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​Chapter One - Jailbreak
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The thing about planning an escape from a prison hulk is that you have nothing but time to get it right, and Dorothy Gale had been getting it right for eighteen months.

She had counted the guard rotations until she could predict them in her sleep. She had memorized the shift patterns of every corrections officer on deck seven through twelve, had catalogued their habits, their laziness, the ones who took an extra four minutes on their bathroom breaks and the ones who stopped to talk to each other at the junction near the secondary airlock because there was a blind spot in the camera coverage there and they knew it and used it because prison work is boring and people are people even when they're wearing a uniform and carrying a shock baton.

She knew all of it. Every weakness. Every gap.

She had been patient because patience was the only weapon they hadn't taken from her when they processed her into Ozymandias three years ago, stripped her down and handed her a grey jumpsuit with the number 7741 stenciled across the back in faded black ink like she was a crate of machine parts being logged into a warehouse.

The morning it happened started like every other morning, which was entirely the point.

The cell block on level nine woke at 0600 standard, the overhead strips cycling from dark to a flat institutional white that made everyone look slightly dead. Dorothy was already awake. She had been awake since 0400, lying on her back on the narrow shelf they called a bunk, staring at the ceiling and running the sequence through her head one final time. Not because she needed to. She had run it so many times over the past eighteen months that it lived in her body now, not just her mind, the same way breathing lived there. She ran it one last time because she wanted to feel the whole shape of it before she set it in motion, wanted to hold it complete and intact for just a moment before it stopped being a plan and started being a series of irreversible events.

She sat up, rolled her neck until it cracked twice on the left side and once on the right, and began her morning routine exactly as she had every morning for three years. Forty push-ups on the cold metal floor. Thirty pull-ups on the bar welded to the wall above the bunk that was meant to be a towel rack but worked just as well for this purpose. A hundred squats with her back straight and her breathing controlled. The other inmates on level nine had stopped commenting on the routine after the first month. They had learned, most of them the hard way, that commenting on anything Dorothy Gale did was a decision you would come to regret before the day was out.

Breakfast came at 0630, a tray pushed through the slot in the door. Reconstituted protein paste and something that was theoretically a grain product and a sealed cup of water that tasted faintly of the recycling system it had traveled through. Dorothy ate all of it with mechanical efficiency, no pleasure in it, no disgust either. She had stopped tasting the food here somewhere in the first year. She was going to need the calories today and that was the only relevant fact about the meal.

By 0700 the door opened for morning movement and she walked out into the corridor with her hands loose at her sides and her face arranged into the expression it always wore in here, which was no expression at all, a carefully maintained blankness that the corrections officers had learned over three years to read as compliance and that was, in fact, something else entirely.

The first man she killed that morning was a guard named Presser.

She knew his name because she made it her business to know all their names, every guard on every shift that touched level nine, their schedules and their habits and the particular shape of their complacency. Presser was forty-three years old, eleven years with Galactic Corrections, broad across the shoulders with the soft middle of a man who had once been physically capable and had since let it slide. He was not a sadist, exactly. He was something Dorothy found considerably more dangerous in its own quiet way - a man who had simply stopped thinking of the inmates as people somewhere around year four, who processed his shifts the way you'd process paperwork, efficiently and without any particular emotional investment in the outcome. He had a habit of standing alone near the junction at corridor nine-C for exactly four minutes every morning while his partner Veldts walked the far end of the block, and in that four minutes he was alone and the camera angle covered the junction poorly and he knew it and didn't report it because what was the point, really, these were lifers in here, where were they going to go.

Dorothy came around the corner at nine-C at 0703 and Presser looked up from whatever he'd been thinking about and started to say something, probably her inmate number, probably an instruction to move along, and she hit him in the throat before the first syllable was fully formed.

Not a punch. A strike, the heel of her hand driving into his larynx with the precise force required to collapse it without killing him outright, because she needed him quiet and on the floor and not making noise, and dead men sometimes made more noise in the dying than incapacitated ones. He went down hard, both hands going to his throat, his body doing what bodies do when the airway is suddenly compromised, which is panic completely and focus on nothing else. Dorothy was already moving past him, taking the shock baton from his belt in the same motion, her hand closing around it with the familiarity of something she had practiced in her mind so many thousands of times it felt like muscle memory even though she had never actually held one before.

She turned back to Presser, who was on his knees now, one hand still at his throat and the other scrabbling at the floor, trying to get purchase, trying to stand, his eyes going wide as he looked up at her and understood what was happening and what she was going to do. He tried to speak. What came out was a wet, strangled sound that wasn't words.

"I need your access card and your sidearm," Dorothy said, her voice completely level, the same tone she might have used to ask for directions. "If you can manage to get them off your belt and slide them toward me in the next ten seconds, I'll leave you here and you'll be found in about six minutes when Veldts comes back around. If you can't manage that, I'll take them off you myself and it'll hurt considerably more than your throat already does."

Presser stared at her. His hand moved toward the card clipped to his chest, then stopped, some instinct or training or just plain stubbornness making him hesitate.

"That's not the right decision," Dorothy said, and hit him with the shock baton.

She took the access card and the sidearm and left him on the floor of nine-C, conscious but not going anywhere useful for a while, and she moved toward the maintenance corridor that ran behind the cell block and connected, if you knew how to read the schematics she had spent eight months memorizing from fragments of technical documentation that got passed around the block like currency, to the service elevator that would take her up four levels to the repair bay.

The maintenance corridor smelled like recycled air and hot metal and something faintly chemical, cleaning solvent or coolant fluid, and it was narrow enough that she had to turn sideways past two sets of pipes that jutted from the wall. There were no cameras in here. The maintenance crew used it twice a week and nobody had thought to install surveillance because who was going to be in the maintenance corridor. This was the kind of assumption that got people killed, Dorothy had always thought. The assumption that certain spaces were safe because certain things hadn't happened in them yet.

She was halfway to the elevator when she heard footsteps coming toward her from the other end.

She stopped, pressed herself against the wall between the two pipe junctions, and waited. The footsteps were unhurried, one person, not running, which meant they didn't know about Presser yet. The figure that came around the bend in the corridor was a maintenance tech in a grey coverall, young, maybe twenty-five, carrying a diagnostic tablet and not looking up from it. He walked to within three feet of Dorothy before he registered that something was in front of him and raised his eyes from the screen.

He had just enough time to take in the woman in the prison jumpsuit holding a shock baton before she moved.

She didn't hit him with the baton. She grabbed him by the collar of the coverall with her left hand and drove his head into the pipe on her right with enough force to put him down cleanly, then lowered him to the floor before he could make noise falling. He was breathing. He would wake up with a significant headache and a story he would tell for years. Dorothy took his coverall, pulling it on over the prison jumpsuit, and left him propped against the wall looking like someone who had sat down for a nap.

The service elevator took her up four levels in forty seconds and opened into the repair bay, which was large and loud and smelled of engine grease and ozone and the particular metallic tang of recently fired thrusters. There were six ships in various states of disassembly, clamped into maintenance rigs along the bay's perimeter. Technicians moved between them with the focused distraction of people deep in a complex task, and nobody looked up when the elevator opened because technicians came and went through that elevator all shift long.

Dorothy scanned the bay with the systematic efficiency that had kept her alive in considerably worse environments than this and found what she was looking for in the third berth on the left side.

The Retriever was a maintenance skiff, small and ugly and functional, about thirty feet long with a blunt nose and a wide cargo bay and the general aesthetic of a vehicle designed entirely without regard for how it looked. It was clamped into its rig with a yellow maintenance flag attached to the primary drive housing, which in the repair bay's logging system meant it was grounded pending parts or repairs. Dorothy had identified it four months ago from a fragment of the bay's scheduling manifest that one of the mechanics had carelessly left accessible on a shared work terminal. She had read the Retriever's repair log in the thirty seconds she had before the screen timed out. Primary motivator misalignment, recalibration required before flight clearance. Not critical in the sense of immediately catastrophic. Critical in the sense of the kind of thing that would make a long journey unpredictable.

She had known this when she selected the Retriever. She had selected it anyway, because it was the only ship in the bay that a single person could fly, and because the alternatives were worse, and because Dorothy's relationship with risk was not the same as other people's relationship with risk.

She was almost to the Retriever's access hatch when the second complication presented itself in the form of a guard named Vance who came around the nose of the adjacent ship at exactly the wrong moment and saw her and understood what he was seeing quickly enough to get his hand to the comm unit on his shoulder before she closed the distance between them.

"Stop right-" Vance started, and then Dorothy was on him and it stopped being a sentence.

He was bigger than Presser, younger, more physically capable, and he fought back with the genuine conviction of someone who had not yet had enough time on the job to lose their sense of purpose. He got one hand on her wrist and drove an elbow into her ribs hard enough that she felt something shift unpleasantly on the left side, and he was trying to get the comm unit to his mouth with his other hand and calling out at the same time, not words yet, just noise, the involuntary sound of someone in a fight.

Dorothy broke his grip on her wrist by rotating her arm against his thumb, stepped inside his reach, and headbutted him across the bridge of the nose with enough force that the cartilage gave way with a sound like a dry stick snapping. Vance's head went back. His grip on the comm unit loosened. She took it from him, dropped it, and hit him three more times in quick succession, controlled and precise, targeting the spots that ended fights quickly, and he went down and stayed down.

She stood over him for a moment, breathing measured, ribs aching on the left side where his elbow had connected. Not broken. Probably not broken. She'd know more in an hour. She picked up the comm unit from the floor, checked that he hadn't managed to transmit anything, and tossed it under the adjacent ship.

The noise had been noticed. Across the bay two technicians had looked up from their work, and one of them, an older woman with close-cropped grey hair and grease on her forearms, was staring directly at Dorothy with an expression that was making the calculation between intervening and surviving very clearly in real time.

"Walk away," Dorothy said to her, in the same flat tone she'd used with Presser. "Go to the back of the bay, sit down, and wait. This doesn't have to involve you."

The technician looked at Vance on the floor. She looked at Dorothy. She walked to the back of the bay and sat down. The younger technician who had been next to her did the same thing without being asked.

Dorothy turned to the Retriever's access hatch, used Presser's card on the panel, and the hatch opened with the hydraulic sigh of a ship that hadn't been cycled in a while. She was inside and at the cockpit in under twenty seconds, dropping into the pilot's seat and pulling up the pre-flight sequence on the console, running her hands over controls that were standard-issue and familiar enough from the flight sims she'd talked an inmate in the tech program into running for her six months ago.

The bay alarm went off at that point, a rising tone that filled the entire space and would be filling the corridors outside and bringing every guard on the adjacent levels toward the bay doors. Dorothy did not hurry. Hurrying led to mistakes and she had not come this far to make mistakes now. She ran the pre-flight in order, skipping only the diagnostics that applied to the flagged motivator, because she already knew what those would say and knowing it again would not change anything.

The Retriever's engines came up with a shudder that she felt through the seat, a vibration that had a wobble in it that wasn't quite right, the motivator misalignment making itself known immediately. She could work with that. Probably.

The bay doors were controlled from the bay's operations room, a glassed enclosure on the upper level, and she could see through the cockpit viewport that someone was in there now, running toward the control panel, which meant the doors were about to be locked down. Dorothy fired the Retriever's positioning thrusters, breaking the maintenance clamps, and the ship lurched sideways in the bay with considerably less grace than she would have preferred, its nose swinging and catching the wing of the adjacent ship with a shriek of metal on metal that she winced at and kept moving through.

She brought the nose around toward the bay doors and pushed the main throttle forward and the Retriever went for the doors at a speed that was probably inadvisable in an enclosed space, and the person in the operations room got the lockdown command entered about two seconds too late, the doors beginning to close as the Retriever hit the gap and scraped through with a grinding that ran the full length of the hull and took, she would discover later, most of the sensor array off the port side.

Then they were through and outside and the vast dark of open space opened up around the ship, Ozymandias falling away behind her, a massive grey shape against the stars that got smaller in the rear display with a speed that Dorothy found deeply satisfying.

She had four minutes of clean flight before the motivator made its displeasure known in a more serious way, a stuttering in the drive output that registered on the console as a cascade of warning indicators going amber and then red in rapid succession. Dorothy looked at them without the panic that would have been appropriate and made the calculations available to her given the information she had, which was that the nearest body large enough to land on was a planet about sixty thousand kilometers ahead, that her drive had perhaps three minutes of reliable output left before the misalignment became a full failure, and that sixty thousand kilometers in three minutes was not a trajectory that ended well under any conventional interpretation of the physics involved.

She pointed the Retriever at the planet anyway, because it was the only option and Dorothy was not in the habit of not having options.

The drive lasted two minutes and forty seconds before it quit entirely, at which point the planet's gravity had her and the Retriever became, in the technical sense, a very fast rock falling toward a violet-skied world that got larger in the viewport with terrible speed. She got the emergency braking thrusters firing and angled the nose up for atmospheric entry and strapped herself into the pilot's seat with the harness cranked as tight as it would go, and she did not pray because she had never prayed in her life and she was not going to start in the last thirty seconds before what was very probably a fatal crash landing.

The atmosphere hit the hull like a fist. The viewport went orange with friction heat. The ship began to shake with a violence that rattled her teeth and made the console flicker and blurred her vision and she held the nose angle by main force, both hands on the stick, keeping the entry trajectory as clean as she could make it as the altimeter wound down in numbers that were moving too fast.

She found the flattest terrain the sensors could still see through the entry plasma, a valley floor between two ridgelines dense with something that read as heavy vegetation, and she aimed for it and killed the last of the braking thrusters trying to scrub enough velocity to make the difference between survivable and not, and the Retriever hit the ground at a speed that was survivable only in the narrowest possible sense of the word, tearing a furrow through the vegetation for two hundred meters before the nose dug in and the ship flipped once and came to rest on its side with a final shuddering impact that knocked Dorothy sideways in the harness hard enough to put lights across her vision and then everything was still.

Outside the cracked viewport the sky was violet, deep and strange, fading toward a darker color at the zenith that had no name in any language she knew. Something moved in the dense growth at the edge of the furrow the ship had torn. Something else made a sound in the distance that had no reference point in anything she'd heard before. Dorothy Gale hung sideways in her harness in the ruined cockpit of the Retriever and listened to the alien dark and took a careful inventory of what hurt and what didn't, and when she was done with that she reached up and unbuckled the harness and dropped to what was now the floor and started figuring out what she had to work with.

She was alive.

That was enough to start with.
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Dorothy came back to consciousness because her body had decided, without consulting her, that it was going to keep going regardless of the circumstances that had led to it being slammed sideways into a harness at somewhere north of three hundred kilometers per hour and then dropped onto a metal floor when the harness released. Her first coherent sensation was the smell, which was burnt insulation and ruptured fuel line and something underneath both of those that was green and wet and alive in a way that had no equivalent in anything she'd experienced before, a biological richness that pushed through the chemical stench of the crash the way something growing pushes through concrete, patient and indifferent and completely unconcerned with what was in its way.

Her second sensation was pain, which arrived not all at once but in sequence, her nervous system doing a methodical survey of the damage and reporting back in order of severity. Left side, ribs, three of them at minimum, the kind of deep structural ache that sharpened into something considerably worse every time she breathed below a certain depth. Her jaw on the right side, where something had connected during the flip, either the console edge or the harness buckle, and the skin there was tight and crusted in a way that meant the bleeding had stopped but had been significant before it did. Her left knee had taken a hit at some point that she had no memory of, and it moved when she tested it, which was the relevant information, though it moved with a grinding protest that she filed under manageable and kept going.

She was lying on what had been the port wall of the cockpit and was now the floor, the ship having come to rest on its side with the kind of permanent finality that told her immediately the Retriever was not flying again under any circumstances she could realistically engineer. The viewport above her, which was now oriented roughly skyward, was cracked in three places but intact, and through it she could see the violet sky of Veridia-7 shifting toward something darker at its upper reaches, the light hitting it at an angle that suggested late afternoon of whatever this planet's day cycle was, though she had no way of knowing yet how long she had been unconscious.

She sat up slowly, letting the rib pain find its level, breathing in controlled increments until she had calibrated exactly how much expansion she could manage before it became counterproductive. She had broken ribs before, twice, and she knew the difference between broken and cracked and this felt like the former on at least two of them, which meant she needed to tape them and she needed to be careful and she needed to do both of those things in a way that didn't slow her down because slowing down on a planet she knew nothing about, alone, with a crashed ship and limited supplies, was not a viable option.

The cockpit was oriented at roughly ninety degrees from its intended position, which meant everything that had been on horizontal surfaces was now distributed across the port wall in a debris field of broken equipment, personal items that had been in the storage compartment behind the pilot's seat, fragments of the console facing that had shattered during the entry, and a considerable amount of broken safety glass from a secondary display that had taken a structural hit somewhere during the flip. Dorothy picked her way through it carefully, her left knee complaining with every step, and made her way through the cockpit door and into the main body of the ship.

The cargo area had fared better than the cockpit, largely because it had been empty. The Retriever was a maintenance skiff, not a transport, and whatever cargo it had been meant to carry on its next assignment was still sitting in a bay on Ozymandias, which meant Dorothy had a reasonably intact space roughly twelve feet by eight feet that was currently oriented on its side but structurally sound. The access hatch to the exterior was in what was now the ceiling, which would be an inconvenience she'd deal with when she needed to. More immediately relevant were the emergency storage lockers built into what was now the upper wall, standard-issue on all Galactic Corrections vessels per regulation, the contents of which she had been counting on since she selected the Retriever four months ago.

She climbed the interior wall using the cargo tie-down brackets as handholds, her ribs making the process extremely unpleasant, and got the first locker open. The pulse carbine was there, clamped into its housing, a standard GC-7 model with two charge packs seated in the adjacent slots. She checked both packs, running the charge indicator on each one, and found them at full capacity, which was one piece of good news in an otherwise complicated situation. The carbine itself was undamaged, the housing having protected it through the crash, and she checked the action and the sight alignment before clipping it to the magnetic attachment point on the back of the maintenance coverall she was still wearing, which was now torn at the left shoulder and stiff with dried blood from the jaw wound.

The second locker had the combat blade in its sheath, a medkit in a hard-sided case, and four days of emergency rations in vacuum-sealed packs, each one theoretically providing eighteen hundred calories of the kind of nutrition that kept a person functional without doing anything else for them. She had been counting on five days of rations based on the standard GC loadout specification she had memorized from a document she'd seen once for thirty seconds, and finding four rather than five was a discrepancy she noted and adjusted for without dwelling on it. Four days was four days and she would deal with what came after four days when it arrived.

The medkit she took down immediately and opened on the makeshift floor of the cargo hold, sitting cross-legged and breathing carefully as she worked through the contents. Wound sealant spray, which she used on the jaw without bothering to look at it first because the location and the dried blood told her everything she needed to know about what it was. Two rolls of compression bandage, which she used to tape the ribs, stripping off the top of the coverall to do it properly, pulling the bandage tight enough to provide support without restricting her lung capacity more than necessary, tying it off with the pragmatic efficiency of someone who had done field medicine on herself before under worse conditions. Analgesic patches, eight of them, which she looked at for a moment and then put back in the kit without using. Pain was information and she needed information right now more than she needed comfort.

The NavComp was in the cockpit and she went back for it, finding it still attached to the console mount but with a cracked casing and a display that flickered when she activated it, running through partial boot cycles and dropping out before it could complete them. She pulled it free of the mount and sat with it in the cargo hold and spent twenty minutes on it, removing the cracked casing with a multi-tool from the maintenance kit that had been in the cockpit's tool storage, examining the internal components for obvious physical damage. One of the processor boards had a stress fracture along its edge that was causing the boot failures. She couldn't repair it with what she had, but she could work around it, bypassing the damaged sector and running the unit on reduced capacity, which gave her a NavComp that worked at roughly forty percent of its intended functionality but worked, which was what mattered.

What it gave her at forty percent was fragments. Partial star charts that resolved to this system but couldn't fully identify it. An incomplete topographical map of the region immediately surrounding the crash site that had been generated during the final seconds of descent by the ship's automated survey function, showing her the valley she'd come down in, the ridgelines on either side, the dense vegetation that covered everything, and at the edge of the map's range, approximately fourteen kilometers northeast, an elevation feature that was significant enough that the automated survey had flagged it before the system went down. High ground. She couldn't tell from the fragment what was up there, whether it was natural formation or something constructed, but high ground was high ground and it was the only landmark the NavComp could give her.

She also found, in the NavComp's fragmented ship registry data, the classification tag for this planet.

Veridia-7. Surveyed forty-one years ago by a GC exploration vessel running a sector mapping contract. The survey had been brief, the notes sparse, the kind of cursory pass that happened when a vessel had a quota to meet and a schedule to keep and a planet that didn't show obvious mineral or commercial value didn't warrant more than the minimum required documentation. Dorothy read through the fragments of the survey notes with the methodical attention she gave to anything that might contain useful information, and found most of it was atmospheric data and topographical notation that meant nothing to her current situation, until she reached the final entry in the survey log, which had been added by whoever filed the report back at the originating station, presumably a desk officer who had read the field notes and added the administrative summary.

Indigenous population present. Technological development assessed as pre-industrial. Significant biological hazard potential - multiple large predator species documented in survey region. Recommend against colonization or development. No further survey scheduled.

Dorothy read it twice. She tucked the NavComp into the large pocket on the thigh of the coverall and stood up, which made the ribs remind her they were there, and she stood still for a moment and breathed through it and then began a systematic examination of the rest of the ship for anything she could use.

The engine compartment was inaccessible, sealed behind a buckled internal door that had warped in the crash, and she didn't force it because there was nothing in there that was going to help her and spending energy forcing buckled doors was not how she intended to operate. The pilot's personal storage, a small compartment behind the seat that was standard on this class of vessel and that she had not previously been able to access, had been knocked open in the crash, and its contents were scattered across the cockpit floor. She collected them carefully, examining each item. A personal data chip that was not hers and not relevant. A photograph, printed on actual paper, of a man she didn't know with two children she didn't know, which she looked at for exactly the time it took to confirm it contained no useful information and then set aside. A folding tool of the multi-purpose variety, better quality than the one in the maintenance kit, which she pocketed. And at the back of the compartment, which she checked on principle, a small flask of something that the label identified as a grain spirit of the kind that mechanics kept in their personal storage because the work was boring and the hours were long and nobody was supposed to know about it and everybody did.

She opened it, smelled it, and took one measured swallow for the analgesic effect, because one swallow of something that strong was going to do more for the rib pain than the analgesic patches without impairing her function, and then she sealed it and put it in the medkit because it was also the best antiseptic she currently had access to and she was not going to waste it on comfort.

The sun, or whatever this planet's star was, had moved noticeably in the sky by the time she finished the inventory and sat down with what she had laid out in front of her. The pulse carbine and its two charge packs. The combat blade in its sheath, now on her hip. The medkit. Four days of rations. The multi-tools. The NavComp at forty percent. A flask of grain spirit. The maintenance coverall she was wearing. The prison jumpsuit underneath it, which she considered and then stripped off because the grey fabric with the inmate number stenciled on the back was not something she wanted to be wearing on a planet with an indigenous population and it was too warm for two layers anyway.

She studied the inventory for a long time, not with despair and not with optimism but with the same clear-eyed assessment she brought to every situation, cataloguing what she had against what she knew about where she was and what the next immediate priorities were. Water was not in the inventory and water was the most pressing need after the ribs, which she had addressed, and shelter, which the ship itself provided for the moment but which she could not rely on indefinitely. The vegetation she could see through the cracked viewport was dense and wet-looking, and a planet with that much active biology almost certainly had surface water somewhere accessible. She would need to find it and determine whether it was safe to drink or whether the medkit's purification tabs, of which she had six, were going to need to stretch further than they were designed to.

Outside the ship, the thing that had been moving in the vegetation at the crash site's edge made a sound again, closer this time, something low and rhythmic that vibrated at a frequency she could feel in her sternum more than hear with her ears. Then something else, further away, answered it. Then silence.

Dorothy finished her inventory, organized everything into the carry configuration that distributed weight most efficiently across her body, slung the carbine, and climbed up to the exterior hatch. Getting it open required bracing her feet against the interior wall and pushing with both arms, the ribs making the process a sustained exercise in controlled suffering, until the hatch released with a pressurized hiss and swung outward and the air of Veridia-7 came in.

It was warm and dense and carried that green wet living smell at enormous intensity, layered with something floral that was almost sweet and something underneath the sweetness that was not sweet at all, something faintly chemical and biological at the same time, the smell of a planet that had been doing its own thing for a very long time without any input from anything human and was entirely indifferent to the small metal object that had just crashed into its valley and the woman who had climbed out of it and was now standing on the side of the hull looking out at the violet-lit alien landscape spreading away from her in every direction.

The vegetation was extraordinary, dense columns of something that was tree-adjacent rising forty or fifty feet, their canopies interlocking overhead and filtering the light into patterns that moved because the fronds, or whatever the structures at the top were, moved constantly even in the absence of any detectable wind, a slow autonomous undulation that made the entire canopy look like the surface of a disturbed body of water. Underneath the canopy the undergrowth was thick and multiform, and it glowed, not brightly, not in any way you'd notice in full daylight, but with the ambient late afternoon light coming through the canopy at a low angle Dorothy could see the faint bioluminescent quality in some of the plants, a blue-green pulse that moved through them in slow waves from root to tip.

Fourteen kilometers northeast, her NavComp had told her, there was high ground. She climbed down from the hull, her boots sinking slightly into the churned vegetation that the ship's passage had thrown up, and oriented herself by the position of the star on the horizon and began walking, and she had covered perhaps thirty meters when something came out of the undergrowth to her left at speed.

It was large, roughly the mass of a horse but built differently, lower to the ground with a broader stance and a head that was too large for the neck in a way that suggested the neck existed primarily as a delivery mechanism for the head and its contents, which appeared from the brief look Dorothy got to be mostly jaw. It made no sound when it moved, which was the most unsettling thing about it, something that size moving through dense undergrowth in complete silence. It cleared the vegetation at a dead run and she had perhaps a second of warning before it was on her.

She stepped left, away from the head, which committed to the direction it had been tracking and couldn't adjust in time, and got the carbine up and fired once from a range of about two feet, the charge connecting with the animal's shoulder and releasing enough concentrated energy that the impact knocked it sideways and down. It hit the churned ground and lay still, its legs cycling slowly and then stopping, and Dorothy stood over it with the carbine still raised and watched it for ten seconds before she was satisfied it was finished.

She examined it as efficiently as she examined everything, crouching down and looking at it with the pragmatic attention of someone cataloguing a threat. The jaw she'd noted was remarkable up close, a double hinge with teeth arranged in an overlapping configuration that would have been extremely effective at holding onto something it had caught. The legs had an extra joint each that explained the low, wide stance. The hide was thick and had a texture like layered scales that weren't quite scales, something in between, and the color was a mottled grey-green that in the undergrowth, she realized, would have been nearly perfect camouflage.

She cut a section of the haunch muscle away with the combat blade because she was going to need food before the rations ran out and this was food and the decision was that simple, wrapped it in the material she'd stripped from the prison jumpsuit, and added it to what she was carrying. Then she oriented herself northeast again and kept walking, and the canopy closed overhead and the bioluminescent undergrowth pulsed its slow blue-green rhythm around her feet, and somewhere in the middle distance the thing that had been calling before called again and this time nothing answered it.
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​Chapter Three - The Yellow Road
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Dawn on Veridia-7 arrived not with a gradual brightening but with a sudden quality, as though the planet's star had simply decided it was time and acted on that decision without preamble, the violet sky going from a deep bruised darkness to a luminous purple-gold in the span of about four minutes. The bioluminescent undergrowth, which had been the primary light source through the night, faded as the ambient light increased, its blue-green pulse dimming to something barely visible, a ghost of itself, present if you knew to look for it and invisible if you didn't.

Dorothy had made camp at the base of one of the large tree-adjacent columns, wedging herself into the space between two of its massive root structures where the angle gave her sightlines in three directions and nothing could approach from behind without going through eight feet of dense trunk. The root structures themselves were extraordinary up close, not wood in any conventional sense but something fibrous and dense that had the surface texture of braided cable and the color of old iron, and where the roots met the ground they merged with the soil in a way that wasn't a clean transition, the material of the root and the material of the ground becoming each other gradually over the course of several inches, as though the tree was not so much growing in the soil as continuous with it.

The night had been loud. Not with anything that approached the camp, though there had been movement in the undergrowth at a distance twice, heavy and unhurried, something large enough that Dorothy had kept the carbine across her knees both times and waited with the particular quality of stillness that was not relaxed but was sustainable indefinitely if necessary. The noise she was thinking about was more ambient than that, the planet itself generating a constant low-frequency sound that she had initially interpreted as wind but that had no correlation with any actual air movement, a deep tonal hum that seemed to come from everywhere at once and that she had eventually recognized as biological in origin, the accumulated sound output of the bioluminescent plants operating at a frequency near the bottom of human hearing range.

It had not kept her from sleeping. She had slept in three two-hour blocks with the disciplined efficiency of someone who had learned in Ozymandias that sleep was a resource like any other and needed to be managed accordingly, and she woke from each block fully alert within seconds, the transition from sleep to operational readiness without any of the grogginess that most people experienced because most people had not spent three years conditioning themselves out of it.

The NavComp showed her position relative to the flagged elevation feature: eleven kilometers northeast, adjusted for the distance she had covered before making camp. The topographical fragment showed the terrain between her current position and the high ground as variable, dense vegetation throughout with what might be a clearing or open area at roughly the halfway point. Might be. The automated survey had been running on damaged sensors during the final descent, and the data it had generated was suggestive rather than reliable.

The creature she had killed the previous afternoon had provided approximately eight hundred calories of edible muscle after she cooked it over a small fire built from dead vegetation gathered within arm's reach of the camp, using the igniter from the medkit. The meat had no analogue in anything she had eaten before. It was dense and dark and had a minerally quality that sat at the back of the throat, not unpleasant, simply alien, and she had eaten it all because wasting protein on a planet with unknown food sources was not a behavior she was prepared to entertain.

The rations she kept sealed. Four days of emergency nutrition in the pack was an insurance policy and insurance policies only worked if you didn't spend them preemptively.

Moving through the undergrowth in daylight was a different experience than the previous evening's passage, not easier, exactly, but more legible. The light that came through the canopy had a quality that picked out the structural details of the vegetation with unusual clarity, each plant distinct and individual in a way that the dimmer light had obscured, and what had seemed in the near-dark like an undifferentiated mass of growth revealed itself to be enormously complex, dozens of distinct species interlocking in relationships that looked, if you were inclined to anthropomorphize, deliberate. Certain plants grew only in the gaps between certain others. The root systems visible at ground level intertwined in patterns that suggested communication rather than competition.

Dorothy noticed all of this the way she noticed everything, cataloguing it without assigning it meaning beyond the immediately practical, which was that the undergrowth's complexity made movement slower than she wanted but provided excellent concealment and that the interrelated nature of the plant life meant that disturbing one part of it had effects elsewhere, a ripple of movement and bioluminescent response that telegraphed position if you weren't careful about how you moved.

She was careful about how she moved. She had always been careful about how she moved.

The path she found was not a path at first glance. At first glance it was simply a place where the undergrowth was thinner, a channel through the vegetation perhaps four feet wide where the ground was clear of the low-growing bioluminescent plants and the larger tree-adjacent columns were spaced further apart than elsewhere. It took Dorothy about thirty seconds of examining it to understand that the thinness was not natural but maintained, that something cleared this channel regularly, and about thirty seconds after that to understand what the channel was leading toward.

The road announced itself first through the smell, something mineral and faintly sweet, and then through the light, a warm yellow-gold that was categorically different from the violet-filtered daylight of the canopy, coming from ground level and steady rather than shifting with the canopy movement. The channel in the undergrowth connected to it at a slight angle, and Dorothy came out of the channel and onto the road and stopped.

It ran northeast to southwest as far as she could see in both directions, cutting through the forest in a line so straight it looked engineered, which it was, though not in any way she had a framework for yet. The surface of the road was extraordinary. A crystalline material, golden-yellow, translucent to a depth of perhaps two inches below the surface, with a structure that wasn't mineral exactly but had the organized complexity of something biological, filaments and chambers visible within it like the internal architecture of bone or coral. It was warm underfoot, she could feel it through the soles of her boots, and it pulsed, very slowly, with a bioluminescence that was yellow-gold rather than the blue-green of the undergrowth, a deep rhythmic light that moved through the material in waves traveling northeast, in the direction she was already heading.

The road was approximately eight feet wide. Its edges were clean, not crumbling or eroding into the adjacent undergrowth but meeting it with the same quality she had noticed in the tree roots, a gradual transition rather than a hard border, the crystalline road material and the soil becoming each other over the course of an inch or two. The undergrowth did not grow onto the road surface. Whatever the road was made of, the surrounding plant life gave it a precise margin of respect.

Dorothy crouched and put her hand on the surface. Warm, as the feet had said. The texture was smooth but not slick, the kind of surface that would provide traction in wet conditions, and there was a faint vibration in it that she felt in her palm and up into her wrist, the same low-frequency hum the planet produced but more focused here, as though the road was a conductor for it.

The NavComp fragment had not shown the road. The automated survey had run on damaged sensors and had captured the elevation feature to the northeast but had missed this, which meant either the survey's spatial resolution had been too degraded to pick it up or the road had not existed forty-one years ago when the survey was run. The second possibility was more interesting than the first and she didn't have enough information to evaluate it, so she set it aside.

The road ran northeast, which was the direction she needed to go. She was not going to follow it because it was the road and the road seemed like the kind of thing that wanted to be followed and Dorothy had a fundamental aversion to going where things wanted her to go. She was going to walk alongside it, in the undergrowth, using it as a navigation reference while maintaining the concealment the vegetation provided, because a road on an inhabited planet was used by inhabitants and she needed to know considerably more about the inhabitants before she was prepared to be seen by them.

That was the plan for approximately four minutes, until the undergrowth on the left side of the road became impenetrable, a wall of interlocking growth so dense and so thorny that getting through it without the combat blade and a significant investment of time and noise was not realistic. The right side offered a narrow margin of perhaps two feet between the road's edge and a root structure that her leg couldn't clear without climbing, and that two feet rapidly closed to nothing as the root spread.

Dorothy stepped onto the road.

The warmth was more pronounced now, the full surface underfoot rather than just the palm, and the pulse of it moved up through her boots in a way that was not unpleasant but was impossible to ignore, a rhythm that was close enough to a heartbeat that the resemblance was probably not coincidental. She walked northeast, keeping to the left edge of the road's width, and the forest moved past on both sides and the road pulsed its slow golden light and the canopy filtered the violet daylight into something complex and shifting overhead.

The clearing the NavComp fragment had suggested appeared at the six kilometer mark, which meant her reading of the degraded topographical data had been more accurate than she'd given it credit for. It was larger than she expected, perhaps two hundred meters across, a circular opening in the canopy where the tree columns thinned and then stopped at a clean perimeter and the sky was open overhead in its full violet-gold morning intensity. The road ran straight through the center of it.

In the clearing there were structures.

Not ruins. Active structures, inhabited structures, low and organic in their construction, built from materials that appeared to be grown rather than manufactured, the walls formed from something that had the texture and color of the tree-adjacent column trunks and that were, on closer examination, continuous with the root systems of the surrounding trees, as though the buildings had been cultivated from the forest itself over a long period of time. There were perhaps thirty of them, arranged in no grid but in a pattern that had its own logic, clustered and connected by smaller paths that branched off the main road.

There were inhabitants.

They stood at the edges of the structures and in the spaces between them, watching Dorothy's approach with the complete stillness of a population that had developed stillness as a survival strategy, a quality of motionlessness that was not paralysis but readiness, the readiness of things that have learned that moving at the wrong moment is more dangerous than not moving at all. They were small, perhaps waist-high to her, and they were not human. Their physical structure was insectoid, bilateral symmetry, four limbs of which the lower two served as legs and the upper two as arms, with a paired set of vestigial secondary limbs folded against the thorax that might once have been wings or might be something else entirely. Their heads were large relative to their bodies, with compound eyes that caught the light and fractured it into something that moved and shifted as they turned to track her, and their mouths were complex, multiple articulated parts that moved independently even when they weren't producing sound.

There were perhaps sixty of them visible. There were probably more inside the structures.

Dorothy stopped walking at a distance of about twenty meters from the nearest cluster of them, which was the distance at which she had a clear line of retreat back down the road and enough reaction time to respond to any movement they made before it reached her. She stood still and let them look at her and looked back at them and nobody did anything for a long moment.

Then one of them moved, separating itself from the group nearest to the road, and came toward her. It moved with a deliberate, unhurried quality, and as it got closer she could see that it was older than the others, its carapace a deeper color, more mottled, the compound eyes a darker shade that had less of the light-catching quality of the younger ones. It stopped at a distance of about six feet and produced a sound from the complex mouthparts, a sequence of tones and clicks that had a clear syntactic structure even though she had no framework for the content.

Dorothy said nothing. She had no language to offer and offering the wrong thing in a first contact situation was worse than offering nothing, a lesson she had learned in considerably more violent contexts.

The old one looked at her, its compound eyes making a slow traverse of her from boots to head, taking in the coverall and the carbine and the blade and everything else with an attention that was clearly evaluative, and then it produced another sequence of sounds that was different from the first, higher in register, and turned and gestured with one of its upper limbs in a way that needed no translation.

Come with me.

Dorothy didn't move immediately. She scanned the clearing systematically, checking the positions of the others, looking for movement at the structural perimeters, evaluating angles and distances. Nothing was moving except the one that had addressed her, and the quality of the stillness in the others had changed from watchful wariness to something that read, if she was reading it correctly, as anticipation.

She followed the old one, maintaining her distance, her right hand loose near the carbine's grip, her eyes moving continuously.

The structure she was led to was larger than the others, positioned at the far side of the clearing where the road exited back into the forest, and inside it was dim and warm with the bioluminescent light of plants cultivated in containers along the walls. The old one gestured her toward the center of the space and then made a sound that brought two younger ones forward carrying something in a flat container, a food offering of some kind, which they placed between Dorothy and the old one with the careful formality of a ritual.

Dorothy looked at the food. She looked at the old one. She reached into her pack and took out one of the emergency ration packs and placed it on the floor next to the container they had brought, not as an exchange, exactly, but as a parallel gesture, information offered in response to information offered.

The old one looked at the ration pack for a long time. Then it looked at Dorothy, and then it began to speak again, and this time the sounds it made were slower and more deliberate, and it accompanied them with gestures that were clearly referential, pointing in directions, sketching shapes in the air with its upper limbs, touching its own body at certain points in the sequence, and Dorothy watched all of it with the complete focused attention she brought to anything that might contain useful information, beginning the process of building a framework for a language she had never heard before and had perhaps forty-eight hours to develop a working understanding of.

What she assembled, over the next two hours, sitting cross-legged on the floor of the structure while the old one spoke and gestured and the others came and went and occasionally contributed their own sounds to the conversation, was fragmentary and uncertain and might have been entirely wrong in its specifics. But the broad shape of it, she thought, was probably right.

There was a figure. A power. Something at the end of the road, northeast, at the elevation feature her NavComp had flagged. The old one's gestures when referring to it carried a quality that was not reverence and not quite fear but was somewhere between the two, the physical vocabulary of something that has absolute authority over you and that you have learned not to look at directly.

There were others like it, not at the end of the road but distributed across the territory the road passed through. The old one's gestures for these were different, varied, some carrying the same not-quite-fear quality as the first figure and some carrying something darker, something that made the old one's secondary limbs press closer to its thorax when it indicated them.

And there was Dorothy's ship, or rather the place where Dorothy's ship had come down, and the old one's gestures regarding this were the most complex and the most loaded with something she couldn't fully read, but underneath all of it was a current of relief so profound it altered the old one's entire physical presentation, a relaxation of something that had been held very tight for a very long time.

The old one indicated a direction. Back down the road, southwest, away from the elevation feature. Back toward the crash site. Then it made a specific gesture, repeated three times, and each time it made the gesture it changed slightly in a way that suggested it was showing her the same thing from three different angles, trying to make sure she understood.

Something was at the crash site that was no longer there. Something that had been at the crash site had been ended by the Retriever's arrival. And the old one, and the sixty or so that stood outside, and however many more were inside these structures and in the surrounding forest, were breathing differently than they had been before Dorothy's ship fell out of the sky.

Dorothy looked at the old one and thought about the Retriever's aft section and what the NavComp had told her about the final approach trajectory and where the ship had come down in relation to the structures she could see at the edge of the crash furrow, and she built a picture from those pieces that was probably accurate in its essential outlines.

She had landed on something, or someone, without knowing it. Whatever she had landed on, these people had wanted it gone, and had not had the means to make it gone, for what the old one's bearing suggested had been a very long time.

The old one was watching her with its compound eyes and waiting for a response, and Dorothy thought about what response was appropriate and what she wanted from these people and what they might want from her, and she took the emergency ration pack from beside the container of food they had brought and held it out to the old one.

A trade. Information for supplies. The old one took the ration pack, examined it, made a sound to one of the younger ones, and within twenty minutes Dorothy had two bladders of water that smelled clean, a quantity of food she'd have to evaluate later, and the old one sitting across from her resuming the slow, careful process of telling her about the road and where it went and what waited at the end of it.

Dorothy listened to all of it, building her fragmentary understanding piece by piece, and when the old one finally stopped and waited, she stood and picked up her pack and the water bladders and nodded once, which the old one seemed to understand well enough, and walked back out onto the road and turned northeast.

The clearing watched her go from sixty sets of compound eyes, and none of them made a sound, and the road pulsed its slow gold light under her boots all the way back into the forest.
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