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A short story in which a lead scientist going rogue means Security has to get involved...and since it’s my shift, it’s my rogue, but something else is at play, and I have to discover what it is. The only question is do I pull the plug before she takes the shuttle...or after I discover what’s really going on?
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Written on July 25, 2015, The Heights of Winter first appeared as a stand-alone short story on August 26, 2016, and was then included in the 2022 collection, Tales of Odyssey and Miss Delight. This is its second, and currently final, edition as a stand-alone short story.

There are many things that might threaten a colony, and security is a big part of corporate investment in the Odyssey universe...as are pirates. It’s no wonder our security officer gets caught up in things they probably would have preferred to avoid.

As always, welcome to another of my worlds. This one is the Medilo, a biologically diverse and dangerous place, found in the Odyssey universe. Come explore it with me.
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There was a mountain in the Medilo Range we called Winter. None of us had ever visited it; we only knew it from the satellite pictures, and the glistening coat of white covering its peak. It was a ridge of frosted rock, slightly higher than the mountains around it, and the valley-like plateau beyond its jagged teeth that bore the same, snowy coverage.

Simons said she didn’t think it was snow, and when we laughed, she pointed to another range that was taller.

“See any white on that?” she challenged, and we had to acknowledge that we did not.

I’ll give Simons this: she was careful. She pulled up the satellite records measuring temperatures in that region, and worked out the warmest months of its cycle.

“Medilo’s different to the worlds we know,” she’d said, when I asked her why. “Yet, this mountain is completely out of sequence with everything around it.”

And she was right. When snow covered the surrounding peaks and foothills, Winter’s temperature rose, and when the snow melted, and the mountains around it warmed, Winter’s temperature dropped, but remained slightly higher than any of its neighbors.

“But that just doesn’t make any sense,” I said, and Simons’ face lit up.

“I know, right?”

She was despondent, when the colony leaders told her she could not do a fly over.

“But I’ve checked all the weather patterns,” she said. “This is the safest time of year to take a skimmer that way.”

“Simons, there is no safe time of year for a skimmer,” the chief of security said.

He was right. When Simons said it was the safest time of year to take a skimmer out, she meant there was only a sixty per cent chance she’d crash it—as opposed to the usual eighty-nine per cent chance. In her case, though, I’d have said the chances were closer to eighty per cent, even in the good season. We won’t go into what would happen at any other time of year—which was why I was hiding in the skimmer when she took off.

I’d watched her spend three weeks slowly gathering her supplies and equipment, and it must be understood, I did not believe Simons had a single sneaky bone in her body, let alone the whole skeleton she’d needed to pull off that particular series of stunts. I then watched her load the skimmer in double-quick time, hiding her activity amidst the flurry of preparation for another expedition’s departure.

Fortunately, they weren’t taking off until the next day, so she left the area when they did—and I used my security pass to undertake an ‘inspection’ that no-one realized I didn’t return from. Simons climbed into the cockpit a little after midnight. She took just enough time to make sure the load was secure, making me extra glad I hadn’t hidden in under the netting. I was lucky she did little more than rattle the door to the compartment I’d squeezed myself into, and that she was satisfied when it didn’t open under her hands.

She ran her pre-flight checks on the quiet, engaged the skimmer’s VTOL capability and lifted it up and over the other craft in the bay. It was more skill than I had given her credit for, and I wondered when she’d made the time for extra coaching. I was still wondering who had overseen her, when she bunny-hopped the small craft over the skimmer’s lined up in front of the hangar doors and touched down lightly before them.

That was definitely showing more skill than I’d have said she had. Dammit. Because if I had missed this tiny little detail, so had her bosses. There was no way they were going to see this coming. I heard her mutter something about codes, and then there was the click of the control panel being opened...or some other panel, but it was hard to imagine an alternative in the cockpit.

The hangar doors opened without the alarm going off, and I suddenly realized that ‘codes’ could only have meant the security codes keeping the doors closed against unauthorized take-offs. Like this one. And if I hadn’t credited her with being able to take flight, why was I hiding in the back of the skimmer?

Call it gut instinct, just like the sinking feeling I was getting, now, about just how bad a situation this was going to be. I nearly emerged from my hiding place, and told her to shut it all down, but I was curious. I wanted to know what was out there that could make a research scientist of Simons’ caliber steal a container’s worth of supplies and one of the colony’s most modern skimmers, and go where she’d been told she could not go.

For that matter, I wanted to know why the colony leaders weren’t even the least little bit curious about Winter, and why the head of the research division hadn’t lent her support to Simons’ proposal. I mean she’d lent her support to a whole batch of other projects that had turned out to be absolute disasters. Why not this one?

And that was the million-credit question. What was out there that the Head of Research and the colony leadership wanted to keep undiscovered—and why? The skimmer surged forward, and I cracked the compartment door, so I could see what we were doing. Stupid idea, really—firstly, because I wouldn’t be able to see a thing without turning on the light, and, secondly, because I ran the real risk Simons might see me on the sensors, and turn back.

I activated the night-vision function in my implant, and imagined I could feel the nanites crawling across the back of my eyeballs, before forming a film across my iris and pupil. That was all imagination, of course. Just because I knew what was happening, didn’t mean I could actually feel it coming into play. The technology took seconds to fall into place, and I discovered I could see again.

The different temperatures of the cartons, the netting and the skimmer’s internal surfaces, all worked together to give me a picture of the inside of the cargo bay. It also served to show me that the doors to the cockpit had been closed. I thought about that, and decided to see if they were locked, as well. The intercom crackled to life.

“Are you going to try and stop me?”

Yeah, there were some questions I wanted to ask Simons, if she’d let me. Questions that started with who she really was, what her real qualifications were, and what was so damned important about reaching Winter, now, and not next season, or the season after that—oh yeah, and why she’d lied to us about what she could do.

“I could have done that in the hangar.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Too many questions only you can answer, I guess.”

“Well, that’s honest, at least.”

I leant against one of the crates, but I did not expect her next question.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t just drop you into the Medilo.”

“Uh, ’cos that would be mean?”

Somewhere beneath my feet, servos activated, and I knew I had to think fast.

“Because you’re going to need two to bring the skimmer in safely,” I added, winding my hands through the cargo net, keeping the movement as small as possible so the monitors wouldn’t pick it up.

“What makes you think I won’t jettison the supplies as well?”

How was she doing that? I looked around. The monitors in the hold weren’t this good.

“Yeah, I can see you,” she said. “So, you think it’ll take two of us to land.”

I swallowed, fought to keep my voice steady. There was nothing I wanted to avoid more than being dropped into the Medilo—with, or without, the supplies.

“I really do.”

“What makes you think I haven’t covered that ground already?”

Oh, this was so not good.

“Because I’ve been watching you for a week, and I was aboard as soon as you’d finished loading.”

The door to the compartment in which I’d been hiding slid fully open.

“You had to sleep sometime,” the newcomer said, addressing me, and then she raised her voice. “Let’s not dump this one, Senna. She might prove useful.”

I let out a breath, I hadn’t known I’d been holding, but I kept a good grip on the cargo net.

“Who are you?” I asked, and then yelped as the lights came on.

“My name is Emilia Delight. You can call me Emmy.” She stalked closer, the weapon in her hand now very clear. “You’re not the usual run of security guard. Who do you really work for?”

That sinking feeling in my gut hardened into a solid block of ice, and she closed the last few steps between us with a sudden burst of speed. I froze as I felt the muzzle press hard into the soft spot just under my sternum.

“Who?”

Emmy, huh? Such a nice name for someone who was clearly a hardened killer, and who liked her work far too much. I swallowed.

“Allardynes. I work for Allardynes.”

“The pharmaceutical company?”

“Their security branch.”

“I thought they hired out.”

“Sometimes they need to keep things in house.”

“What?” Simons...corrections...Senna asked.

“I said they sometimes—”

“I got that part. What I want to know is what do they need to keep in house?”

“Ah...that’s classified.” I knew it wasn’t going to work, before I opened my mouth.

What I didn’t know was that the thing pressed just above my stomach could deliver a jolt that singed every nerve fiber from my gut to my fingertips. Now, I couldn’t let go if I wanted to.

I felt Emmy press her forehead against mine, and opened my eyes. My skin had gone cold. My face was clammy.

“Nothing’s ever that classified,” Emmy said, and wiggled the jolter against my skin.

The mere movement made me gasp.

“What does Allardynes need to keep in house?”

“It tracks everything its scientists do. So, if one goes off on a tangent, they need to
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