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Doctor Tarcey Gibson absolutely loved the stunning, beautiful fiery sun start to set in the distance as its intense orange rays lit up the sky like an intense inferno, and she could have sworn even the planet of Farmicus 3 was roaring in protest of the intense sunset.

She couldn’t deny that was one of the most stunning things about the entire planet. And Tarcey loved watching the sunset over the rolling fields of grape vines that stretched on for miles upon miles over the rolling, sweeping hills of the central regions.

The massive black grapes the size of her head shone brightly in the setting sun and Tarcey just couldn’t deny how perfectly seductive they looked. She had worked on tens of different worlds in the Enlightened Republic since she fled the oppression and cruelty of the Imperium and she had never had the pleasure of seeing grapes as large and as perfect as these ones.

She enjoyed staring out at the perfectly straight lines of immense head-sized vines as they blew softly in the warm roaring wind that was slowly starting to turn cooler and cooler as the evening temperature dropped.

The hairs on her neck slowly rose like soldiers and Tarcey just smiled. The air was sweet with the wonderful hints of jasmine, grapes and wine from the nearest wineries that almost popped up like trees on the planet. It was just perfect here and Tarcey couldn’t ask for a better life, watching, maintaining and continuing to learn about these almost magical plants.

All around Tarcey were nothing but endless fields of vineyards but she hated the real reason why she was out here. She enjoyed the sheer contrast between the beautiful vines and the sheer bright orange sand and soil that made up the planet’s outer crust. 

It was a strange combination of two colour extremes. 

Tarcey forced herself to tear her eyes off the breathtaking setting sun and she focused on the large pointy leaves of the vines. She knew they should have been long, dark green with points like knives but that wasn’t what these vines had at all.

She hated how a thick coating of white powder had covered each and every leaf on the vines. It was powdery mildew, a horrible fungi, that attacked and killed the plants its corrupting touch invaded and it eventually killed the plants.

Tarcey really didn’t like how the white powder was no longer just coating the leaves but infecting the thick, strong stems of the vines that were as thick as Tarcey’s arms.

The vines were meant to swirl, twirl and whirl around the huge holographic canes to support the perfect structure for the vines as they grew. But now the vines were deadly white and with each blow of the awful wind, millions of tiny white pores poured off the vines.

Allowing the infection to spread.

Tarcey hated how nothing seemed to be working to stop the invasion of the powdery mildew. She had tried all the standard tips and tricks that she had been taught at university.

She had tried chemical, both domestic and military-grade anti-fungi, she had tried organic methods using milk because milk was a natural anti-fungi solution but nothing was working.

And that was seriously starting to annoy her now. 

Tarcey just watched in utter horror as a massive gust of warm wind blew past her creating an immense white cloud of fungi pores to blow off into the air and fly towards more crops.

She had no idea how the hell the mildew had been allowed to come to the planet in the first place. It was her job to make sure all the local fungi and bacteria and viruses were dealt with quickly.

Tarcey had checked and double-checked every single ship, person and cargo cruiser that came into the planet’s single spaceport and no one had powdery mildew on them.

This fungi shouldn’t have been on the planet but somehow it was and somehow it was destroying the vines.

And as much as Tarcey didn’t want to admit it, those amazing months of dating a sexy turncoat military commander (later assassinated by the Imperium of course) had taught her to focus on the bigger picture and that scared her a hell of a lot more than she ever wanted to admit.

The Enlightened Republic only had access to entire planets dedicated to food production and because it was only a small group of breakaway systems every single farming world had a critical function to serve.

If this planet failed then billions of innocent lives would be impacted and Tarcey hated to admit it, but billions of people might starve to death.

She knew the grapes weren’t only used for wine but for cereal, meat replacement and in almost every dish the Republic served. These grapes were perfect.

The Republic couldn’t afford to lose this planet.

Tarcey took out a very small black-box device that she held in her hand and she turned it on, revealing a large red hologram showing a whole bunch of empirical tests that she was running on the air.

The air was perfectly normal. Tarcey was more than happy about that, at least she didn’t need a rebreather or something she couldn’t afford right now.

She brushed the device against one of the white powdery leaves and the device burst into flames.

Tarcey threw it on the ground and stomped it out. 

She had no idea what caused it but now she was even more determined to go back to the lab and find the truth.

She had lives to save and she wasn’t letting anyone stop her.
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Tarcey was so excited as she went into her large sterile white lab inside a constantly moving and swirling sphere in the heart of the capital winery two hundred kilometres away. Tarcey just stopped in the doorway and was so happy to be back in her real home.

The lab hummed to life and Tarcey smiled as the pretty red, blue and orange lights danced up the white walls smiling at her. She had always loved the Chief Engineer developing those mini-artificial intelligence beings for her.

The sterile white floor in the shape of honeycomb pulsed and flashed a couple of times for her, and Tarcey couldn’t believe it had been so long since she had been in the lab. Everyone was so happy to see her and she really enjoyed the bitter-sweet aroma of intense coffee, sweet vanilla and jasmine that clung to the air leaving the great taste of coffee cake form on her tongue.

Tarcey went into the lab and she could feel all the energy, heartache and concern she had built up her over the course of her searching and surveying of the fields were melted away.

This was her lab and she was finally going to get some answers to whatever the hell was going on. If this was a simple case of a natural fungi getting out of control then she knew she could easily find some options, but she doubted it was going to be that simple.

Something had destroyed her scanner and that was something concerning. Nothing she had ever investigated before had damaged her equipment. Some of the pathogens she dealt with had made her go to hospital for a few weeks but her equipment was always fine.

This time she was okay, it was her equipment that died. 

As soon as Tarcey got to the middle of the lab, a large baby blue hologram appeared of Tarcey’s old lab assistant, Dexter Clarke. She still missed him, he was a great man and Tarcey really did owe him everything. If he hadn’t sacrificed himself then her and a group of innocent children never could have fled into the Enlightened Republic.

He was a great man. Tarcey had to solve this mystery to honour him.

Tarcey looked at the cute hologram of Dex as it materialised, showing his strong jawline, slim body and long brown hair that he always refused to cut unless it was the first day of a brand-new year. He never had explained why he did that but Tarcey didn’t mind. It was just a little quirk she loved about him.

“Doctor,” Dex said, “I am detecting increasing in the Powdery Mildew issue. I have detected it spreading strongly into the Northern and Southern regions,”

“Damn,” Tarcey said.

She just couldn’t believe how quickly this problem was spreading. The Republic could survive (barely) if the grapes in the central regions were destroyed but if the wheat fields in the North and the fruits and vegetables of the South were annihilated then the Republic was in massive trouble.

Tarcey doubted the other planets could easily pick up the slack.

“Dex,” Tarcey said, “my scanner, did it send you any data before its destruction?”

“Partial data transfer was successful,” Dex said.

Tarcey supposed that was good. There was some data to play with but Tarcey really wanted a complete dataset so she could really start to understand exactly what she was facing.

So far getting that sample was proving impossible and from panic messages from other scientists all over the planet they were having just as much luck.

“Bring up the data so far,” Tarcey said. “And run a comparison between the fungi samples of powdery mildew on other planets with our data,”

Dex nodded and clicked his fingers. Tarcey watched as the partial cell reconstruction and plant DNA appeared next to him. It wasn’t much to go on and Tarcey might have been a good student but even she knew her limits.

This data was meaningless.

“Doctor, there is not enough data for an intergalactic comparison,” 

Tarcey nodded. That was to be expected and as much as she hated this problem, she was starting to panic a lot more than she wanted to admit.

So many lives were depending on her, and her alone.

“Dex, in the data transfer, did the scanner give an explanation for its destruction?” 

“Of course Doctor,” Dex said. “The scanner was told to self-destruct. Something in the sample you were scanning managed to override all Republic safety codes,”

Tarcey was flat out amazed someone could actually do that. She had heard of plenty of really, really smart computer and electronic people fleeing the Imperium but to actually imagine they would destroy the
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