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Voyage of the Condemned (Planet Morgoth, #3)

About the Author

Captain’s log: 02.10.2332/18.23 

263 days since launch. Scout satellites have detected a solar system within approximately 10,000 light years. At current speed, we should arrive within seven standard days. The signal that brought us here is unchanged, but we are now certain it comes from a planet. Morale is stable, though chief medical officer Cody reports multiple crew members with difficulties sleeping. I myself have experienced no insomnia, though I am regularly having unusually vivid dreams which I need not recount here. Overall, I remain confident of the mission’s success. Whatever is out here, we will find it.

A. Korova.

***
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Captain Aisha Korova closed her tablet. She stood and stretched, then paced to the viewport of her quarters. Outside, the endless expanse of space lay unchanged. Thousands upon thousands of stars stretched off into the void. Despite the upbeat tone of her log, something troubled her. This mission had had an off feeling from the beginning. First, a mysterious signal captured on exploratory satellites from the very edge of known space. This excited the lunar scientists, who believed it may indicate a planet that could sustain life. Not only that, but intelligent life, capable of creating instruments that could broadcast such a far-reaching signal. Other voices were more cautious. Why send out this siren call, and why now? But the celebrants outweighed the naysayers, and it was soon decided that a ship would be despatched to follow the signal to its source, whatever that may be. 

The Jack London was a state-of-the-art starship, capable of travelling distances greater than any of its forebears. It was specifically designed for the hardship of deep space, and its crew were equally formidable. Korova was a seasoned leader with decades of interstellar exploration under her belt and had taken the assignment without hesitation. Her crew was handpicked: scientists, engineers, and ex-military. Each individual was the best in their field, disciplined, methodical, and logical. Their task was simple, follow the signal, identify its point of origin and report back to Earth. 

Only one thing had marred the voyage’s beginning in Korova’s mind. A small faction made up of unorthodox scientists, religious thinkers and philosophers had published speculation on what they believed to be the true nature of the strange signal. Namely, that it came from a pseudo-mythical planet known only as Morgoth. Pseudo-mythical because there was no proof that it even existed, only cryptic references in writings and art dating back centuries. Adherents of the myth believed the planet was evil, and that any who went near it would be destroyed or, worse in some people’s eyes, corrupted irrevocably. Korova had no tolerance for such babbled musings, but she feared some of her crew might be more susceptible. They were all people she had known and worked with, trusted with her life, but in the cold, endless night of space it was easier to fall prey to the dark legends around this fabled world and she feared what nightmare imaginings could be seeded in the psyches of her colleagues as they drifted further from the safe haven of home.

Thus far, there had been no serious issues. It was a long voyage, but all the crew were used to extended journeys into deep space. They carried out their duties diligently, filling the monotony with extra-curricular activities that relieved the tedium. The signal, that mysterious call from far across the infinite reaches of the cosmos, persisted unchanging over the heavy stretch of days and nights, out here where day and night had no meaning. But the dreams... if only the dreams would stop. Korova knew she was not the only one. Fractured images of a barren landscape, dotted with mysterious stone structures and dominated by a piercing, all-seeing light. What brought her, sweating, into the waking world each time was the sense of omnipresent evil, untroubled by distance or the fragile barriers of this vessel that carried them. She applied no significance to dreams or the unpredictable fluctuations of the subconscious but was more troubled by these visions than she would admit to anyone, not least the crew who relied on her. Far more unsettling was the increasing frequency of the nightmares as they drew inexorably closer to their quarry.

Then, 251 days into their voyage, the scout satellites sent ahead to try and pinpoint their destination began sending images of great significance. A lone planet, orbiting around a star that dwarfed Earth’s sun. A ripple of excitement ran through the weary ship. At last, an end was in sight. If the planet was habitable, even inhabited, the dream that had inspired nearly two hundred years of space exploration would at last be fulfilled. A definitive answer to the question, are we alone in the universe?

Korova brought up the images on her tablet. The planet appeared as a pale red dot, sitting like a ghost in the black maw of space. Atmospheric readings were encouraging. It had air, it had gravity. Perhaps, it might even have life.

‘We’re commencing the preliminary approach,’ Korova announced, her voice cutting through the comms. ‘Everyone, prep for initial scans. I want full reports by 0900 tomorrow.’

As she spoke, she stared out the viewport at the expanse of space. Their destination was not yet visible to the naked eye, but any one of those tiny stars could be the one they were looking for. And in its shadow, the mysterious planet that had called them here into the darkness. The distant light of the ambivalent sentinels reflected in her amber eyes. Why did this voyage seem different? She had seen alien worlds before. She had set foot on barren moons and orbited gaseous giants. She had gazed out across lifeless landscapes and marvelled at the glow of Saturn’s rings. The prospect of discovering a life-sustaining planet should excite her, yet the feeling that overwhelmed her now was dread. If they were to encounter intelligent life in a matter of days, what would it look like? 

She brushed off the thought. Nerves, she told herself. After all, it had been a long trip.
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The Jack London maintained a slow, steady speed toward the distant star system, its artificial gravity thrumming faintly beneath the crew’s feet. In the mess hall, they gathered for dinner, as they did every evening. Doctor Malik, the ship’s head biologist, sat fiddling with his tablet, scrolling through atmospheric data. Beside him was Lieutenant Brandt, the ship’s security officer, who had been brooding silently for days. His eyes darted every now and then toward the viewport, as though waiting for something to come out of the void.

‘What’s your take, Doctor?’ Brandt asked, finally breaking the silence.

Malik looked up, his eyes tired. ‘According to these readings, the atmosphere should be breathable. Oxygen levels are high, higher than on Earth. The magnetic field is stable, gravity’s a match for ours. On paper, it looks like a paradise.’

‘So, what’s bothering you?’ Korova asked, walking in and taking her seat at the head of the table.

‘I wish the scouts could get closer,’ Malik replied. ‘I want to see what it actually looks like down on the surface. The atmospheric scanners on the satellites aren’t perfect, but from what they can see, there’s no radiation, no solar winds, no major weather patterns. It’s... too still.’

‘Too still? It’s a dead world, right?’ asked Lisa, the ship’s engineer, her usual easy smile absent. She had been on edge recently, and everyone noticed. 

‘I don’t think it’s dead,’ Malik said, his voice low. ‘There’s no sign of plant life, but that signal is definitely coming from the planet. It’s not like anything I’ve come across. It doesn’t follow any known communication patterns, but it’s too regular to be natural.’

‘Well,’ Korova sighed, ‘that’s what we’re here to find out. We can do a full atmospheric sweep once the scouts enter orbit tomorrow. And Malik, keep a close eye on that signal.’

As the crew finished their meal and dispersed to their quarters, the atmosphere in the ship felt thicker. There was an unspoken tension, something creeping at the back of everyone’s mind. Lisa stopped by the viewport, staring out into the boundless night, her breath fogging the glass. Was it her imagination, or was there one point of light out in the void slightly brighter than the rest of them, pulsing gently like a distant, beating heart?

‘Lisa?’

The engineer jolted, startled out of her reverie. Korova stood before her, a warm smile on her face. ‘How you getting on?’

Lisa chuckled a little to cover her nerves. ‘Fine, ma’am. A bit tired, that’s all. Didn’t sleep much last night.’

‘Have you been to see Cody?’

The younger woman rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, he gave me some medication. That’s his answer for everything.’

‘He can be a bit old school.’ Korova paused
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