nothing she could do to reduce the risk
except move as fast as she could and get out of the marsh.


The tower was close enough that she could see it
now without the lightning, lurking in darkness. It idly watched her, waiting to
see if she was fried by the powerful lightning. Uncaring either way.


The wind was so strong now that it picked up
groundwater and threw it against her visor, pushing back at her attempts to
force through it. Lightning struck again and again, the thunder booming
instantly and constantly, becoming more like the roar of some world-eating
leviathan, its voice alone enough to crack the planet. It was all-consuming and
Victoria could barely focus on her goal, on keeping her legs moving, as though
the noise was short-circuiting her brain.


She didn’t dare try to look at how close the
rapid-fire lightning strikes were. She could see their flashes and then the
orange glow of burning branches in her peripheral, and that put the lethal
streams of electricity far too close for comfort. But the tower was right
there, its glistening walls close enough now that she could see their texture.


Another twenty seconds. But there was no door on
this side! The panic felt worse as it renewed, replaced as it almost had been
by false hope. She veered right, praying the door wouldn’t be all the way on
the other side.


She was clear of the trees now, and the mire
between them. The clearing around the base of the tower was firmer, collected
less of the rainwater. But it meant she was the best choice for the lightning.


With her senses so overwhelmed, she almost didn’t
notice the glow, but there it was, faintly illuminating dark grass just around
the curve of the tower wall. It had to be the entrance!


It was. A few more strides brought a short pole
into view, a dull yellow glow emitting from the top. Then a second, a metre
apart. They marked either side of the entrance to the tower.


A searing bolt of blue-white burnt itself into her
retinas. Victoria skidded and slipped as she stopped herself short of the
impact, throwing up her hands in front of her face as though they would deflect
the electricity. The lightning remained connected to the light-pole for a good
few seconds, and through squinted eyes and her splayed fingers held out in
defence against the might of nature, Victoria saw the air around it catch fire.
Smoke and flames seemed to emerge from nothing around the seething tendril, and
when it finally vanished, they lingered a while longer before dissipating.


Sure that she would be next the lightning rod,
Victoria darted at the doorway and threw herself through into the shadows.


 


Silence hummed.


In the darkness, she could have been home,
standing in her bedroom and waiting for her eyes to adjust so the faint glow
from the clock could help her safely to bed. She hadn’t been home for two
years. She could almost hear Mom and Dad laughing at their late night comedy
shows downstairs. Maybe her brother, James, was visiting too, watching
something in bed across the hall.


The brief moment of half memory, half imagination
soothed Victoria a little before the stark white flash outside the doorway. She
immediately braced herself for the planet-cracking booms, but when they came,
they were muffled, as though tens of miles away. Perhaps the builders of this
tower were used to these storms. Whatever technology or architectural wizardry
kept the sound at bay, she was glad for it.


Finally, she remembered her emergency flares.
Those would have been helpful running through the trees, but she’d been too
panicked and rushed to think of it. She fished one out. It was pyrotechnic,
without electronics to be damaged by EMP, which meant it wouldn’t last long.


She pulled off the cap and struck it. With
spitting and sizzling, hot red light flooded the area. A hideous face glared
down at her and she gasped and recoiled. It didn’t move. The deep shadows in
every nook and cranny caused the stone face, already on the edge of the flare’s
reach, to look perhaps more evil and intimidating than its sculptor intended.
It sent a chill along Victoria’s spine.


Perhaps it was her heart rate beginning to slow
again and the sweat on her skin cooling, or the severe grey-blue stone shining
in the unnatural red light, but she felt cold. Eerily cold, if that was a
thing. Like the few times she’d walked into a morgue.


The light showed her that the entrance hall of the
tower was small and empty aside from the statue regarding her from the
flickering shadows. She hadn’t expected a receptionist sitting behind a desk,
but was there no one to meet her and ask her why she was there? Why was the
entrance open if there was no one to stop trespassers? She supposed they could
be thousands of miles from any other signs of civilisation. This could be the
only inhabited part of the entire planet. Not much need for a ‘Keep Out’ sign,
then. Alternatively, everyone could be occupied with whatever emergency was her
reason for being on the planet. And it was probably safe to assume this was
where the SOS signal originated.


The walls and floor all had grooves and curved
lines engraved into them in no pattern she knew. She wasn’t qualified to
determine if they were important-looking or decorative, but she decided it
wasn’t language. There was too much of it, yet too little variation.


There was nothing else but walls and floor. And
steps. Steps in the corner, past the stone observer, disappearing into a walled
stairway spiralling to the next floor, about six metres above her head.
Victoria wasn’t sure how a tower that looked so wide on the outside could have
an interior entrance hall so much smaller. Were the walls that thick for
protection against the powerful lightning or was there something inside them? An
elevator would make sense, but there were no obvious doors.


Whatever the case, she needed to climb those
stairs and find her crew, the emergency, the tower’s inhabitants or, ideally,
all of the above. Succumbing to the urge to move quietly in the still, dark
space, she moved towards the steps.


But the statue didn’t want her there. It was a
stupid thought, but that was exactly what it felt like as the flare’s light
crept over the stone and revealed more of the grotesque, four-metre-tall
creature. Now that she could see it in its entirety, it raised the hackles of
her fight or flight instinct. It was clearly only stone, yet it made her want
to turn and leave. No, not turn. She couldn’t turn her back to this thing.


The statue had seemed familiar in form when she
could see only a vague, anthropoid face. But as it stalked into the light, it
became something else. A forehead and four narrow eyes that, individually,
could almost be human slid, melted into something akin to two elephant
trunks, twisting like gnarled branches around and behind its bulbous torso.
From this, six flabby tentacles quested outward, the entire surface of each
covered alternately with barbed suckers and deep, trypophobia-inducing
orifices. The tentacles were so well realised that they looked as though
someone had frozen a real creature. Its eyes, though blank stone, glared
angrily, hungrily, primally at her, equally beckoning her to come nearer and
telling her to flee.


Everything about the thing felt wrong. Its eyes,
though narrow, were slightly too large and deep, the tentacles were just a bit
too long, the torso was too heavy-looking for something that seemed like it
could easily run down any prey it wanted. It was uncannily real looking,
despite being alike nothing she thought could exist. It was perfectly sculpted
from a single block of stone, yet her brain wanted to see it as multiple
statues pieced together, such was its bizarre and abhorrent appearance.


Her skin crawled. This was not for her eyes. Who
sculpted it and why? It sat there like an eldritch deity, threatening to twist
her mind if she continued to dare gaze upon it, yet to reach out and crush her
if she were fool enough to look away.


Victoria squeezed her fist tight until it stung a
little, to remind herself that she was in the real world, not a horror story.
It was only a creepy statue, made eerier by the unnatural light of the flare.
She was an adult, and too intelligent to be frozen to the spot by arty stone.


In defiance of the watcher’s predatory gaze, she
pushed forward, towards the steps. One of the tentacles partially blocked the
way, and she turned sideways – facing the statue, of course – to sidle past it.
The barb protruding from a sucker on the end of the still yet writhing tentacle
threatened to slice her suit, but she carefully slid by unharmed. Despite her
resolution that the unsettling nature of the thing was all in her mind, she
continued to face it as she put her back to the wall and started up the steps
sideways.


Some quality of the stone around her, Victoria
assumed, caused the lightning flashes to seem more subdued, softer. Several
flashes followed her up the stairs, and some childlike part of her brain
believed the statue had shifted position every time one came. Bit by bit, the
sinister creature melted back into shadow until somehow only the face remained.
And then, with a smirk, that too slipped into darkness.


No. It didn’t smirk. It was a statue. Victoria
rolled her eyes and quietly tutted at herself.


Nothing changed as she ascended. The spiralling
steps remained the same stone, the silence remained unbroken, the darkness
remained oppressive around the never-ending corner.


She felt stupid at that, too. It was hardly
never-ending; she’d barely gone up far enough to rise above the high ceiling of
the entrance hall. It was the nerves, caused by the abnormal situation, the
dark, the silence, the isolation. All of the things that humans were programmed
to be nervous about. She was used to abnormal situations in her work, but
usually she wasn’t alone. Alone, her mind filled the darkness with all manner
of creatures, primarily whatever that statue was. It was that thing that
frightened people more than anything else: the unknown.


The steps finally brought her to a new floor.
Despite the tapering shape of the tower, this floor was bigger than downstairs.
In the crimson darkness, she saw bare tables and benches, like a mess hall.
Victoria assumed that was what it was, and her flare illuminating a food
synthesiser as she moved a little further in confirmed it. The benches and
tables were the size that she would expect to see on any human ship or
anthropoid section of a space station, so she could pretty safely presume that
whoever it was built for was anthropoid. That gave her a bit of a head-start on
working out how to begin treating any sick or wounded she encountered.


Her flare’s light briefly reflected a neon glint.
She turned quickly back to find it again. There it was. The red stripe painted
all the way around a tan canvas satchel with the letters ‘RR’ stencilled on the
front. It was Red’s satchel, which she filled with whatever black market
military and police equipment she thought she might need to keep the team safe.


It sat on the fringes of Victoria’s hot circle of
light, alone and out of place.


No blood or damage visible on it. Good. Placed
against the wall, not thrown. Good. Separated from its owner. Bad. In a silent,
so far deserted tower with no other signs of the team. Bad.


There was no point taking anything from the
satchel. Even if there was danger around, Victoria didn’t know how to fire a
gun, throw a grenade, set up an electric perimeter like she’d seen Red do once
before. Nothing in there would help her. And, her logical mind finally reminded
her, there was no sign of danger anyway. It was the unknown, that was all. Only
the unknown.


If the satchel was here, then so was whoever set
it down. She turned and continued up the stairs, a little faster this time. The
effort made her breathing heavier. Louder. She considered calling out, but she
wasn’t sure she’d hear an answer.


Her legs were beginning to burn when she finally
saw the flat of the next floor. She was so out of breath by that point that she
didn’t have the air to scream when a shape so starkly white that even the flare
couldn’t turn it completely red rounded the corner in front of her, like a
ghost straight out of her childhood nightmares. Her instinctual attempt to get
away from it caused her to lose her balance and tip backward, down the stairs.
But a hand grabbed her wrist and stopped her falling.


Victoria followed the hand to a white sleeve and
along to a white lab coat, containing what appeared to be a human man. Not a
ghost. A scientist. He pulled her back upright. Where others might have stepped
back as they did so, he remained in place, bringing her uncomfortably close.


He kept hold of her wrist and curled his mouth in
what might have been an unpractised attempt at a smile. ‘Careful.’


Victoria couldn’t find an appropriate response to
that. She firmly but politely, as far as she was concerned, pulled her arm from
his grasp. She gathered herself and cleared her throat. ‘Than—’


‘Silver?’


She leaned to see past the scientist’s shoulder.
‘Blue!’ He didn’t correct her, which meant something was wrong. ‘What happened?
Where’s everyone else?’


As Victoria awkwardly squeezed past the scientist,
who still didn’t move, Blueish turned his flashlight to a still form on a bunk
against the wall. ‘We all got banged up, but Pink and Red got it the worst.’


Victoria took a few steps towards their
unconscious crewmate. It was Pink. His suit was torn in a few places, taped
closed with some suit sealant leaking out from under the strips. Through the
visor, she could make out part of a bandage wrapped around his head.


‘It’s not too bad,’ Blueish said. ‘I think it was
a piece of the hull that cut through his straps, so in the circumstances I’d
say he’s damn lucky.’


Victoria nodded. She looked again at the visor,
placed back over Pink’s head. Then across to the scientist, watching from the
head of the stairs. No helmet, no mask.


‘A couple of months’ acclimation and an occasional
puff of this,’ the man said, pulling out an inhaler. ‘It’s not the freshest of
air, but the difference to ours is ultimately negligible. Easier to work
without a suit.’


She nodded again, then turned to Blueish. ‘Red?’


‘In better shape than Pink. Broken arm, but she
won’t rest.’


That sounded about right. ‘So what happened?’


Blueish held his hands out, at a loss, like it was
a big mystery. ‘We crashed, I guess,’ he said, as he crossed towards the foot
of the next staircase. ‘And they came to get us.’ He gestured to the scientist,
quietly watching. ‘Most of us.’


‘I had my people bring your team here,’ he said,
his indifferent gaze never wavering, never blinking. ‘You were the furthest
into the wreckage, and when the storm turned this way, I decided to leave you
there to die.’ Despite Victoria’s attempts to remain professionally detached,
she couldn’t help the double take. ‘With regret,’ he added. ‘There aren’t many
of us and we had all arrived back here for the second time with your friends
when the storm turned.’


The dim lighting inside Blueish’s helmet showed a
raised eyebrow and crinkled nose as he looked at the unpersonable scientist.
Victoria had to admit that it made sense, given how powerful and dangerous that
lightning storm was, but the man could have attempted to word it a little more
tactfully. She supposed he was one of those straight-talking scientist
stereotypes.


‘Where’s everyone else?’ she asked, deciding that
simply not addressing it was the best choice.


‘Upstairs, mostly.’


‘We don’t know where Black is,’ Blueish
interjected. ‘These guys say he wasn’t at the crash site. That there were only
six of us when they arrived.’


His normally twinkling eyes held hers for a couple
of seconds too long. He didn’t trust the scientists. Didn’t believe them.


‘Not too abnormal,’ she lied. ‘He’s not medically
trained, so he’d have gone looking for help, I guess. Make sure the area was
secure.’ Whatever was going on, Black and Red were the most capable of protecting
themselves. Her dismissal of his unexplained absence in favour of the more
pressing wounded was only half acted. ‘He’ll probably find his way here soon
enough.’


‘He is probably dead,’ the scientist said.
‘Regrettably. This is the only shelter from the storm.’


‘Black might look like a shaved bear, but he has
plenty of brains in his head,’ Blueish said, his assuring tone edged with
steel. ‘If anyone can think of a way to survive the storm, it’s him.’


‘Good.’ Again, the man’s tone was indifferent, and
his gaze held no sign of having recognised any emotion in Blueish’s voice.


‘What kind of research are you doing out here,
Doctor…’ Victoria asked, kneeling beside Pink to needlessly double-check
Blueish’s work. ‘I’m assuming it’s research?’


‘Arish. Xenobiology.’


‘There’s alien life here, Doctor Arish?’


‘Simple life. Nothing that would interest you. No
bones to set or skin to heal.’ He attempted a smile.


‘Well, all life interests me, Doctor Arish. But if
it’s not capable of sending out an SOS, then it’s not what we’re here for.’


The distress call was the most important thing,
but she decided that there might be other reasons not to take too much interest
in their work on the planet. They had been unable to find any mention of
expeditions or outposts or anything in their research of the planet en route.
That didn’t necessarily mean this was a shady operation, but somehow she didn’t
imagine Doctor Arish’s team had respected investors and a folder full of
permits.


‘Ah, the distress beacon,’ the Arish said,
breaking eye contact for the first time to stare at the ceiling for a moment.
Exasperation? ‘That was a mistake.’


‘A mistake?’


‘Are you telling us there’s no emergency? That we
lost our drop pod and, if you’re right, one of our friends because someone
leaned on the wrong button?’ Blueish asked, his usually happy tone turning
sharper than Victoria had ever heard it.


‘No, you misunderstand. There’s certainly an
emergency. But there is also protocol, and recklessly broadcasting a distress
beacon to the galaxy is not it.’


‘What is the emergency?’ Victoria didn’t like the
Doctor’s change in tone.


‘That alien life we are studying is…parasitic.
Deadly. There was a containment breach.’ Victoria and Blueish locked eyes. ‘You
and your team are, like us, already dead.’
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‘Want to watch something tonight?’ Archer asked
enticingly. He hoped it was enticingly. He wasn’t entirely sure if an enticing
tone and an almost four-hundred-year-old Western went together, but he was
pretty sure he’d nailed it.


There was silence for a few seconds. ‘I was going
to surprise the off-duty security crew with a drill tonight.’


He hesitated. ‘Literally or…?’ Juni looked up from
the floor, one glittering eye visible through the strands of jet-black hair
stuck together by sweat. Archer decided it was more fun to not know. And these
days he had to think about plausible deniability for workplace legal claims.
‘What if I make a sacrifice and say it can even be something that…’ he squeezed
his eyes tight, like it would make the pain go away, ‘…that doesn’t have Clint
in it?’


‘You know there have been movies since your
twentieth century, don’t you?’


Archer opened his eyes and stared into the
mesmerising blue-green of hers. ‘I’ve fallen for a blasphemer,’ he whispered,
watching for any reaction. Of course there was none. ‘I can look past it,
though. Because…you know.’ He gestured towards her, the silence painting a
picture of romance his words never could. ‘Because you’re hot.’


‘Is there a reason you’re sitting there watching
me?’


Archer checked Juni’s toes. Still two inches off
the ground. Her back was still straight as a board. She’d been face-to-face
with the floor, only her hands holding her
































