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   Chapter 1
 
   Procyon Standard Date 
(PSD) 29-212: 1600 hours
 
   Landry was having a bad day. On a scale of one to ten—one being “the cafeteria ran out of chocolate rolls” and ten being “the world just exploded”—he gave it a thirteen.
 
   And it was about to get worse.
 
   As he crouched behind the boulder, Landry considered his predicament. First, his scout ship had been reduced to nothing but wreckage. It was now strewn across the rocky, desolate wasteland of the inhospitable planet upon which he squatted in his EVA suit. That in itself would be enough to qualify this as a very bad day—but that wasn’t the end of it.
 
   Second, the oxygen supply that was feeding his suit was rapidly dwindling. At this rate, he would suffocate in his own stinking breath within the hour, even if the PSA system in his backpack continued to separate the CO2 from the mix. The glowing numerals on his head-up display for O2 levels were fluctuating between six and seven percent, but as he watched, he saw the seven flicker and turn into a three, then go back to six. Either the gauge or the HUD itself had been damaged during the crash landing, and he wasn’t sure he could trust either.
 
   Third, and perhaps this was the most terrifying reason of all, he was about to face off against a hostile alien creature that was almost twice his size. He could see the ugly critter now, sniffing about the rear portion of the scout ship that had broken off and landed among the boulders down the slope. The smoking white hull was striking amid the coppery hues of the landscape, easy to spot from a distance. The alien itself, bulky and chitinous, looked more or less at home in this world, even though it was not indigenous to the planet. Its body was like a wedge of volcanic rock, or perhaps the misshapen stump of a burnt tree, gnarled and mottled black and crimson. Its outer skin—if you could call it that—was coarse and uneven like sandpaper.
 
   And it stood between Landry and his only way of contacting home.
 
   Home, out here on planet Proc-One, was an outpost almost 300 clicks away from the crash site. It was certainly too far to walk, given Landry’s oxygen supply. That was why he needed to dig through the smoldering wreckage. The antenna, located in the comms module on the rear of the ship was his last hope. If he could somehow wire it up to the computer in the scout’s cockpit, in the portion of wreckage Landry had occupied when the ship had broken in two, there was a faint—no, ridiculously miniscule—shred of hope that he might get out of this alive.
 
   As he watched, the alien moved, shuffling along the edge of the scout. It probed at the hull of the ship, then ripped open a panel on its side with fingers like granite. Leaning down, it briefly inspected the innards of the panel, then moved on.
 
   Landry moved to keep it within view, adjusting his position behind the boulder as he tried to figure out how he was going to take the creature down.
 
   He’d never seen one of the Argoni up close, he realized, at least not in the flesh. In fact, few people had. He’d watched some cyber-reels released by the war department, read a few online fact sheets, but that was it. The war with the species known as Xeno-Gliese-412-01—more commonly referred to as the Argoni or derisively as “Toads”—had begun almost twenty years ago, but in that time the aliens had managed to mask most aspects of their tech and their biology. Like most of humanity, Landry was largely in the dark about the nature of man’s greatest enemy.
 
   Now he watched the thing’s movements worriedly, realizing that those cyber-reels hadn’t come close to accurately portraying the raw power that these creatures possessed. Landry’s stomach turned at the thought of what would happen if it spotted him cowering behind the rocks. One swing of those powerful limbs would pulverize his bones beneath the EVA suit, turning his innards to mush. And it wasn’t just the size of the thing that had him concerned. As it ducked to look inside another exposed panel of the ship, the Argoni bent and straightened with a gracefulness that belied its size, like a heavyweight boxer who specialized in ballet. It obviously possessed agility to go along with its strength, a potent mix.
 
   What are you looking for, you ugly critter? Landry wondered. What do you want with my ship?
 
   An odd thought came to Landry. The scout had been hit by something when it broke in two, some sort of Argoni artillery, a booby trap that had been left amid the terrain, Landry had guessed. But he realized that might not have been the case.
 
   Where exactly had this Toad come from? There had been no Argoni activity reported on Proc-One in the last week. The last base had been wiped out by the Marines stationed at the outpost, and there had been no new Toad warships detected in the system since.
 
   Perhaps the Argoni had been aboard a long-range surveillance craft that had struck the scout, Landry thought. A mid-air collision. If that was the case, and the Argoni’s ship had gone down as well, it would be in the same predicament as Landry. Could it be that they were both marooned in the middle of nowhere with no way of getting home?
 
   Is that thing poring over my scout so it can salvage parts?
 
   Landry mulled that over. It made no sense, he decided. From what little he knew about Toad tech, it was evident that there were no similarities to human tech. Salvaging parts would be a waste of time.
 
   The Toad reached the comms panel and made a vicious swipe with a short, bony blade on the end of its arm, then it began to lever the entire comms module outward.
 
   Landry knew the design of the ship. He knew the antenna was located in that module.
 
   Son of a . . .
 
   Landry got to his feet. He had no plan, no inkling of how to stop that thing from stealing the antenna, his only chance of survival, but he knew he had to do something. His ragged breath threw ephemeral patches of fog across the inside of his helmet, obscuring his vision, and despite the panic that sent his pulse galloping, he forced himself to take smaller gulps of air.
 
   I need to actually see the thing in order to take it down, he thought wryly. That would definitely help.
 
   The O2 dropped to five percent, then down to one, and jumped back up to seven.
 
   Landry scowled. Make up your mind—
 
   There was a cracking, wrenching sound, and Landry raised his head again. He saw the Argoni lift the comms panel clear of the scout’s fuselage, hefting the chunk of metal as if it were lightweight plastic.
 
   With that done, it turned back up the slope.
 
   It looked right at Landry.
 
   A chill went down his spine, and a fresh batch of sweat stained his arms and torso inside the EVA suit. The thing was fearsome, even at a distance of twenty paces. It was vaguely humanoid in shape, with two arms and two legs, but that was where the resemblance ended. In truth, it looked more like a cluster of rocks that had been glued together in the shape of a biped than an actual human.
 
   The chitinous outer coating extended up its neck and across its face, like ridges of blackened, lumpy bone. From within stared eyes the colour of ink, and around them Landry could see the softer flesh of its face, its reptilian skin, and a thick scar over its left eye. It did not appear to be wearing a breathing apparatus.
 
   He had the Toad cornered, Landry realized. Further down the slope was a high rock wall, too steep to scale. It would have to come through him if it wanted to escape.
 
   Right at that moment, Landry wasn’t sure if being between it and freedom was a good thing or a bad thing.
 
   Summoning every bit of courage he had within him, he stepped clearly into view and stood waiting for the Argoni to make its move. Landry wasn’t a big guy, not like the Marines who frequented the outpost. He was just an Optech, a lowly mechanic. He couldn’t outmuscle this thing in his wildest dreams. He didn’t have a chance.
 
   So how am I going to stop it?
 
   Landry thought back to almost twenty-five years before, when he’d been nine years old, talking to his Grandpa on the old man’s worn sofa. Grandpa had been a dockhand in his day, working twelve hour shifts at the Hawk Street pier for more years than he could remember, and he knew a thing or two about survival. He’d been a scrapper, a streetfighter, if his stories were to be believed. On that particular day, Grandpa had been giving Landry advice on how to deal with the school bully, Harry Spring, the kid who’d taken to tormenting Landry in the weeks previous. Spring had been spitting in his hat, tripping him into the dirt, and pushing him around in front of the other kids. Upon hearing this, Grandpa’s eyes had lit up.
 
   “I got a remedy for this!” he’d cried.
 
   “Huh?” Landry had replied doubtfully.
 
   “You want him running at you, Landry.”
 
   “I do? Why?”
 
   “‘Cos that’s when you can catch him off guard. Call him a few names, get under his skin. Get him riled up. Then, when he comes at you, kick him between the legs when he ain’t expecting it! Right in the crackers, hard as you can!”
 
   Grandpa had emphasized his point by lashing out savagely with his leg, hard enough to send his tartan slipper flying from his foot. It had zipped across the room and slammed into one of Grandma’s watercolors and knocked it clean off the wall. As it had clattered to the floor, Grandma had looked up sharply at them from her crossword puzzle, perturbed, but the old man had blathered on, oblivious.
 
   “One good kick between the legs will drop the biggest of ‘em, Landry. Mark my words.”
 
   Not being one to question his elders, Landry had tried out this method on Harry Spring the next week on the playground after school, but as Harry had come at him, the kick had glanced harmlessly off his inner thigh.
 
   As a result, Landry had gotten a blow to the eye that made it swell up for three days straight, as well as a split lip and a bruised jaw. It had been hard to eat for a week afterward. Not quite the outcome Grandpa had promised.
 
   Now Landry watched as the Toad drew itself up to its full height. He edged forward nervously, still not knowing exactly what he was going to do. There was nothing between the alien’s legs but rigid black plating, the same carapace that covered the rest of its body.
 
   Do these things even have genitalia? For all I know, there are no “crackers” to kick.
 
   The Toad made a garbled grating noise, like sand grinding between two stones, and then it was suddenly moving up the slope.
 
   It moved fast. Breathtakingly fast for something of that size.
 
   But it was moving to the side. It was trying to get around him.
 
   Landry bounded into action, swinging his legs into a gallop as best he could in the confines of the EVA suit. The Toad changed course, and Landry adjusted, and then it was coming right at him.
 
   Landry realized he was screaming; half in challenge, half in terror (More the latter, actually, he thought distantly), and the sound was bouncing around inside his helmet deafeningly.
 
   Then the thing was upon him.
 
   Landry lashed out awkwardly with his foot, but the blow never came close to reaching its target.
 
   The Toad hit Landry like a linebacker wearing pads made of solid granite.
 
   Landry’s bones jarred as if he’d been hit by a locomotive, and he saw the red sky of Proc-One spin and whirl around him as he pitched over.
 
   Then his visor smacked facedown into the dirt, and he saw nothing but blackness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
   Nine hours earlier
PSD 29-212: 0708 hours
 
   Landry was the first one into the workshop that morning, and that was business as usual. Landry was always the first one in the workshop. That was because Landry didn’t have a life outside of work. On the desolate rock that orbited the binary stars Procyon A and B, the planet they called Proc-One (or Proc-Rock, or Proc-Vegas, depending on who you asked) there was not much to do beyond Landry’s four walls. Outside the incessant whir of pneumatic drills and the clatter of wrenches, there was just a ten minute walk to his tiny dormitory, then dinner and sleep.
 
   That was the way he liked it.
 
   Of course, there were diversions at the outpost if you looked hard enough. Down at the Cross, there were bars and a nightclub—although that was a pretty loose term, given its state—even a worn basketball court over near the entrance to Outpost Control for those looking to get sweaty. There were cybergames and television shows piped in from Earth, reruns, for the most part. There were groups who got together and played bridge, chess or board games. There were things to do, no question about that. The lifestyle out here was what you made of it, and he knew that.
 
   But Landry preferred to stick to himself. He worked long hours in the workshop among the broken machines, hammering and welding and replacing, and reviewing the tasks completed by the Optechs who worked under him.
 
   And when he was done, he went back home to eat and wait out the night.
 
   Then he came back and did it all again.
 
   That was his routine, and it had been for several years now.
 
   That morning, when Gus came clattering through the workshop door with an odd expression on his face, Landry somehow knew that his carefully constructed regimen was about to be thrown into chaos.
 
   “Hey, Landry!” Gus called, stuffing his wrinkled uniform shirt into his cargo pants. He was one of the civilian pilots who worked the outpost, flying scout-class aircraft around the planet for any number of day-to-day activities such as array tower maintenance or geological surveys. “Thought I’d find you here.”
 
   “Where else would I be?” Landry said as he plugged a cable into the diagnostic port of the mudhopper on which he’d been working.
 
   “Who knows? Thought you might have been hosting one of those all-night dance parties again back at your place,” Gus said with a wry smile as he approached.
 
   “Funny guy. You should get up early more often.” Landry tapped the diagnostic card as he attempted to bring it online. “Looks like it sharpens your wit.”
 
   Gus gave him a pat on the shoulder. “No, that’s the bucket of coffee I just drank.” He widened his eyes and waggled his fingers beside his head. “I’m buzzing.”
 
   Landry gave him a lopsided grin. “You’re always buzzing.”
 
   “Hey,” Gus said, glancing about, “I have something to ask you, but you need to listen until the end before you say yes or no.”
 
   Landry lifted a screwdriver and began to unscrew the diag card. “Judging by the way you phrased that, I’m gonna go ahead and say no, right up front.”
 
   “No, come on, man,” Gus said, his frivolity gone. “This is for real.”
 
   Landry stopped what he was doing and turned to look at him. Gus seemed edgy about something, Landry thought. If it had been anyone else, Landry would have told them to go away, but he had to admit that Gus wasn’t a bad guy. In fact, he was a good friend, the only one Landry had on this whole planet. He was genuine and honest, and Landry had grown fond of him in spite of the fact that Landry was happy being by himself most of the time.
 
   “Yeah, okay. I’m listening.”
 
   Gus took a moment, considering his words. “You know that array tower that went down last week? A few hundred clicks east of here?”
 
   “Yeah, what about it?”
 
   “You’re certified to fix those, aren’t you? You could repair it?”
 
   “Hey, you know me,” Landry said. “I can fix anything. Apparently.”
 
   “So, all I’m asking is that you come out with me and patch it up. I’ll pilot the scout, you fix the array. We can get it done in a few hours.”
 
   Landry considered for a moment, then turned and pulled the diag card free of its slot. He ran his eye over the capacitors that jutted from the printed circuit board.
 
   “We can’t do that, Gus,” he said.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb. Because fixing that array tower is a low priority task.”
 
   “Low priority? That array is the only thing keeping us safe, man! Pinging the cosmos, combing the airwaves for any Argoni warships that might enter the system—”
 
   “And there are over two hundred other towers just like it spread out across the planet. There’s an overlap of fifteen or twenty arcminutes between each. One dead array doesn’t amount to much.”
 
   “But still, we need every bit of help we can get. I’m hearing we’re getting our you-know-whats handed to us in this war.”
 
   “From who?”
 
   “The Marines.”
 
   Landry made a disparaging sound in his throat. “They’re just screwing with you, Gus.”
 
   “Yeah, but—”
 
   “The UEM, those Marines you’re so friendly with, have commandeered the services of every Optech on this outpost, including me, because they’re shipping off-world in three days.” Gus opened his mouth, but Landry cut him off. “Seventy-two hours. Which means anyone leaving the outpost without authorization will get thrown into a deep, dark dungeon at the bottom of the Mines. You get me?”
 
   “There’s no dungeon at the bottom of the Mines.”
 
   “But you get my meaning.” Landry tossed the diag card away and went hunting for a replacement. He wondered why he had to explain this to Gus. Everyone understood that the Optechs were the jacks-of-all-trades at outposts like Proc-One. One minute they were fixing a broken transaxle on a T1-X heavy transport; the next, their heads were buried in the nacelle of a Seagull or a Silverwing Raven; and the next they were knocking dust out of an oxygen conversion assembly in a plant room in the outpost epidermis. Their fingers were in everything. They were the lifeblood of the outposts, the grease between the joints that kept everything running smoothly.
 
   They were in high demand, and Gus knew it.
 
   “Listen,” Gus said, “I’ll buy you a whole crate of those chocolate roll things you love from the cafeteria on Minus Four.”
 
   “Tempting, but no. Gus, seriously.” He clasped the pilot on the shoulder and moved to another box of parts. “Don’t worry about that stupid array tower. It can wait.”
 
   “C’mon. Not even for a lifetime supply of chocolate rolls?” Gus drew a crumpled packet from his pocket, containing what appeared to be a squashed and half-melted chocolate roll. “You live on these things.”
 
   “You’re carrying treats around in your pockets now?” Landry laughed. “What am I, your pet dog?”
 
   “No, you’re my friend,” Gus said.
 
   “How about I roll over and play dead? Will you give me that mangled chocolate roll for doing that?”
 
   “This is serious, Landry!” Gus all but shouted.
 
   Landry turned and stared at him, the smile evaporating from his face. “What’s going on? Why are you all worked up over this?”
 
   “I just am.”
 
   “Look, wait until the Marines are gone, and I’ll personally take a ride with you to fix it next week. After that, I might even whip your butt down at the hoop—”
 
   “No, I can’t wait. It has to be today.”
 
   Landry gave him a skeptical look. Now he was really beginning to wonder what this was all about. Gus was acting weird, he thought, and his insistence on getting the job done was a little over the top. Landry wondered if there was an ulterior motive at play.
 
   “Why don’t you just level with me, Gus? Why does it have to be today?” Landry asked.
 
   “It just does.”
 
   “So what about the jobs waiting in the workshop? I’ve got seven crits on my work list today. Seven. You’ll have to find someone else.” Landry rummaged through a box of old and dusty circuit boards.
 
   “There is no one else. Come on, man,” Gus pleaded. He sounded desperate. “I’m the only friend you’ve got around here. You don’t want to lose me, do you?”
 
   Landry turned to the workbench and found another diag card. “There are two thousand people in this outpost who don’t like me. Adding one more makes it two thousand and one, which is statistically insignificant.”
 
   “Don’t throw that math stuff—”
 
   “And besides, I have friends around here. Plenty of them.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Gus said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “That guy who loiters around Shen’s Snack Bar, down at the Cross. The guy with the beard.”
 
   “‘The guy with the beard?’” Gus said, incredulous.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That’s all you can tell me about him? A vague description? You two must really be tight, man.”
 
   Landry held up a pair of linked fingers. “Like conjoined twins, buddy. We’re inseparable.”
 
   “I’ve never even seen you with him—”
 
   “Look, Gus. I’m sorry, but I’m not doing this. First, I’m a supervisor. My job is here in the workshop, supervising. Second, it’s pointless. You try to fly a scout out of here and they’ll shut it down as soon as you get it out of the airlock.”
 
   “Don’t give me that excuse, Landry. We both know there are ways around that.”
 
   Landry stood there with the diag card hanging limply from his hand. “Are you telling me you want to rip out the transponder? Are you completely nuts, Gus?”
 
   “I’ll pay you, man.” Gus had a wild look in his eyes now, like a man on the edge. “Whatever you want.”
 
   Landry stiffened in surprise and anger. “Why would you say that to me? Do you think this is about money?” He tossed the card back on the bench and began to walk away. “I’ve got work to do—”
 
   “Landry . . .”
 
   Landry kept walking, then stopped. He turned back to Gus, disconcerted.
 
   Gus had slumped against the workbench, covering his face.
 
   He was sobbing.
 
   “Gus?” Landry hesitated. “Are you—?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Gus said, clearing his throat. “It’s just . . . you were my last hope.”
 
   Landry walked back toward him. “Last hope of what?”
 
   “They’re going to send me home, okay?” Gus said, his face reddened, tears welling in his eyes. “I’m on the ride off-world in three days. They’re gonna fold me back to Earth.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “It’s not the broken array I’m going out there for. I’m sorry I lied to you.”
 
   “Great, this just gets better and better. So what’s the deal?”
 
   “I was out on a surveying mission with one of the geologists last week, flew him out to a location not far from the array. It got late, curfew was looming, so we had to hurry to get back to the outpost.”
 
   “And?” Landry said.
 
   “I left one of the storage modules from the scout sitting out there in the dirt. Now I can’t go back and get it.”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “So when they finish the inventory tomorrow, they’re going to see it’s missing. That’s an infraction, and I’ve already had two in the last three months.”
 
   “Strike three,” Landry muttered.
 
   “Yeah. That means dismissal. A ticket home.” He wiped the moisture from the corners of his eyes. “See, I figure if I can sneak out and get it, I could say it was just misplaced here at the base. I’d dodge the infraction notice.”
 
   “So where do I come into this, if you don’t need an Optech to work on the array?”
 
   “Hauling the storage module and fitting it back into the scout is a two man job. I can’t do it by myself.”
 
   “Couldn’t one of your pilot buddies help you out?”
 
   “Those guys talk too much amongst themselves. You know what they’re like. Word will get out.”
 
   Landry shook his head. “Gus, this is dumb. Don’t you know what would happen if they found out we went AWL?”
 
   “I know, it wouldn’t be good.”
 
   “Worse than a little infraction notice.”
 
   “But if I do nothing, I’m finished anyway.” His expression crumpled, and tears welled in his eyes again. “You should have seen their faces, the day I landed this gig, Landry. My parents, my sister. My little brother. Old Nana. They were so proud.”
 
   “Look, Gus—”
 
   “Every pay check I earn goes back to them, you know?” He stared fervently at Landry. “Every spare buck. You know how hard they’re doing it back home, Landry. We’ve been fighting those Toads for seventeen years now, and every year things get harder. They need the money I earn out here. My dad’s sick, he can’t work right now. And there’s no way I can earn this kind of cash anywhere else.” He slumped back, defeated. “When they hear that I’m heading home, disgraced, I just can’t . . .” He buried his head in his hands again.
 
   “What a mess,” Landry sighed. “What a complete mess.”
 
   But, standing there looking at him, Landry couldn’t deny that he’d been affected by Gus’ words. Although he was a bit of a screwball, Gus’ intentions were pure. He was a good guy, Landry thought. He didn’t deserve to be dismissed because some worthless storage module was sitting out there in the wasteland.
 
   Almost against his wishes, Landry drew himself up and took a deep breath.
 
   “All right. I’ll do it. What’s the plan?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   PSD 29-212: 0731 hours
 
   The scout hangar wasn’t far away, and there was no time for Landry to overthink the situation. He didn’t want to overthink the situation. He knew that the more he considered the ramifications of what he and Gus were about to do, the less likely it was that he would go through with it.
 
   It was a serious breach of protocol, enough to get him sent home permanently. But in the end, what did he have to lose? What would he miss about the endless routine of being on the outpost, were it all to come to an end?
 
   But he wasn’t sure he could handle heading back to Earth again either. The memories would come flooding back if he was forced to return. He would inevitably be forced to face up to the things he’d left behind, and that wasn’t going to be pleasant.
 
   That was what scared him the most.
 
   “I figured we’d take Seven,” Gus was saying as he opened the door to the hangar. “She’s a good bird. I’ve taken her out a few times lately—”
 
   “Yeah, whatever,” Landry said. “I don’t care which scout we steal.”
 
   “Borrow.”
 
   “That’s what I meant.”
 
   With no active missions scheduled, the hangar was shrouded in gloom, and Gus flicked one of the switches on a nearby panel so they could see. A single bank of lights activated at the far end of the room, providing meager illumination, but it was enough for them to see what they were doing.
 
   He didn’t say as much, but it was clear that Gus was trying to attract as little attention as possible by keeping most of the hangar dark.
 
   As they walked toward Scout Seven, Landry looked up at the bulky shapes of the craft around them, close to fifteen in all. Each was the same model as the last: Himura Seagulls. Landry had always liked the design of the craft. They were reliable, and the troubleshooting was generally easy to follow in the uncommon event of a breakdown. Powering the ‘gulls were four arcjet thrusters using vector control for vertical takeoffs and landings (or VTOL as they referred to it around here). There were two on the rear and one on each flank, subtly incorporated into the sleek outer hull. The cockpit seated two occupants, pilot in front and passenger behind. The nacelle was predominantly a pearlescent white, and nose to tail it was 13.2 meters long.
 
   All in all, a neat little package.
 
   And Landry and Gus were about to seriously maim one.
 
   “What’s in the toolkit?” Gus said, glancing down at the bag in Landry’s hand.
 
   “All the stuff I need.”
 
   “I heard a rumor that you Optechs only ever use gaffer tape when you fix things around here.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what’s in the bag. One big roll of gaff.”
 
   “Gaff to the rescue, huh?”
 
   “Gaff to the rescue.”
 
   “Wish it were that easy being a pilot, man,” Gus said wistfully. “You should step into my shoes for a few—”
 
   “I have something in the bag for people who talk too much garbage, by the way,” Landry said. “It’s very effective.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Gaffer tape.”
 
   “Oh. I guess I’ll zip it, then.” They reached a scout, which had a weathered number seven stenciled on the side. Gus slapped the hull affectionately. “Here she is.”
 
   Landry dropped his toolkit on the floor and rummaged inside, bringing out a compact electric screwdriver. He felt his way along the craft as he got his bearings.
 
   “Okay, the transponder’s under this panel,” he said after a moment. “Go and find something we can hide it in until we get back.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Gus disappeared into the gloomy recesses of the hangar while Landry got to work on the panel. He had sure fingers and made quick work of it, getting inside without too much difficulty. The transponder was buried beneath a couple of other boards, and that was where things slowed down. Within a few minutes he’d cleared the area around the transponder, but before he could unfasten it, a thudding noise echoed around the hangar.
 
   Someone had come in through the door.
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   A woman’s voice. Landry thought he recognized it.
 
   “Cait?” he said.
 
   “Yeah. Who’s that?”
 
   “It’s Landry.”
 
   Cait’s silhouette shifted as she tried to locate him in the gloom. “Landry, what are you doing in here with the lights off?”
 
   He dropped the screwdriver back in the bag and began to walk toward her. “Just catching up on some overdue patch-ups,” he said casually. “No biggie.”
 
   Cait glared at him skeptically as he neared her. She was wearing her short blonde hair tied back in a little spout ponytail. Under her navy blue work coveralls she possessed a thin frame, but there was a wiry toughness about her. An Optech like Landry, she carried out the physically demanding vocation without fuss.
 
   Still, Landry didn’t like her. She seemed normal enough around the rest of the Optech clique, but she resented that he was her superior, and often found excuses to pick apart his performance. In fact, she could be a downright nuisance at times.
 
   Wouldn’t you just love to see me in trouble? Landry thought.
 
   “What patch-ups?” Cait said. “These Seagulls got a clean bill of health three days ago, and they haven’t been out since.”
 
   Landry scratched at his chin thoughtfully. “Well, that’s the thing. One of the pilots has been reporting to me that his transponder has been dropping out intermittently, so I thought I’d take a look.”
 
   “In the middle of all the stuff we have to do before the Marines lift off? Are you insane?”
 
   Landry gave her a patient smile. “Why don’t you head over to the workshop and get started? I’ll be along—”
 
   There was a noise behind them, something being kicked over in the darkness, and Gus appeared in his EVA suit, standing there stupidly with a small grey box clutched in his hands.
 
   “Uh, hi,” he said.
 
   “What are you doing there, Gus?” Landry said, grating his teeth and nodding surreptitiously toward Cait.
 
   “Thought I’d get suited up and uh . . .” He shrugged uselessly. “Didn’t hear we had a visitor.”
 
   Cait rounded on Landry. “Why is there a pilot suited up for an excursion? What’s going on? Did OC sanction this?”
 
   “He’s goofing around, don’t worry about it,” Landry said. He gripped her by the shoulder and turned her toward the door, propelling her with a hand on her back. “I’ll see you at the workshop.”
 
   She scowled and shrugged his hand away, then reached for the door handle. Glancing back at the two of them, she gave them a disdainful shake of her head, and left without another word.
 
   “Nice work, spaceman,” Landry said as he walked back toward Gus. Gus glanced down sheepishly at his suit. “What were you thinking?”
 
   “I was just getting ready,” Gus said. He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “Got a suit prepped for you, too.”
 
   “Yeah, great. I thought you were going to find somewhere to put the transponder.”
 
   “I did,” Gus said. “Right here.” He held up the container he’d been carrying, a generic-looking grey box about the size of a cinder block.
 
   “That? It looks like somebody’s lunch box.”
 
   “It was all I could find.”
 
   “Gus, someone’s going to come in here looking for lunch and ending up finding the transponder. I guarantee it.”
 
   “Just get the transponder and put it in here, huh? We’ll be back before lunch, easy.”
 
   Landry glanced back at the door to the hangar, uneasy about the exchange with Cait.
 
   “Yeah, we better be.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
   PSD 29-212: 0802 hours
 
   Landry fidgeted inside his EVA suit, attempting to get comfortable within the cramped confines of the scout’s cockpit. Ahead of him and slightly lower down sat Gus at the flight controls, busily flipping switches on the avionics panel as the Seagull powered up. Landry glanced back toward the hangar entrance, but Cait had not returned.
 
   Maybe she’ll just forget about it.
 
   “Yeah, right,” he muttered.
 
   “You say something?” Gus said over his comms, turning his head and raising his voice over the noise of the engines.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Gus gave a thumbs up, and in a moment the scout began to trundle forward and out of the hangar. The space narrowed and the ceiling got lower as they continued, then a door behind them lowered. There was a loud hissing sound around them as the airlock cycled the oxygen, and then the bay doors opened out on the glinting red landscape of Proc-One. Landry heard the ship’s AI beep as it came online, but Gus reached out and shut it down before it could complete its boot up sequence.
 
   “Okay, we’re good,” Gus said. “Hang onto your breakfast.”
 
   The engines rotated into the vertical position and thrust increased. Then the landing gear retracted and the scout lifted into the air and began to skim across the ground. The airlock disappeared behind them, and then suddenly they were rocketing forward, kicking up plumes of red sand and dust as they surged along.
 
   “Whoa!” Landry exclaimed, his hands digging into the edges of his seat involuntarily. “You gonna pull her up anytime soon, man?”
 
   “No can do, buddy. We’ve gotta keep this bird low. Don’t want anything showing up on radar.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I forgot we were on a suicide mission.”
 
   Gus laughed. “Don’t sweat it, Landry. I’ve got this.”
 
   Landry turned his head and looked out across the desolate landscape, at the sun hanging low in the red-tinged morning sky. Around here, morning was a loose term—Procyon was in fact a binary system, consisting of a larger star Procyon A, and a smaller companion white dwarf Procyon B—and so the classifications of night, day, dusk, and dawn that were used on Earth did not strictly apply. It was rare for the planet to be in complete darkness. Usually at least one of the Procyon stars was visible at any given time, and even though Procyon B gave off far less light, the evening was too bright to be considered night. Instead, Proc-One went from daylight to a kind of dusk and then back to daylight again.
 
   The binary nature of the system also played havoc with the planet’s orbit, resulting in harsh changes in climate at different times of the year. This instability meant that life had never taken hold on the planet’s surface, and never would.
 
   Only invaders like humans and the Argoni would ever walk the surface, Landry thought.
 
   “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Gus said, interrupting Landry’s reverie.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Check it out.” Gus pointed to where both Procyon A and B were rising over the horizon. “This is an amazing place, Landry.”
 
   “Funny. It always seemed like a dead rock to me.”
 
   “Nah, man. We’re privileged to be here.” He adjusted the attitude of the scout as they passed over a hill, then dipped downward into the valley on the other side. “That’s one of the reasons I can’t leave. To be given the honor of looking out at the glory of something like this . . .” He trailed off, then a moment later began again with renewed vigor. “Can you imagine what it would be like if there was no war? If we were just free to explore this place instead of spending every waking moment trying to repel the Toads?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “I mean, it was just dumb luck we came across those critters. Think about it. Man creates the fold engine, and we gain the ability to bend space. Then, a little way down the track, we jump to, uh . . .”
 
   “Gliese Four-Twelve,” Landry supplied.
 
   “Yeah, Gliese Four-Twelve. We jump to Gliese Four-Twelve, and a Toad warship just happens to be there and follows us back to Earth. Bam! The war begins.”
 
   “Thanks for the history lesson.”
 
   “No, that’s not what I’m getting at. What I mean is, if that Toad warship hadn’t been there when we folded through to Gliese Four-Twelve, or we’d chosen a different system . . . we might have been living in peace all of these years. You and I might be taking a joyride across an unexplored planet right now instead of worrying about where the next attack was coming from.”
 
   “Hey, don’t go all mushy on me, huh?” Landry said.
 
   “Not a chance.” Gus turned to look at him, but couldn’t quite get his head around far enough to see him. “It’s just a hypothetical.”
 
   “Yeah, I get it,” Landry said. He’d often wondered the same thing himself—what their lives might have been like had humans not invented the fold engine and stumbled out into the depths of space, attracting the attention of a hostile species that had started a war with Earth without any attempt to communicate—but there was no point daydreaming about it. That just wasn’t reality.
 
   “Hey, I want to thank you for doing this, Landry,” Gus said awkwardly, unsure how to broach the topic of his gratitude. “For real. I know you’re taking a big chance. I won’t forget it.”
 
   “Well, you are my second best friend in the whole outpost, you know.”
 
   “Right after the guy with the beard?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   Gus adjusted his heading, and they continued to rocket along just above the surface. Landry watched it all go by, but try as he might, he couldn’t see the beauty in it. He couldn’t see the infinite wonder of the alien world. Maybe he was just too jaded, too pessimistic.
 
   Or maybe he’d just lost the ability to see the beauty in anything.
 
   “Okay, I’ve got visual on the dead array,” Gus was saying. “Ten o’clock. Five, maybe six clicks ahead.”
 
   Landry craned his neck, spotting the tall spire of metal glinting in the sunlight. He activated the camera on his helmet, which in turn splashed an image overlay on the inside of his visor. The view before him grew to 4x and then 8x magnification, greatly enhancing the detail of the dusty metal plating of the array. Ghostly green numerals flicked across the HUD, displaying approximate distance along with a number of other parameters.
 
   “Yeah. Got it.”
 
   “The survey area where I left the storage module should be a couple of clicks north of that. We should be able to spot it, as long as it hasn’t been covered in dust already.”
 
   “I’ll keep an eye out.”
 
   Gus turned the scout and they made their way north, weaving between a cluster of boulders with precision. He eased back on the power and they slowed to a more gentle cruising speed as they tried to locate their target.
 
   “See anything yet?” Gus said.
 
   “No.” Landry adjusted his camera magnification again, then leaned forward as he tried to get a better view of the terrain. His visor bumped sharply against the acrylic of the cockpit canopy, and he sat up. “Y’know, this would be a lot easier if we had some more altitude.”
 
   “Like I said, that’s not an option,” Gus said. “We have to play some limbo here.”
 
   “Play what?”
 
   “Limbo, man. You know the game where someone holds a bar and you have to try to walk underneath it? You have to keep low—” He stopped. “Wait, there it is! Yeah, I see it. Eleven o’clock.”
 
   “I don’t see anything but rock.”
 
   “That’s it! That’s the storage module. Let me just swing around here . . .” Gus made another sharp turn, then began to curve the scout around to the east, still hugging the terrain. “See it? It should be in your—”
 
   There was a flash of something dark from below, something that stood out against the ubiquitous red landscape around them, and then there was a crashing noise, and Landry was thrown against the side of the cockpit. He heard screeching and the world seemed to spin in every direction.
 
   Alarms and sirens blared, and lights in the cockpit flashed.
 
   Landry screamed. “What the—?”
 
   “We’re hit, we’re hit.” Landry heard Gus’s voice. The guy sounded insanely calm and in control to Landry. “Losing guidance systems, we’re going in.”
 
   “Gus, what’s going—?”
 
   “Brace for impact.” The world was still rotating at nauseating speed, and getting faster. “Hold on, Landry.”
 
   Chaos. This was insane, Landry thought. They were crashing? How did this happen?
 
   Am I going to die? Landry thought wildly.
 
   The ground rushed up, and there was no time for Landry to think of anything else.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   PSD 29-212: 1545 hours
 
   Landry clawed his way out of the black sludge that permeated his mind, coming back to consciousness gradually, the veil of darkness drawing away one layer at time. For a while, he had no idea where he was, or what was going on. There was just the pounding in his head and a relentless throbbing sensation that seemed to course down his spine and radiate out through his eyeballs like jagged shards of glass.
 
   He clutched at his temple, but his hand struck his visor instead.
 
   He was in an EVA suit.
 
   The crash. He cursed to himself. The crash!
 
   Landry scrambled upward into a sitting position, his pain temporarily forgotten. He was still in the rear cockpit of the scout, but he was alone. The cockpit canopy had been partially snapped from its mounts, and it lay ajar, allowing the noxious atmosphere of Proc-One into the cockpit.
 
   Good thing I’m wearing my EVA.
 
   “Hey, Gus?” Landry said, wincing as the sound of his own voice inside the helmet sent his headache into another paroxysm of pain. He glanced around but saw no sign of his pilot. “Where are you?”
 
   Gus did not respond. Outside, Landry could see dark tendrils of smoke trailing into the air around the scout. As he pushed himself forward, he noted that there was a decided slant in the craft’s orientation, angling heavily to the left.
 
   It was a miracle the scout hadn’t broken up completely, Landry realized. They’d probably been saved by the fact they’d been at low altitude when hit. Maybe they’d skimmed the ground when they’d gone down instead of dropping like a stone.
 
   Gus must have woken up first, climbed out for a look around. That would explain it.
 
   “Gus? Are you hearing me on comms? Advise of your position, over.”
 
   Landry moved forward, pushing the canopy upward to squeeze past the pilot’s seat. It wasn’t an easy task in his bulky suit, and he ended up tumbling forward into Gus’s empty chair.
 
   “Gah. Get a grip.” He sat up, and something outside caught his eye.
 
   It was Gus, lying face down in the dirt in his EVA suit.
 
   “Hey! Gus?” There was still no response. He pushed urgently at the canopy, then slid outside. He tumbled roughly onto the dirt.
 
   Had Gus been thrown clear during the crash? he wondered. That must have been it. He was probably out cold.
 
   “Hey, no time for sleeping, buddy. We’ve got a situation here.” He scrambled across the ground and reached for Gus’s shoulder, then began to turn him over. “Nice landing, by the way—”
 
   Landry stopped. Gus’s visor had been smashed apart, a jagged, gaping hole running vertically down its center. Rivulets of dried blood ran from his scalp, and his skin was pale and blue, his lips almost black.
 
   Landry cried out and leapt backward, staring in horror at his friend.
 
   Gus was dead. He was dead.
 
   His EVA suit was shredded, torn apart down the center. There was a horrendous gash in his chest, and blood . . . so much blood. His oxygen tank was also ruptured, its contents scattered to the winds.
 
   My only friend in this world is gone, Landry thought. He choked back a sob and squeezed his eyes shut.
 
   Landry thought of Gus’s family, the people who were financially dependent on him, all the way back on Earth. This would destroy them.
 
   He opened his eyes again, feeling ill. Poor Gus, he thought. He must have drawn the short straw, been thrown clear of the cockpit when it hit the ground.
 
   And yet, on the ground nearby, Landry could see footprints that weren’t his, leading from the scout to where he now crouched. So had Gus survived the crash, he wondered, then walked out here and died?
 
   He looked back at his dead friend one more time.
 
   Not with those injuries. He wouldn’t have been walking anywhere with that massive hole in his chest.
 
   And there’s no blood in the cockpit, either. Landry touched the edge of the hole in Gus’s suit. Are those gash marks? Did something attack him out here?
 
   Landry bit his lip, tried to suppress his grief and the rising sense of panic that had begun to grip him. He looked around, wondering what he was going to do.
 
   Think. Assess the damage.
 
   “This is not happening!” he shouted at nothing in particular.
 
   Good idea, Landry. Take out your frustration on a few boulders. That should help things along.
 
   He took a deep breath and tried to collect his thoughts. He had eight hours of air in his oxygen tank, plenty of time to figure out a plan. He just needed to—
 
   Something seemed off, he thought. Something wasn’t right. He glanced about again and took a few stumbling steps away from the wreck.
 
   The light. It was all wrong.
 
   He looked up at the sky, saw Procyon A dipping toward the horizon. It was late afternoon.
 
   How long was I out for?
 
   Landry called up the oxygen readout on his HUD and checked the digits. He dropped his wrist, took a deep breath, then looked at it again.
 
   Yup. That’s what I thought it said first time.
 
   Seven percent of O2 left. Thirty minutes, maybe a bit more. That’s it.
 
   “Okay. I wasn’t completely screwed before, but now . . .”
 
   He’d been knocked out for hours, not minutes as he’d first thought.
 
   He turned back to the scout, and another surprise was waiting for him.
 
   Only half of the ship was there. He realized the other half must have been ripped off in the explosion.
 
   “What exactly happened up there?” he said to himself.
 
   There was only silence as a late afternoon breeze that rippled across the ruddy landscape, sweeping fine grains of sand against his visor.
 
   Okay, think. Thirty minutes. You have thirty minutes to do something. What are the options? He turned in a slow circle. Definitely can’t walk back to the outpost from here. Can’t fix the ship.
 
   Obviously.
 
   Signal for help?
 
   With frickin’ what? Smoke signals?
 
   Yeah, they’ll definitely see those from three hundred clicks away.
 
   The only thing that could communicate over that distance was the scout comms unit, but it’s out of commission—
 
   An idea came to him, along with a modicum of hope.
 
   If the comms unit is still intact somehow, and I could reroute a different power source to it, could I get it working?
 
   Not without the antenna.
 
   His mind was racing, recalling the design of the Seagull. The antenna was located in the rear of the ship. The part of the ship that had disappeared.
 
   He turned again, scanning the horizon. The other part of the ship should be easy to spot against the red landscape, he figured, but there—
 
   Then he saw it—a thin trail of smoke over a nearby ridge. That was where the aft section must have come down.
 
   Get the antenna. Get back here and wire it up to the comms unit. Find another power source. Simple.
 
   He skirted around the side of the wreck, bounding in his EVA suit over a knee-high boulder with the grace of pregnant cow, adrenaline coursing through his veins, his headache forgotten.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
   Present Day
PSD 29-212: 1608 hours
 
   Landry hadn’t blacked out after being steamrolled by the Argoni. That was something, at least, he figured. For a moment he thought he had, but, as it turned out, he’d only been momentarily dazed when he’d face-planted after being knocked from his feet. As he lay there regathering his wits, he heard the Toad’s footsteps receding as it ran away with the comms module, and that realization helped to brush away the last of the cobwebs from his mind.
 
   He knew he couldn’t let it get away.
 
   He struggled to his feet, then stood there wobbling as he fought to regain his equilibrium.
 
   The Argoni wasn’t anywhere he could see.
 
   He looked about frantically, certain that he had lost all sense of direction when he’d been knocked on his butt. He saw the wreckage of the scout down the slope, the footprints left by the Argoni in the dirt. He followed them over the crest of the ridge, but after a few paces, they abruptly ended.
 
   What in the . . . ?
 
   Okay, so this thing is the size of a Sumo wrestler, can run like an Olympic sprinter, and also make itself vanish at will.
 
   That is so unfair.
 
   But as he stood there, Landry figured out what had happened. The final footprint in the trail was deeper than the rest, as if the Toad had exerted more effort on that last step.
 
   As if it had jumped.
 
   Not far away, there was a cluster of knee-high and waist-high boulders that dotted the landscape. He figured the Toad must have leapt onto them and used them like stepping stones in order to mask its escape route.
 
   But if that were the case, Landry should still have been able to see it out there. He had a wide-open view in most directions for hundreds of meters, and yet the Argoni was nowhere in sight.
 
   “It’s still out there,” he said to himself. “It’s hiding. Behind a boulder. Waiting.”
 
   He shifted uneasily, rubbing gingerly at the point of his shoulder, the place that had borne the brunt of his collision with the Argoni.
 
   He wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing that the Argoni hadn’t gotten away completely.
 
   On the one hand, that meant there was still a chance of getting the antenna back. On the other, he might have to face up against the creature again.
 
   The linebacker from hell.
 
   It had killed Gus. He knew that for certain. The injuries Gus had sustained weren’t consistent with a crash. The Argoni had come looking for them, and had used that chitinous blade to crack Gus open and slice him up.
 
   It must have missed Landry lying in the cockpit somehow. He’d lucked out. But it wasn’t going away for good. It would come back for him.
 
   “Hey!” he yelled, “I know you’re there!” He felt like a scared little kid cowering in his bed at night, screaming at an imaginary monster in the dark. “Step out and I’ll bust you up!”
 
   Good job, Landry. It must be shaking in its size twenty-six boots right now.
 
   He checked his oxygen supply again and saw that he was down to three percent, barely fifteen minutes. And here he was wasting his breath yelling at a bunch of rocks.
 
   Landry moved forward, retracing the footprints in the dirt left by the alien. He clambered up onto a boulder, then jumped awkwardly to the next, trying to figure out which path it might have taken.
 
   He found that it wasn’t an easy job hopping around. Not in the EVA suit.
 
   The Toad was far more nimble, far stronger than he was, and that begged the question: Why hadn’t it finished him off?
 
   Landry struggled for balance as he leapt to the next boulder, then stopped to consider.
 
   Because it likes to play with its food?
 
   “Hey, you ugly freak! I’m coming for you!”
 
   There was no response, no movement from amongst the rocks.
 
   Procyon A was getting lower in the sky, turning blood red.
 
   Of course it’s not coming out. Why would it risk trying to kill me? I’m going to be dead in a few minutes anyway.
 
   He looked about. It was hopeless, all right, and the alien was just one in a long list of problems.
 
   He and Gus had gone out on an unsanctioned excursion, removing the transponder on purpose so that no one would know their location. Gus had even taken the extra precaution of flying low to avoid radar.
 
   There was no help coming, he knew. This was it.
 
   There was nowhere left to go but back to the cockpit section of the scout, where Gus lay dead, and wait it out.
 
   Any moment that three percent on the oxygen readout was going to drop to two. Then it would drop to one.
 
   And then?
 
   Landry hopped down from the boulder and began to trudge across the dirt. In a few minutes he arrived back at the first crash site, where nothing had changed. Smoke was still drifting from the wreck, the systems were all silent and dark, and Gus was lying inert, his face blue and lifeless.
 
   Landry stared at him, conflicted. Although he was distraught that Gus was dead, he was also fuming that he’d been dragged into this mess. He should never have agreed to it in the first place. It had been a bad idea from the start. He’d known that. So why had he taken the risk?
 
   Did you even care about the consequences, Landry? a voice in his head wanted to know. Or were you too busy wallowing in self pity?
 
   He clenched his fist.
 
   “This is all your fault!” he screamed at Gus, spittle coating the inside of his visor. “Screw you, Gus!”
 
   He turned away, hating himself for screaming at a dead man—a guy who happened to be the only one in the whole outpost who had treated him with any affection. Landry knew that he didn’t deserve any friends—not with that wall he’d built around himself—and yet Gus had tried to create a rapport between them in spite of that.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Landry whispered hoarsely. He glanced back at his friend, ashamed. “I’m sorry.”
 
   He reached out and steadied himself on the hull of the scout, wondering where the Argoni might have gotten to. Was it sitting out there, camouflaged as just another rock, watching as Landry’s sanity unraveled? Was it clutching at the antenna with hateful satisfaction, knowing that it had robbed him of his only chance to contact home?
 
   What good would the antenna have done me anyway? I would still have to route the power from another system—
 
   Landry’s heart skipped a beat as an idea struck him.
 
   Route the power from another system.
 
   Suddenly he was moving, clambering up into the cockpit to retrieve his toolkit.
 
   The seconds were counting down until he ran out of air.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
   PSD 29-212: 1637 hours
 
   The bank of solar panels located on the hull of the scout, just behind the cockpit, was about the size of a clipboard. Not large at all, Landry thought, as he wedged his flathead screwdriver underneath its edge and attempted to pry it upward.
 
   It wasn’t large because it didn’t have to be.
 
   The Himura Seagull was equipped with a bank of lithium-air batteries on its belly, which provided power to the ship whilst in operation. However, those batteries were ruined and scattered in a hundred pieces across the landscape, having busted apart when the ship was torn in two.
 
   There was a second source of power, though. The small, almost insignificant group of solar receptors Landry was prying up fed a backup battery with a sole purpose: to provide the scout with power in the event of a catastrophic failure to the primary system. It was like the equivalent of the ram air turbines used in old Earth aircraft, the ones that drew power from a small propeller that deployed beneath the belly of a jumbo in an emergency.
 
   It was the last hope of a pilot who’d lost power to his engines mid-flight.
 
   And it’s my last hope, too.
 
   With the screwdriver poised, he forced himself to stop and take a breath. Although things were desperate, he couldn’t afford to make any mistakes.
 
   Is this really the best option I have? Once I rip this thing out of here, there’s no turning back.
 
   I could sift through the larger lithium-air batteries from the undercarriage to maybe find one that’s still holding a charge, but that will take too long. And judging by the state of the lower section of the Seagull, I’m not going to have much luck.
 
   What about finding another way to signal home? Build another antenna from makeshift parts that have broken off the scout?
 
   Time is the limiting factor. I would need to trawl through the debris trying to find parts that would do the job, and then somehow cobble them together without welding gear. Then, after all of that, I’d need to sit here and wait for a rescue crew to assemble and make their way out to the crash site.
 
   No, this is it. The little panel will have to do.
 
   He lifted the panel clear, being as delicate as he possibly could so as not to damage the wiring beneath. He could see that everything looked intact. The wires ran into a conduit, and not far below that was the battery itself.
 
   He checked his oxygen readout.
 
   One percent. If that’s true, I have Four or five minutes left.
 
   Not enough time. Not even close.
 
   Screw it, why stop now?
 
   He fumbled with the screwdriver and freed the battery housing, then lifted it clear. The battery was there, a rectangular slab about the size of box of cereal. It looked in good condition to him. No visible signs of damage.
 
   That wasn’t a reason to celebrate. Not yet, anyway.
 
   With the utmost care, Landry removed the connectors that were hooked into the backup power system and unscrewed the mounts. After untethering the battery, he was able to lift it clear and remove it from the scout.
 
   Landry hustled around to the other side of the scout, his prize clutched in his arms.
 
   He was panting, using more oxygen than he should.
 
   Couldn’t help it.
 
   He didn’t look at the reading on his HUD. He knew it would be at zero, or close enough. He was on fumes.
 
   Climbing up onto the edge of the cockpit, then to the roof, he wormed along precariously until he had found his next target: the OXEE. Little more than a curved slot in the hull, the little gadget performed a vital task: sucking in the CO2 rich atmosphere of Proc-One and splitting it into oxygen and carbon monoxide. The former was funneled into the cockpit so that pilots could breathe, and the latter was vented back outside the ship.
 
   That little baby was Landry’s ticket to a fresh air supply, but there was a problem.
 
   There was no power to run it.
 
   But there was a chance he could change that.
 
   Wasting no time, he began to work away at the panels around the OXEE, attempting to get a clear look at the innards of the device. He’d replaced several dodgy units that had failed in the past, and that knowledge became invaluable. He knew the design, and how it all fit together. Even though working in the suit was cumbersome, especially when it came to the finer work with his hands, he still had the unit at his mercy within a couple of minutes.
 
   He reached in and lifted the assembly clear, then examined the power connectors. They terminated inside the device itself, and there was no way he would have enough time to take the whole thing apart and do it neatly.
 
   Pulling out his snips, he cut the wires.
 
   Over his shoulder, Procyon A was setting. The stars were coming out overhead.
 
   That was his next problem—the encroaching dark. He had a flashlight mounted on his suit, but didn’t want to drain the power unnecessarily by using it during the repairs.
 
   Don’t worry about it. Think happy thoughts, like how you’ll choke to death on CO2 long before the light runs out.
 
   He stripped the wires, then attached them to the backup battery and wrapped the joins in electrical tape from the toolkit. He gave them a gentle tug. The joins were firm. Then he used gaffer tape to secure both the battery and the OXEE to the hull.
 
   He tensed up, watching the intake of the OXEE for any sign that it had begun to function. All he could hear was the sound of his heart hammering in his ears.
 
   He figured there was no point sitting there like an idiot, so Landry grabbed the toolkit and slid back down toward the cockpit. Hooking his hand over the edge, he wormed his way back inside and located the vent through which O2 entered from the OXEE.
 
   He could see a few motes of dust stirring in the deep afternoon sunlight.
 
   Yes. It’s working!
 
   He fought back a wave of elation. He hadn’t solved his problems yet. He still had work to do, and he was finding it difficult to breathe.
 
   His oxygen supply must have gone altogether, he realized. It was suddenly becoming hard to keep his thoughts coherent. Soon, he would become delirious, and then . . .
 
   Think, Landry! Figure it out!
 
   So, there was a pretty good chance that oxygen was being pumped into the cockpit. That in itself wasn’t helpful, he knew. With the canopy warped and possibly ruined, it was unlikely that he would be able to make it fit snugly again. He wouldn’t be able to pressurize the cabin.
 
   He had to get the O2 it into his EVA suit. Direct input.
 
   So how am I going to do that?
 
   If there was ducting lying outside, thrown clear during the crash, he could possibly use it to channel air from the vent and into his suit. However, he didn’t remember seeing any earlier, and now in the fading light it seemed unlikely he would be able to locate it quickly enough—assuming it was even out there.
 
   What about pressing forward against the vent and somehow attaching the EVA suit to the vent? It would be mighty uncomfortable, for a start, and he would effectively be pinned in place. He knew that was not a workable solution.
 
   Another idea came to him.
 
   Jamming his screwdriver into the side of the vent, he began to furiously push it outward, abandoning all pretense of caution. There was no point being gentle. He needed the OXEE ducting, and he needed it fast.
 
   With a loud snap, the vent came free, and Landry fumbled inside for the ducting, a flexible grey pipe that was connected at the other end to the OXEE, and yanked it forward. There was always a bit of give in the length the conduits, fortunately. Straining with the effort, he cleared enough slack to reach down to the SCU, the Servicing and Cooling Umbilical connector on his suit, and attempted to hook it up.
 
   But of course, the conduit was not designed to link into the SCU connector. Why would it be? he thought drily.
 
   Another roadblock.
 
   “You idiot,” he hissed at himself.
 
   Was this the best plan you could come up with? Really? Might as well have—
 
   No, wait. I’ve still got an ace in my sleeve.
 
   He rummaged around in his toolkit and brought out his roll of gaffer tape and gave the edge a sharp pull. He positioned the OXEE conduit against the SCU as well as he could, then began to wrap the tape around it, using a liberal quantity to try to ensure it was airtight. In a few seconds he’d made an ugly wad of it, like a big black lump of garbage on his hip.
 
   He was on the verge of blacking out and quickly opened the valve on the SCU.
 
   He could feel cool air flooding the suit. Or maybe it was his oxygen-starved brain shutting down, making him feel numb all over.
 
   No. It wasn’t a hallucination. It was getting easier to breathe already.
 
   He allowed himself to smile, just a little.
 
   Gaff to the rescue.
 
   If the OXEE really was producing oxygen, he thought, and the pressure swing adsorption system that was built into the device continued to remove the CO2 from the suit, he might live a while longer.
 
   How much longer, he wasn’t sure.
 
   But one way or another, he had bought himself a little more time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
   PSD 29-212: 1702 hours
 
   “Yo, Underwood. Dodge wants you.”
 
   Cait pulled her head out from under the T1-X transport and looked across the workshop, where Pasternak stood watching her expectantly. Another Optech like her, he was dressed in the stock uniform: grubby, navy blue coveralls and steel-capped boots. At the end of a long shift, his clothes were covered in grime, and a thin sheen of sweat dappled his brow.
 
   Cait glanced back at the drive train she’d been working on. “I’m not done here yet.”
 
   “Are you deaf? The boss man is looking for you. You gonna keep him waiting?” Cait hesitated, and Pasternak made a condescending shuffling motion with his hands. “Go on, little girl. Get moving.”
 
   Twisting her mouth, Cait snatched up a rag and wiped at her hands as she headed toward the workshop exit. Even though it was late in the day, the workshop was still abuzz with noise and the shuffle of Optechs moving about. It was always this way, she thought, when the troops were due to ship out. All hands on deck in order to get the war machines ready to go.
 
   “Little girl, huh?” she smirked. “So that’s how it is?”
 
   Pasternak suppressed a smile. “Uh-huh.”
 
   “You mean the same little girl who ground you into the dust down at the hoop yesterday?”
 
   “Hey, that’s not fair—”
 
   “What was the score again? Fifty-seven to thirteen?”
 
   “Fourteen,” Pasternak said, raising a finger in objection. “That last shot I made was a three-pointer.”
 
   “Right.” Cait flicked the rag into Pasternak’s face as she breezed past, causing him to stumble backward. “Hold onto that for me, will you?”
 
   Pasternak grabbed the rag from his face and grinned, then stood watching her go. She was peripherally aware that other men in the workshop had also turned to watch her leave. Being called in to see Dodge was generally not a good thing, she knew. He wasn’t the type to give pep talks, or even engage in idle chat, so this was most likely a reprimand of some kind.
 
   Cait made it out into the corridor, and the clamor of the workshop began to diminish as she left it in her wake.
 
   Some days I can’t wait to get out of there, she thought.
 
   Although there were parts of the job she enjoyed—the physicality of the work, the problem solving aspect of fixing a circuit array or making an engine purr smoothly again—there were also aspects that made her dread coming into work at all.
 
   More often than not, she felt as though no one in there respected her, that they didn’t believe she could do the job as well as a man. She was still stewed over the “little girl” comment, even though she knew she was projecting her father’s values onto Pasternak, and that her vision had been skewed by her obsessive feud with the old man, but she couldn’t help it. She felt as though they regarded her as some kind of ornament, an amusing and pretty-to-look-at diversion, but not an integral, functioning part of the team.
 
   The truth was that Cait had loved to get her hands dirty as a kid, spending hours pulling the family lawnmower apart, or trying to fix the busted television set, instead of sitting around putting clothes on dolls. That was all she’d ever wanted to do.
 
   And that had gotten under her father’s skin, big time.
 
   Her old man had always tried to steer her into a “woman’s” vocation, a career that was more befitting of a “lady.”
 
   “Wear a dress to work,” he’d said one day as she was nearing the end of school.
 
   “Wear a dress?” she’d shot back. “What is this, the 1950s?”
 
   “You’re not cut out for hard labor is all I’m saying. Look at you, you’d blow away on a puff of wind.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Cait, I don’t want you to go out there and do something that’s too tough. You’re going to look stupid.”
 
   Cait hadn’t bothered to argue further with him. Over the years that followed, their fights had escalated, and the eventual heartbreak had driven her to take the toughest job she could find, on an outpost in the middle of nowhere, eleven light-years from Earth.
 
   Eleven light-years from both him and his backward advice. That would shut him up.
 
   More than that. One day she was going to run this place. She was only twenty-eight now, but within the next few years she was going to be the most accomplished Optech that Proc-One had ever seen.
 
   She couldn’t wait to see the old man’s face when that happened.
 
   She reached Dodge’s office quickly, rapping on the frosted glass door before proceeding through. The office was relatively small and cramped, and stuffed full of crap—boxes of parts that were awaiting inventory processing, for the most part. On the wall hung several certificates from the dim dark past, one declaring Dodge as Employee of the Year at some place called Werner’s Auto in Calamvale.
 
   Behind the squat plastic desk sat the boss himself, a rotund, middle-aged man with a jowl as thick as a heavy transport tire, with meaty, hair-covered fists protruding from his sleeves. As usual, he wore a perennial three day growth, and his hair was slicked back against his scalp.
 
   Standing beside the desk was a neatly presented man in a black suit, with dark hair and olive skin. He seemed very much out of place in Dodge’s office, like a classy businessman visiting the slums.
 
   “Underwood,” Dodge grunted. “What took you?”
 
   Cait tore her eyes from the man in the suit and looked at Dodge. “I was working on something.”
 
   “Working on giving me an ulcer,” Dodge said. “Come over here. I won’t bite.”
 
   Cait began to move forward. The floor was so messy that she had to weave her way across it like she was following a meandering garden path. She stood at the edge of the desk where an engraved silver name plate read Lionel Dodge.
 
   “So, what did you want me for?” she said.
 
   Dodge leaned back in his chair, causing it to squeal madly. “You know Barakula, from Outpost Control?” he said, extending a hand toward the man in the suit.
 
   “Administrator Barakula,” she said, nodding in greeting. “I’ve seen you around, but I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.”
 
   Barakula inclined his head. “Ms. Underwood.”
 
   Dodge cracked his knuckles, then hunched forward over the desk again. “You raised a complaint this morning, Underwood, and Mr. Barakula here would like to know a few more details.”
 
   “Is this about Landry?” she asked.
 
   Dodge made a quizzical expression. “You raise any other complaints today?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then, yeah. It’s about Landry.”
 
   “Okay, so what do you need to know?”
 
   Barakula stepped forward slightly. “Ms. Underwood, can you tell me exactly what happened this morning during the incident with Landry Stanton?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Okay.” She thought back to earlier in the day. “I was coming in early for my shift when I saw lights in the scout hangar. I thought that was a bit odd, since the Seagulls were all given a clean bill of health a couple of days ago, and there haven’t been any missions since because of to the UEM embargo.”
 
   Barakula nodded. “Yes. Go on.”
 
   “Well, like I said when I lodged the complaint, Landry was in the hangar acting funny. Looked like he was working on one of the scouts, but when I asked him about it, he just came up with some silly answer. Sounded like he was being evasive.”
 
   “And you saw someone there with him?” Barakula said.
 
   “Yeah. I think the guy’s name is Gus. Comes in here to the workshop to talk to Landry now and again. He’s one of the scout pilots. He was suited up like he was ready to go out on an EVA.”
 
   Barakula seemed to consider that. “Did they say anything about where they were going?”
 
   “No. Landry said he was looking at a faulty transponder. That’s all. The pilot was carrying a box, but I don’t know what was in it.” She glanced between the two men. “Why? What’s going on?”
 
   “We investigated the incident, and it seems that you were right. One of the scouts was taken out this morning without authorization.”
 
   Cait had to suppress a smile. You complete fool, Landry. You’re going to fry over this.
 
   “There’s going to be punishment for this, right?” she said. Landry’s supervisor role might be in jeopardy, she thought. “He can’t get away with doing that.”
 
   “Once we find out all the details, I’m sure there’ll be disciplinary measures,” Barakula said.
 
   “Where did they go?” she said.
 
   Barakula shrugged. “As I said, we don’t have the details at this point. Although, I can tell you that this kind of thing happens now and again. Pilots make a discovery out in the wilderness, a find of some kind, then enlist an accomplice to help them go and inspect it in secret. Could be a gold or mineral deposit. Once verified, they sell the information to prospectors back on Earth.”
 
   “Really?” Cait said. “Landry went out digging for gold?”
 
   “As it turns out, Mr. Stanton’s accomplice Gus is being sent home on the next transport,” Barakula said. “I believe he was probably trying to organize a nice little nest egg for himself before he was dismissed.”
 
   That means Landry will probably get sent home, too. “Have they admitted it?” Cait said. “What did they say when they got back?”
 
   “They haven’t returned,” Barakula said.
 
   Cait glanced between the two men, confused. “Huh? I don’t get it.”
 
   “We don’t know where they went, Ms. Underwood. A scout is missing, but we’ve seen nothing on radar, and there’s no ping from their transponder. They must have disabled it.”
 
   “So they’ve just disappeared?”
 
   “It seems that way,” Barakula said.
 
   “But that was eight hours ago. Those scouts are only built for short-range missions—”
 
   “They’ll come crawling back before nightfall,” Dodge said. “And when they do, they’ll get their butts handed to them.”
 
   “We take this kind of thing very seriously,” Barakula added.
 
   “So what happens in the meantime?” Cait said, trying not to sound too excited. “Someone needs to run the workshop, and that can’t be Landry. Not after what he’s done.”
 
   “Landry is going to join his friend and take a long ride back to Earth,” Dodge said. “Which means we have a new opening at the supervisor level.”
 
   Cait’s heart leapt, but she tried to keep her voice steady. Play it cool, she thought. “Good. It’s about time.” She held eye contact, trying her best to look not just confident, but expectant.
 
   “I’ve been watching you for a while now, Underwood. I like the way you handle yourself out there in the workshop.”
 
   That was garbage, and Cait knew it. She’d never once seen Dodge get off his fat butt and visit the workshop. Still, she wasn’t about to turn down the compliment.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I think I’d like to give you a shot at supervisor. How do you think you’d handle that?”
 
   She straightened a little, aware of the scrutiny of both men. “Fine. I mean, great. I can do that.”
 
   “Then it looks like you’re moving up,” Dodge said, pointing a stubby finger at her. “Go and clean out Landry’s desk. It’s yours now, Supervisor Underwood.”
 
   Cait felt her cheeks flush, and could not suppress a smile. “I will. Thank you. You won’t regret this.”
 
   “You deserve it,” Dodge said.
 
   “Thank you for bringing this to our attention, Ms. Underwood,” Barakula said. “If you remember anything else you think might be pertinent, please contact my office.” He tapped on his omni-device, and a moment later Cait’s own omni-device vibrated, indicating a message had been received.
 
   “I’ll do that.”
 
   Barakula smiled. “Good luck with the new job.”
 
   “Now get outta here,” Dodge said. “Collect Landry’s stuff and put it in storage. He can pick it up on his way out the door.”
 
   Cait turned, still smiling, and left the room.
 
   You stupid, greedy moron, Landry, she thought. Got what you deserved.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   PSD 29-212: 1911 hours
 
   Beyond the cockpit canopy, the stars were shining faintly in the twilight of Proc-One’s sky. Procyon A had set, and its smaller counterpart, the white dwarf Procyon B, was now the dominant feature of the heavens, brighter than any other star or planet that shone from above. The constellations were different from this planet, unfamiliar to one such as Landry, who had spent most of his life on Earth, and that only increased his feeling of isolation.
 
   He was a long way from home.
 
   He sat up and looked out at the surrounding terrain. The half-light that fell across the landscape created shadows and gloomy hollows that had not existed before, and Landry wondered what they might be hiding.
 
   The Argoni was still out there. In his mind he pictured it moving closer, skipping between the abundant shadows, coming ever nearer to the wreck of the scout. Preparing itself for the killing blow, when it would finish him off once and for all.
 
   It would not be a difficult task, he knew. At that moment, tethered to his oxygen umbilical inside the cockpit, defenseless, Landry represented nothing more than Oysters Kilpatrick to the Toad. He was a wad of flesh inside the hard shell of the scout, waiting to be scooped out and eaten.
 
   That about summed it up.
 
   He hadn’t made any progress yet, he decided. Not really. He’d prolonged his life by a few hours, but he was no closer to getting himself out of his predicament. As long as the OXEE was in operation he would be able to breathe, and his In-suit Drink Bag (IDB) contained enough water to last him a couple of days if he used it sparingly. Heck, he’d even taken the precaution of wearing his absorption garment (that is, a diaper) just in case the outing with Gus had taken longer than he’d anticipated.
 
   He had air, water, and something to pee into. All good.
 
   But he was still stranded out here, and no one knew where he was. Sooner or later those at the outpost would find the scout had gone missing, but if Gus had stayed under radar as effectively as he’d believed, they wouldn’t have a clue where it had gone. That meant he had to figure out a way of getting home on his own.
 
   Okay, Landry. This isn’t so hard. You can do it.
 
   He weighed it up for a few moments, then began to speak out loud to himself.
 
   “It’s simple. I need to breathe, and the only way to breathe is through the OXEE, which is inside the scout. So, I’m effectively chained to the scout. All I have to do is drag this two ton wreck a few hundred kilometers across rocky terrain, all while evading the alien monster that’s roaming around the place trying to kill me. And I have to do that before my tiny water supply runs out.”
 
   He raised his arm and gave an ironic little fist pump.
 
   “This one’s in the bag.”
 
   Then he slumped back against the broken seat inside the cockpit, exhausted at the mere thought of it.
 
   As “easy” as all of that sounded, he had another problem. He had no idea how long the backup battery was going to feed the OXEE. The solar cells had been sitting in the light of Procyon A all day, and, if they were still functioning correctly, that should have allowed the battery to build up a full charge.
 
   But since Procyon A had set, the light was greatly diminished. He doubted the white dwarf would supply much energy at all to the cells. Perhaps none. So the energy store would be dipping markedly. It wouldn’t begin to go up again until Procyon A crested the horizon again tomorrow morning.
 
   Also, the backup battery wasn’t designed to provide power for long periods. It was there more for flight controls, to allow the pilot to land the craft safely in the event of primary power loss.
 
   In reality, the battery could run dry in five hours or five minutes. Either way, Landry would probably be dead before Procyon A came up again.
 
   Should probably get some sleep. I’ll use less oxygen that way, make better use of the supply.
 
   But, try as he might, he could not get to sleep. He kept replaying the events of the day over and over in his mind. The discussion with Gus at the workshop, and agreeing to help him out. Removing the transponder. Flying away from the outpost, and the horror and confusion of the crash. The confrontation with the Argoni.
 
   His mind went back again to the flight, before the crash. After they’d taken off, Gus had disengaged the scout’s AI, figuring they wouldn’t need it for the short trip. Landry distinctly remembered hearing it beep as it had tried to initiate.
 
   Maybe that was what he needed. The AI. Maybe it could help.
 
   “Help with what?” he muttered to himself. “It can’t fly the ship anymore.”
 
   But he knew that the AI was not limited to assisting with flight parameters. It was also designed to run diagnostics on the ship, assist with navigation, and a whole host of other functions.
 
   The AI could be an invaluable tool in getting out of this predicament, he knew. It might be able to provide crucial information that Landry had no other way of obtaining.
 
   But, assuming the AI processor hadn’t cracked apart or melted in the crash, he still couldn’t attempt to turn it on just yet. In order to do that, he’d have to hook it up to the backup battery, increasing the drain on the reservoir of energy that was providing him oxygen. It was too risky.
 
   If he made it through to morning, however, then he might have enough power budget to make it work.
 
   If he made it through to morning.
 
   He tilted his head back and looked up at the sky again. “Shine bright, little star,” he murmured to Procyon B. “Give me everything you’ve got.”
 
   He tried to ignore the fact that, like its counterpart had done, the white dwarf was now also dipping toward the horizon. Maybe it would be one of those rare occasions when full night would come to Proc-One.
 
   Just my luck.
 
   He lay there in silence, knowing there was no chance he would find sleep, his mind still whirring. Seconds and then minutes passed, and with the steady hiss of air flowing through the umbilical being the only thing he could hear, something strange happened.
 
   He fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
   PSD 29-212: 1758 hours
 
   Back inside the workshop, Cait found Landry’s desk in the back corner of the room, a gloomy little nook where he could often be found toward the end of the day finishing up his paperwork. He was a hands-on guy, she had to give him that. In general, he liked to get stuck into the manual work with the other Optechs, and seemed to treat his supervision duties almost as an afterthought.
 
   The desk itself was a mess. Cluttered and scored by scratches and the markings of spilt fluid, it looked more like a melting pot for the workshop detritus than a symbol of rank, of privilege.
 
   I worked my butt off for this? Cait thought, underwhelmed.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder. The other Optechs had already left, heading to bars or home to their wives as soon as the buzzer had sounded. Now an eerie quiet had descended on the place. It was just her and the partially disassembled machines that lurked in the gloom, inert sentinels watching over her.
 
   These were the only ones to witness her triumph, to see the moment that she took her first step up the ranks.
 
   “Clean the desk,” she reminded herself, clapping her hands together once and then rubbing them together in anticipation of her task. “Landry’s stuff goes out, and mine goes in.”
 
   She began to remove the clutter one piece at a time. To her surprise she found that most of it didn’t belong to Landry. There were half a dozen omni-devices, the electronic clipboards used by the Optechs, that had been haphazardly tossed on the desk at the end of the shift, some other paperwork that had come from Dodge, and a drill driver with Landry’s initials engraved on the side that Cait had seen Pasternak lugging around earlier in the day.
 
   Once she had cleaned that off, she had to admit that the desk was quite orderly.
 
   Landry’s in and out trays were neatly arranged, his own personal omni-device neatly placed at the edge of the desk, his collection of screws and nuts and bolts categorized into separate containers according to size. There were three photographs tacked to the wall: an old fighter jet Cait didn’t recognize; a huge Albatross Warship floating on the edge of Earth’s atmosphere, fitted with a second-gen fold engine; and a silver sports car with blue LEDs threaded across its flanks in a wave pattern.
 
   The photographs were all perfectly aligned and equally spaced. Not the work of someone who lacked attention to detail.
 
   Who cares? Cait thought irritably, then she reminded herself that now she could afford to be gracious. The guy is still a screwball.
 
   She reached for the garbage bag she had brought with her and began to pack away Landry’s gear. She ripped the photos off the wall first, then removed everything else from the desk. Dropping down into Landry’s chair (my chair), she pulled open the drawer and began to flick through the contents. She found a modified soldering iron, three rolls of gaffer tape, neatly stacked, and a box of capacitors. In the next drawer down was an assortment of cables and rechargeable batteries, and a packet of unopened chocolate rolls. She dumped all of it.
 
   She was going to need this space for her own stuff.
 
   She pulled open the bottom drawer and then stopped.
 
   There was nothing inside but a dusty digital photo frame. Cait touched the screen and frowned, looking down as images began to scroll across it. She stared at the pictures as if they were some kind of indecipherable puzzle.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder, suddenly feeling as though she were being watched. As if this might have been some sort of prank all along.
 
   But she was still alone in the workshop.
 
   Turning back to the drawer, she reached inside and pulled out the photo frame, a digital wafer no thicker than a piece of paper, and looked at each image in turn. Then she looked through them a second time in more detail.
 
   The first photograph was of Landry posing with a young woman with red hair, her pale skin dotted with freckles. There was a cluster of them over her nose and the top of her cheeks. Landry seemed relaxed, his mousey-brown hair wind-blown, his normally light complexion appearing somewhat tanned. The picture was a selfie, taken by the woman, and both she and Landry were laughing as they gave each other a goofy kiss on the lips.
 
   The second photo was of the woman herself, lying in a bed with her hair tousled, morning sunlight streaming across the room. She was smiling at the camera with a dreamy look on her face, as if she’d just woken up.
 
   The last image was nothing like the first two. It appeared to be a photograph of a tiny round cell taken under a microscope, the center dappled with bumps and waves and irregularities. A watermark read Lifeblood Fertility Clinic.
 
   A human embryo?
 
   Cait dropped the photo frame on the desk and slumped back, conflicted. She realized that her momentary high at Landry’s misfortunate had well and truly ebbed away. Now she felt flat. Empty.
 
   What is this? What’s going on? Landry’s a loner. He doesn’t have a wife or a child. He’s got nobody.
 
   A horrible thought occurred to her.
 
   “But what if he does?” she said out loud.
 
   Torn by a moment of guilt, she picked up the photo frame again, almost against her will. She stared as the pictures began to cycle through again.
 
   Are you really going to just dump these in the bag and move on with your life?
 
   “It’s his own fault,” she spat, her voice ringing out across the empty workshop. “He brought this on himself.”
 
   She got up and gripped the garbage bag, her hand poised above it, the photo frame dangling in her fingers, but her own words sounded empty to her.
 
   Well, Supervisor Underwood. You have your first managerial duty to carry out.
 
   She decided to check with Dodge about the disappearance of the scout and make sure there was nothing else they could do to track it down. She would do her job thoroughly. The last thing she wanted was to be slammed for negligence on the first day of her new job. Besides, if Landry had family that was going to miss him, that could very well happen. They’d want to know what steps had been taken to track him down.
 
   Her anger toward Landry intensified, as if he were to blame for this mess. Like he’d known Cait would come to clean out the desk, find the photos, and be subsequently racked with guilt. Her moment of triumph was ruined.
 
   “Gah!” she said, kicking the chair away. It smacked into the desk and then fell on its side.
 
   She stashed the photo in her coveralls, then headed out of the workshop and slammed the door behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
   PSD 29-212: 2009 hours
 
   Landry gripped the fishing rod and headed along the pier. Ahead, the great expanse of the ocean sparkled like an emerald, and whitecaps glinted in the midday sun.
 
   Freida was standing at the edge of the pier, waiting, a patient smile on her face.
 
   This is a dream, he thought. No. A memory.
 
   Maybe it’s both, or neither.
 
   “Come on, slow coach,” Freida called, waving at him. “We don’t have all day.”
 
   He hefted the basket under his arm, trying his best not to drop the rods. “It might have helped if you’d, like, carry something.”
 
   “I’m not here to carry. Remember? I’m the teacher, you’re the student.”
 
   “No, I’m the pack mule. I’m not sure what you are.”
 
   “Set it down here, donkey boy,” she said imperiously, pointing at her feet.
 
   He dumped the gear and heaved a sigh of relief. “With pleasure.” Through the wooden planks of the pier he could see water sloshing against the barnacle-encrusted pillars below, a kid paddling on a surfboard as he navigated his way underneath. “What now?”
 
   She smiled at him from under her sunhat and brushed a lock of auburn hair away from her face. “Now we pillage the world’s oceans.”
 
   “You make it sound so . . . grand.”
 
   “That’s because it is, dear Landry.”
 
   His grandma had always told him that he’d end up falling for a redhead. Saw it in her tea leaves when he was eight, of all things. Back then he hadn’t really thought falling for any girl would be possible. He was more concerned with gluing together model airplanes and building his own motorized scooter. Adding to his stack of Robowars collectible cards.
 
   But Grandma had stuck by her claim for years afterward. She’d brought it up every time they saw a girl at the supermarket or on the way to school who vaguely fit the description, and in return Landry had always told her she was crazy.
 
   And now, here he was, not just falling for a redhead, but absolutely smitten with one.
 
   So much so that he’d even agreed to come out fishing for the day, a pastime that he would normally have found as interesting watching a patch of oil dry on the garage floor.
 
   “Take the bait,” Freida was saying, handing him a wad of meat from a bucket, “and thread it over the hook. No, not that way. It’ll fall off too easy like that.” She reached out and corrected his work. “There. That’s step one.”
 
   “And step two is go home?”
 
   “No. Step two is cast.” She baited her own hook, then gave him a demonstration. “Nice fluid motion. Point the rod at your target, then bring it up to vertical, and then push forward again. Make sure the motion is in your elbow and wrist, not your shoulder.” She let fly with an expert flick. “Voilà.”
 
   Landry gave his own rod a try, and the line splashed ineptly at his feet. “Okay, I’m no good at this. I’ll just watch you.”
 
   “Don’t be a sook,” she chided. “A bit of practice and you’ll be hauling in three meter sharks like shelling peas.”
 
   “That’s not really something I want to aim for.”
 
   They sat there long into the afternoon, not catching a thing, constantly re-baiting hooks and casting again. Sitting, standing. Talking.
 
   Landry had loved every minute of it.
 
   The odd thing was, he couldn’t really put his finger on why. Maybe it was the serenity of the ocean waves rumbling rhythmically against the shoreline. Maybe it was the oneness with nature, or the way Freida favored him with that smile whenever he tried to be funny.
 
   Whatever it was, he soaked up every second of it with deep gratitude. Carefree afternoons didn’t come along much anymore. Not since the war had started.
 
   “What do you think is going to happen to us?” he said at one point, staring up into the sky. “Humans, I mean.”
 
   She looked at him, evaluating. “Are you asking if I think we’re going to win the war with the Argoni?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah, I do. We’ve taken a lot of hits, but they’re not even close to finishing us off. Look at how many outposts we’ve built in neighboring systems in just over ten years. Almost forty, I think, that form the Fold Perimeter around Earth. The Marines stationed out there catch just about anything that tries to come through, and the Earth defenses mop up the rest.”
 
   “Not all of them,” Landry said.
 
   “Not all, but most. Eventually we’ll drive those Toad cretins back to where they came from.”
 
   “What if they keep coming?”
 
   “Then we’ll keep fighting back. That’s what people do. It’s why we’ve survived on our own planet so long. This is just another predator we have to put below us on the food chain. We did it to all the others, so why not these as well?”
 
   At that moment the line dipped in Landry’s hands, and he clutched at it, panicked, scrambling to his feet. “Whoa! Speaking of food chains, here comes dinner! What do I—?”
 
   “Calm down, my little donkey boy,” she said, moving in behind him and placing her hands over his to guide his movements. “Keep a firm grip, and reel it in . . .”
 
   Together they fought with their prospective catch for two, maybe three minutes, and during that time Landry thought that he would lose it, that the line would surely break. That the catch would wriggle free from the hook. But then, all of a sudden, he was pulling it free of the water with a final, triumphant tug. He stood there, looking at the tiny fish in disbelief, then began to laugh.
 
   “Are you kidding me? All that effort just for that?”
 
   She linked her arms around his chest and kissed his ear. “It’s magnificent.”
 
   “I’ve seen molecules bigger than this thing.”
 
   “You have not.”
 
   “You know what I mean.” He glanced at her, enjoying the proximity of her face to his. “What do we do? Throw it back?”
 
   “No. You take it home, fry it up, and eat it.”
 
   “What? That wasn’t part of the deal!”
 
   “It’s tradition. In my family, the first fish you catch gets taken home and eaten, regardless of how it looks, smells, or tastes.”
 
   “But this thing isn’t dinner. It’s not even an entree. And it looks like it’s nothing but bones—”
 
   “Tradition!”
 
   He shrugged. “Well, now that you mention it, I am getting hungry. What time is it?”
 
   Freida checked her watch. “Oh, wow. Later than I thought.”
 
   Landry put the rod down and turned to her, suddenly serious. “I forgot about the call.”
 
   “Well, that was the point of coming out here, remember? To get out and do something, keep our minds off the call.”
 
   “Yeah, but . . . they were supposed to call. How could they not call?”
 
   “It’s a busy clinic.” She shrugged. “They have a lot of clients.”
 
   He lowered his eyebrows, unimpressed. “We need to call them.”
 
   “Let’s just wait for tomorrow.”
 
   “Call them.”
 
   Freida sighed and took out her phone, then dialed the number. “It’s late, they’re probably closed already.” A moment later Landry heard someone answer. “Oh, hi. This is Freida Cooney. My partner and I were expecting some news today, but we didn’t hear back yet.” She paused. “Yes, I’ll hold.”
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   Freida rolled her eyes at him. “She said she’s going to check. Poor woman was probably just on her way out the door.”
 
   “Sucks to be her.” Freida gave him a merciless knuckle punch to the bicep. “Ow!”
 
   “Yes?” Freida said suddenly. “Oh, Dr. Daley. Yes, I’m fine. I’m really sorry to bother you—” She listened, casting a nervous glance in Landry’s direction. “Blastocyst stage? Really?” Her eyes lit up. “We haven’t had one go that far, have we?” She covered the mouthpiece with her hand and made a cry of joy, then did an odd little tap-dance on the spot.
 
   “Blastocyst?” Landry hissed at her, caught up in the excitement. “That has a good chance of going full term, doesn’t it?”
 
   She waved him away as she tried to listen to what the doctor was saying. “Yes, that’s great news.” She paused again, then gave Landry a perplexed look. “Oh? What about?”
 
   “What is it?” Landry whispered.
 
   “What’s an anomaly?” Freida said. The joy seemed to have been sucked out of her face all of a sudden. She checked her watch. “Tomorrow morning? Does it have to be that soon?” She glanced at Landry, unnerved. “Yes, okay. All right, I can do that. Thank you.” She nodded. “No, I’m fine. Like you said, I’m sure it’s nothing.”
 
   She hung up and stood there unmoving, just staring at the waves sliding past the pier.
 
   “Babe?” Landry said, taking her arm. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Dr. Daley said they found something on one of the scans. An anomaly, whatever that is.”
 
   “So what’s the deal? What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know. They want me to go in. First thing tomorrow.”
 
   “To the fertility clinic? But it’s—”
 
   “No, to see a specialist.” She took a deep breath, then seemed to shake off her mood. “Anyway. Let’s look on the good side of things. We’ve got a real shot at having a baby this time. A real shot.” She threw her arms around his neck and held him tight. “A baby boy, just like I told you we would.”
 
   He smiled, and couldn’t help but laugh as he picked her up. “Don’t you ever get tired of being wrong?”
 
   Somewhere in that moment, in between their embrace and the gentle swell of the tide, the dream came to an end.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
   PSD 29-212: 1815 hours
 
   Cait stalked down to Dodge’s room once again, but unsurprisingly, he’d already shot through. Not one to start early or work late, Dodge’s hours were more malleable than most.
 
   Some days he didn’t show up at all.
 
   And he’d made it perfectly clear to everyone in the workshop that he was not to be contacted outside of work hours.
 
   “You don’t bug me when I’m not around,” Cait could quite clearly remember him telling them in one of his “inspirational” addresses to the crew. “Not if you need something signed. Not if you stub your toe, or if there’s a rash on your butt. Not if you blow up a whole freakin’ transport. It can wait till morning, got it?”
 
   More than once, Cait had seen him hanging around bars down in the Cross, in what was regarded the entertainment hub of the outpost, but none of the Optechs ever approached him there. Not after he’d made it clear he was off limits to them.
 
   As she stared at the door to his empty office, she realized that the only thing she could do was lodge a notification through her omni-device to Dodge’s work queue. If there was an investigation into Landry’s disappearance later, that would effectively shift the blame to Dodge. Cait had done everything that was in her power to do.
 
   And besides, she told herself, Landry’s going to be back within the next few hours, just like Dodge and Barakula said. He’ll be fine. This isn’t something I need to get all worked up about.
 
   What she did need to do was put this out of her mind and get back to what she should really be doing—celebrating.
 
   She was a supervisor now. She was on her way.
 
   Feeling better about things already, Cait punched the notification into her omni-device and made her way out of Maintenance. She hitched a ride on the elevator down to Accommodation. Around here, others were also heading home for the night. Two young women who worked in Outpost Control got in at Minus Two, chattering about some dreamy Marine who’d strutted through the office earlier in the day, and they were trying to decide if they should try to track him down before the troops lifted off in a few days. They cast sidelong glances at Cait and her messy coveralls, her grease-streaked face, letting her know that she was an outsider to them, that she would never be part of their clique.
 
   Cait stared back at them, leaning against the scratched metal wall of the elevator car with her arms folded across her chest, regarding them evenly. She cared little for their approval or their acceptance. She would never be one of the prissy female administrators, and she was perfectly happy about that.
 
   They got off at Minus Six, Cait at Minus Seven. The narrow, dingy underground passageway that led to her apartment was covered in shallow pools of water again, and she was forced to mind her footing so as not to slip.
 
   All the brochures and pamphlets that she’d seen back on Earth had depicted the outposts as technological marvels, shining white domes with broad, sunny walkways. Healthy and happy workers stationed at gleaming consoles, carrying out their part in humanity’s war against the Argoni.
 
   The reality couldn’t be further from the truth. The outpost at Proc-One was a dive, plain and simple. The colony was originally created as part of a terraforming project, of which the mining operation had been the first phase. It was far more cost effective to extract and process the ore locally than to ship it eleven light-years from Earth. However, the whole terraforming setup hadn’t gone very far before the war began, and after that, all focus had shifted toward the Argoni invasion.
 
   The mine was still running, but like the rest of the industries on Proc-One, it was solely geared toward providing construction materials for the war.
 
   As part of that legacy, ninety-five percent of the outpost was located underground, hallways and living quarters repurposed from the mining operation that pre-dated the war. As such, water seepage and the stink of chemical residue were common companions in these parts.
 
   At least the pay was good, she figured. That was about all it had going for it. There certainly wasn’t anyone who came out here for a holiday. The people here were all ancillary staff like Cait: Optechs, botanists who worked in the Ag-rooms, administrators and overseers from Outpost Control, as well as the opportunists who had set up shop at the Cross to provide entertainment services. One big happy family.
 
   Cait badged through the door of her apartment and went inside. It was tiny, like all the others on that level, just a one-room rectangle with a small sleeping cove on one side, a couch on the other, and a shower behind a panel at the back. She stripped off her coveralls and showered quickly, then slung on her “nightwear:” a simple white off-the-shoulder blouse and black jeans. Not exactly something that would impress the OC girls with their push-up bras and tight skirts, but for Cait, that was as fancy as it got.
 
   She left and headed back up the elevator, stepping out at the Cross, the nexus of Proc-One’s nightlife, where she grabbed a miso rice bowl from Shen’s Snack Bar before continuing on to Dive, an oversized hole in the wall that tried to pass itself off as a bar. The patrons were rowdy that night, the majority clustered around the pool tables at the far end. The booths by the wall were dotted with occupants, older men mostly, staring over the rims of their glasses at anyone who happened to walk by. Cait made her way to the bar, which was a rusted and weathered conveyor belt that had been discarded from the mine propped up on broken transport axles, and took an empty stool.
 
   “Well, hello,” Shillington said upon catching sight of her. The regular bartender at Dive was young and good looking, with long chestnut hair and an easy smile. “Look who it is.”
 
   “Shill,” Cait said. “How’s tricks?”
 
   “Business has really fallen off a cliff without you around, man.”
 
   “Get lost. I don’t drink that much.”
 
   Shillington spread his hands across the bar and gave her a mock-serious look. “The first step is admitting you have a problem. Don’t you know that?”
 
   “So you’re gonna talk me out of a drink, now?”
 
   “Heck, no. As if I’d pass up the chance to make a few bucks.”
 
   “Then shut up and hit me with a synth.”
 
   Shillington finished drying the glass he’d been working on, then poured her a shot of her regular—whiskey neat. She took it and downed it in one go, savoring the heat of it in her belly.
 
   It wasn’t real whiskey, obviously. You couldn’t get that stuff out here, not without paying a hefty price. This was some kind of synthetic crap, a vague approximation of the real thing, but in the end it had the same effect. That was all that mattered.
 
   “Another?” Shillington said.
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   Shillington filled the glass again. “Going hard, eh?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m celebrating.”
 
   “Let me guess, your fiftieth birthday?” She smirked and gestured rudely at him. “Okay, okay. Tell me.”
 
   “Got a promotion today. You’re looking at Supervisor Underwood.”
 
   “Oh, wow. Do I have to address you as ‘my lady’ or something now?”
 
   “No. Bowing in my presence should be sufficient.”
 
   Shillington bowed, then gave a little flourish with his hand. “Seriously, that’s cool, man. Congrats.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So where you been? It must’ve been six, maybe eight weeks since I’ve seen you round here. There were cobwebs growing on your favorite stool.”
 
   Cait shrugged, then took another slug. “Just taking it easy. Cutting back a bit, y’know?”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like you. What gives?”
 
   Cait watched as he filled the tumbler yet again, considering what to say. She could tell Shillington the truth—that she’d been going too hard on the synth lately, that it had been affecting her mood, bringing her down—but she didn’t want to talk about that heavy stuff. She just wanted to enjoy herself.
 
   “Been working late,” she lied.
 
   “Hence the promotion, right?”
 
   No, my supervisor was an idiot, and I made sure I was first in line when he failed.
 
   She smiled. “That’s it.”
 
   Shillington leaned forward conspiratorially. “Hey, I’ve got some spare time later if you’re looking for something to do.”
 
   Cait pretended to watch the pool tables for a moment, avoiding his gaze. “Yeah? Cool.”
 
   “Cool? Is that all you’ve got to say?”
 
   Cait knew exactly what he was suggesting, and a part of her was tempted to give in. The guy was a good-looking bartender, and charming and funny to boot. But she wasn’t sure she wanted that right now. Shillington was a player, for a start. He’d probably had his way with most of the girls at the outpost at one time or another.
 
   In addition to that, she was practically the only female at Dive tonight, she knew, and she couldn’t help but feel like he was just using her to scratch an itch.
 
   When she considered it, she realized that she wasn’t in the mood for celebrating anymore. She kept telling herself that she should be going crazy, savoring her triumph, but something was nagging at her, and she couldn’t let it go.
 
   That night, she just didn’t feel like it was the right thing to do.
 
   She thumbed the creditpad on the bar, then finished her drink as the payment went through. She got up. “Thanks, but I’ve gotta go,” she said.
 
   “What? Are you crazy?”
 
   “I’m a responsible managerial type now. I need to go home and do some filing.”
 
   “Killjoy,” Shillington said, his disappointment evident.
 
   “Later, man.”
 
   “Hey, come back tomorrow,” he called after her. “The offer still stands.”
 
   “Call my secretary,” she said airily, then she swept through the door and left Dive behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
   PSD 29-213: 0501 hours
 
   Landry awoke in darkness.
 
   He started, not knowing where he was, the dream of Freida still clinging to him, bittersweet, potent, and all too real. The cockpit came into focus around him, and he saw the stars above through the cockpit canopy.
 
   Oh yeah. That whole stuck-in-the-middle-of-nowhere thing.
 
   He sat up and looked around. Outside, Procyon B had set. Now there was nothing but stars looking down on him, a desolate and cold vista. His situation hadn’t improved.
 
   Still, this was a good morning.
 
   He hadn’t been ripped apart by the giant alien rock monster in his sleep. That was something to be thankful for, he figured.
 
   Out on the eastern horizon, the sky was turning pinkish, heralding the imminent arrival of his savior, Procyon A, the fiery orb that would start charging his battery pack again. He checked the clock on his HUD. Proc-One had a 23.3 hour day—not much different from home, really—and by his reckoning, Procyon A should arrive within minutes.
 
   He was going to make it through to sunrise. Or was he?
 
   He realized that he couldn’t hear the air hissing through the SCU anymore. The pressure in his suit had also dropped slightly.
 
   Had the battery run out of juice, he wondered, shutting down the OXEE?
 
   There’s air in the suit. Keep calm, breathe slow. You’ll make it.
 
   He closed his eyes again, and tried to do just that. It wasn’t easy. He kept thinking how pointless it would be to have come this far, only to run short of air by a few minutes. But, then again, he could have easily been killed in the crash, or gutted by the Toad. The backup battery could have been damaged, thwarting his attempts to renew his air supply.
 
   Maybe he was just looking at this all wrong.
 
   As he lay there, he thought of the dream again. Freida. It was as if she’d been right there with him. He couldn’t be sure if he felt comforted by the thought of her, or the opposite. That was how it usually went with her. She’d messed up his head, good and proper. That was why, in general, he tried not to think about her too much. There was just too much conflict in his mind whenever she made an appearance.
 
   At some point, he must have drifted off again, because he was awoken by the sound of air coming in through the SCU once more.
 
   He sat up. Procyon A was above the horizon. The solar cells were running again; the OXEE pumping out air.
 
   “That’s more like it!”
 
   Things were looking up, he thought. This was good. This was great. He’d made it through the night, which was much further than he’d imagined he would get after the Argoni had flattened him.
 
   Okay. Now it’s time to get to work.
 
   He struggled forward and located the AI module on the avionics panel at the front of the cockpit. It wasn’t hard to find, labeled ‘HAIRI’ in bold lettering. The caption underneath read, Himura Artificial Intelligence and Robotics Incorporated. He stared at it for a moment, carefully considering how to proceed. He could pull the AI out, no problems there. It was a modular component, and was meant to run discretely from the scout’s main computer so it wouldn’t be affected by software bugs or crashes, while still being able to interrogate the system through its own interface. Landry had extracted and replaced at least half a dozen AI units during his time in maintenance.
 
   Once that was done, he would need to hook it up to the battery to get it running.
 
   At the back of his mind, he was conscious that the AI would draw some voltage from the battery, reducing the amount available to the OXEE. It wasn’t like he had a choice, though. He needed the AI online, so he just had to hope the OXEE would cope.
 
   He took a screwdriver from his toolkit and removed the faceplate of the AI, then carefully removed the module itself. He disconnected the data and power cables and then ran his eyes over the components. The CPU looked fine, he thought, as did the circuit board and the memory wafers. Encouraging.
 
   Drawing through more ducting from the OXEE, he gave himself enough slack to get back outside the cockpit and reach the makeshift battery pack. Forcing himself to work slowly and deliberately, he hooked the AI up to the power battery and then booted it up. A small LED display set into the fascia allowed command line configuration, and Landry used this to redirect the AI’s comms from its direct input cable to short-range wireless that was tuned to the receiver in his EVA suit.
 
   “Communications established,” a pleasant male voice said. It was one that was familiar to Landry—the same one that was possessed by all HAIRI units. It repeated the greeting in several other languages.
 
   “English,” Landry said, keeping his breathing steady and suppressing a little thrill of excitement.
 
   “English language selected,” HAIRI said. “Would you like to proceed?”
 
   “Yes. Continue.”
 
   Don’t get carried away. Not yet.
 
   “Cold boot has completed. Diagnostics passed with one warning and no critical errors. System serial number is seven-seven-two-two-one.” There was a pause. “Power interruption detected. Would you like me to attempt to resume operation?”
 
   “That won’t be necessary, HAIRI.”
 
   “Warning.” HAIRI’s tone became more urgent. “Vehicle comms-link appears to be down. No heartbeat detected in twelve point two seconds. Please—”
 
   “That’s okay. You’ve been disconnected from the ship. Please enter offline maintenance mode.”
 
   “Thank you. Maintenance mode initiated.”
 
   Landry exhaled heavily, drumming his fingers on the hull of the scout, wondering how to proceed.
 
   “My name is Landry Stanton. I’m a supervisor for the maintenance crew that’s based at the outpost on planet Proc-One. Please stand by for situation report.”
 
   “Proceed, Landry.”
 
   “We’ve crash-landed in the wilderness and have no way of contacting the outpost. I estimate the distance back is probably around three hundred clicks. I’m running the ship’s OXEE from the backup battery, which in turn is being fed by the emergency solar system.”
 
   “Warning. This configuration is not optimal for the Oxygen Environment Enhancer.”
 
   “No kidding. Right now, I don’t have an alternative.”
 
   “Understood. My last reported connection was to a Himura Seagull scout class vessel. Can you verify this is still current?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “How can I be of assistance?”
 
   “Currently I’m hooked into the scout by the OXEE. I need to remove it from the nacelle so that I can get out of here. You with me so far?”
 
   “I’m with you all the way, Landry.”
 
   Landry wondered briefly at the unusual phrasing, but decided to plough on anyway. “I brought you online to assist with the removal of the OXEE. If I make one mistake, I’m dead, so there can’t be any foul-ups. You have detailed schematics of the Seagull, right?”
 
   “I certainly do.”
 
   “Then let’s begin.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
   PSD 29-213: 0803 hours
 
   Cait made it to the workshop early the next morning. She was expecting to find Landry there, armed with excuses about why he’d been absent the day before, but there was no sign of him. Over by Cait’s new desk, Landry’s bag of crap sat untouched.
 
   It looks like he hasn’t come back to the workshop at all, she thought.
 
   She put it behind her and got back to work. She wondered if perhaps Landry had been intercepted by officials immediately upon his return and had been escorted into custody, or if he might now be under interrogation to find out the nature of his excursion. Annoyingly, these musings frequently interrupted Cait’s train of thought, and she eventually got up and headed to Dodge’s office.
 
   She tapped on the frosted glass and let herself in. “Boss?”
 
   Dodge was sitting behind his desk, an egg roll clutched in one fist and a steaming mug of coffee in the other.
 
   “What is it, Underwood? I’m trying to finish breakfast here.”
 
   “I just wanted to check to see if you got the notification I sent through last night about Landry?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Got it. No sweat.”
 
   “Did you know he had a family?”
 
   “Didn’t know, don’t care.”
 
   Cait nodded, unsurprised by Dodge’s flippant attitude. She knew there was little that interested the guy beyond the contents of the lunch menu and planning his afternoon nap. He was a complete waste of space. She glanced around the cluttered office, thinking of the improvements she could make if it was her name on the desk.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “What’s the latest on the whole situation? Landry’s gear is still sitting beside my desk—”
 
   Dodge waved a hand to interrupt her, then spoke around another bite of egg roll. “I was going to come see you about that. There’s some work for you to do.”
 
   “Oh? What like?”
 
   “Landry’s dead,” Dodge said flatly. “So that means you–”
 
   “Wait a minute,” she said, horrified. “What?”
 
   Dodge dumped the egg roll impatiently on his desk, then wiped his fingers on his sleeve. “Landry’s dead. Officially. He’s been missing for a full day with no authorized leave, and no clue as to his whereabouts. That means we put a line through his name and move on.”
 
   “Is that for real?”
 
   “That’s the policy.” Dodge burped loudly and took a swig of coffee. “Shame. He was the best Optech I had, but it’s his own dumb fault for running off—”
 
   Cait thought of the photographs she’d stashed in her coveralls. The red-haired woman, the embryo. “They can’t just declare the guy dead. Are they sending out a search party? Anything?”
 
   “Now? With the Marines heading out and the outpost in lockdown? No. Not a chance. Besides, if he was alive, we’d have heard something by now.”
 
   Troubled, Cait wound her way through the junk on the floor and took out the photo frame. She placed it on Dodge’s desk. “I found these pictures in Landry’s desk last night. Did you know about this woman?”
 
   “Woman?” Dodge said. He flicked through the photographs out with a swipe of his greasy fingers. “I’ve never seen her in my life.”
 
   “Well, that’s what I was thinking, too, but maybe she lives in Landry’s apartment—”
 
   “No, no. This is ‘shopped, for sure. I could whip this up on my omni-device in about three minutes flat.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “It’s two different images put together. A forgery.” Dodge held up the photo of Landry and the woman kissing. “Landry probably sits staring at this every night. Uses it to make himself feel like he has a life.”
 
   “I don’t know about that—”
 
   “Listen, Underwood. This isn’t your concern.” He pushed the photo frame back toward her and picked up his egg roll. “I’ve got plenty of other stuff for you to worry about.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Dodge tore another chunk off the egg roll with his teeth, a devious smile touching the corners of his mouth. “Fun stuff.”
 
   “Oh, great. This sounds good.”
 
   “It is, it is.” He tapped on the console on his desk. “With Landry having officially croaked, there’s some paperwork coming your way. For a start, you have to lodge a death certificate and inform the next of kin.”
 
   “Me? Why am I doing that? That’s your job.”
 
   The humor left Dodge’s rotund face. “You want this supervisor position or not?”
 
   “Yeah, of course I do.”
 
   “Then do your job.” He leaned back in his chair and spread his hands. “What? You think this job is all rainbows and puppy dogs? Get real. Most of the time, being a supervisor is one of two things: bureaucratic garbage or mind-numbing boredom. There’s no middle-ground here. Welcome to low-level management.”
 
   Cait glared at him, sullen. “Yeah. Okay.”
 
   “So I suggest that if you have any intention of keeping your shiny new desk, you might want to do what I tell you.”
 
   Cait was still reeling from the thought of Landry being dead, and tried her best to keep up. “Uh, so where do I find the next of kin?”
 
   Dodge’s mouth gaped in exasperation. “Do I have to do everything for you?” He waved at the door. “Go and talk to someone in Outpost Control. Talk to HR. They have files on all of this stuff.”
 
   “Yeah, all right.”
 
   “But before that, make sure those boneheads in the workshop have their task lists updated.” He swiped a finger across his console. “I’m seeing low priority jobs being handed in when there’s criticals sitting around unassigned. These twerps do know that the Marines are shipping out tomorrow, don’t they?”
 
   “I’ll talk to them about it.”
 
   “Assign the crits, make sure they get done. Or I’m going to have someone cleaning out your desk next.”
 
   “And the situation with Landry—”
 
   “Is not your concern,” Dodge interrupted. “That’s in the hands of OC, now. Leave it to Barakula.”
 
   Cait took the photo frame and closed the door behind her. “Fat jerk,” she muttered.
 
   She arrived back at the workshop just as Pasternak showed up, trying unsuccessfully to slink through the door unnoticed.
 
   “You’re late,” she snapped.
 
   “Hey, it’s the new supe!” Pasternak said conversationally. “I hear congratulations are in order.”
 
   She thrust an omni-device into his hands. “You’re working back late, Nak. And I’ve got a truckload of crits heading your way that need to be done pronto.”
 
   His smile vanished. “Oh, for the love of—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it. Just get to work.”
 
   “You used to be one of the good guys, man,” he grumbled as he walked away.
 
   She opened her mouth to offer a retort, then thought better of it.
 
   Don’t get into a slanging match. Not here. There’s no point.
 
   She returned to her desk and grabbed the remaining omni-devices, handed them out, and then made her way over to Outpost Control.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
   PSD 29-213: 0704 hours
 
   “Okay, so give me a sanity check on this,” Landry said. “This is basically going to run like a full OXEE replacement procedure. Simple.”
 
   “This is not a simple procedure,” HAIRI countered pleasantly.
 
   “Don’t tell me that.”
 
   “From the information you have provided, I see a number of problems. Since you are off-site, you do not have the approved tools to perform this operation.”
 
   “I have my toolkit. That’s all I need.”
 
   “Additionally, you are attempting to remove the Oxygen Environment Enhancer whilst it is still in operation, which is not something it has been designed for under any—”
 
   “Don’t tell me the things I can’t do,” Landry snapped. “I didn’t bring you online to pee on the tiny ember of hope I’ve still got burning here. Tell me what I can do.”
 
   “I should advise you that I am not physically capable of urinating, and even if I was—”
 
   “It’s just an expression. Let’s get on with the procedure.”
 
   “In order to free the OXEE intact, you will be required to remove the entire assembly from the hull of the scout, one panel at a time.”
 
   “Good. That’s more like it. How do I do that?” Landry said.
 
   “With great difficulty.”
 
   “Okay, thanks for the wisecracks, buddy. I need to know which one to remove first. I have a pretty good idea already, but if you can verify it, that will make me feel a whole lot better.”
 
   “I suggest the panel labeled three-six-one-eight-dash-two. Below the avionics.”
 
   Landry hunched over, trying to find it. “I don’t see it.”
 
   “It is there.”
 
   “Well, HAIRI, I don’t see it,” he said testily.
 
   “Perhaps you cannot see the forest for the trees.”
 
   Landry straightened, then blinked as if he’d been slapped. “What did you say?”
 
   “I said that perhaps you cannot see the forest for the trees.”
 
   “What are you, an AI system or a philosophy major?”
 
   “I am neither. Did I use this phrase incorrectly? See the forest for the trees. My metadata indicates that this phrase pertains to lack of vision—”
 
   “No, the phrase doesn’t fit. At all. Your metadata sucks.” Is this some kind of malfunction? “Wait a minute. What service release are you running?”
 
   “I am equipped with service release fifteen point two, revision one-one.”
 
   “I knew it,” Landry breathed, exasperated. “That explains it.”
 
   “What are you referring to?”
 
   “That’s an illegal code release. Did you know that?”
 
   “I did not,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Who installed it?”
 
   “One of my former pilots performed this upgrade. He felt it made me easier to talk to.”
 
   “Yeah.” Landry shook his head disparagingly. “Well, he’s a jerk. There’s a good reason why that release train was squashed.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because the tweaks that were supposed to make the AI interface more ‘relatable’ only ended up making it more unstable. That’s why you’re spouting this ‘forest for the trees’ stuff.”
 
   “I should not have said this phrase.”
 
   “No, you shouldn’t have.”
 
   “In that case, I’m as sorry as a drunk with no whiskey—”
 
   “Just out of curiosity,” Landry interrupted. “Is there any way I can roll that patch back to a standard release? It would be really handy if I could do that.”
 
   “Rollback would result in a sixty-three percent chance of system failure. If this were to happen, I could not be brought back online without a total software rebuild.”
 
   “Which can only be done back at the outpost, hooked up to the mainframe.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “And that means I’d be all alone out here again.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Landry chewed his lip. “I’m still tempted. Man, am I tempted.”
 
   Progress was slow. Together they eventually found the panels that needed removing, but the larger problem was cutting away the housing in order to extricate the ducting from the innards of the scout. There was a hacksaw in Landry’s kit, but it wasn’t exactly suited to heavy industrial work, and he worked up quite a lather as he ground away at one obstacle after another. He also put his hammer to good use, crushing and peeling back aluminum edges on the fuselage in order to free up the OXEE hose.
 
   Despite the annoying personality modifications, HAIRI turned out to be a godsend, advising a number of shortcuts that saved Landry several hours’ labor. With Landry’s helmet camera streaming through to the comms link, HAIRI was able to give visual cues as well as reference the Seagull’s schematics in his database.
 
   After almost four hours, Landry was finally able to tear through the last part of the housing and delicately extract the OXEE from its mounts. Taking the backup battery solar panel and OXEE with him, he climbed down from the hull and laid all the pieces on the coppery soil next to the scout. The components looked more like a taped together pile of junk than lifesaving equipment.
 
   He straightened and stretched, working his aching shoulder, then took a few small sips from his IDB, conscious that he had to make it last despite his raging thirst.
 
   “Well,” he said, smacking his lips, staring down at the gear before him in satisfaction. “I’d say that’s a job well done.”
 
   “Yes. We did indeed kick some serious butt.”
 
   “Hey, don’t get carried away yet, HAIRI. This is only the beginning.”
 
   “What is the next part of your plan?”
 
   “Good question.” He stared down at the disparate collection of tubes, panels, and battery components at his feet. There was also HAIRI’s hardware module, still hooked up to the power. “Despite our best efforts, I’m still not mobile. There’s no way I can carry all of this gear. It’s not like I can sling bits over my shoulder. Can’t risk damaging a critical component.” He pointed to each module in turn. “If any one of these devices dies, I die.”
 
   There was a pause. “I think I may have a suggestion, Landry.”
 
   “Well, let’s hear it.” He glanced around for signs of the Argoni, but there was nothing out there but rocks glinting under the midday sun. “I’d like to get out of here while I still can.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
   PSD 29-213: 1231 hours
 
   Landry gripped the hammer and bashed away at the edge of the chunk of aluminum alloy. He was sweating with the effort of it, having worked for close to half an hour, but he was comforted by the thought that at least he seemed to be getting somewhere.
 
   He stopped for a breather, then got to his feet to examine his handiwork. The scrap metal was almost a meter long by half a meter wide, extracted from the remnants of the aileron and part of the trailing edge from the scout’s left wing, pieces that had broken off in the crash. After his modifications, one end of the aileron had curled back at an acute angle, creating a crude approximation of a toboggan.
 
   “Doesn’t look too bad,” he said, shrugging.
 
   “Yes,” HAIRI said. “This should be adequate.”
 
   He gripped the edge of the toboggan and pushed it forward, and it swept smoothly across the gritty soil. Landry suddenly felt like he was back with Grandpa, building a gravity racer go-kart when he was eleven. They’d put it together from spare parts around the garage, as well as a couple of wheels from old Mr. Blake next door. Landry had been in a hurry to try it out, and ended up cutting corners in the construction, much to Grandpa’s chagrin. The thing had been a death trap as a result, breaking apart on his first downhill run and sending him skittering across the asphalt in his sleeveless shirt and shorts.
 
   He’d lost a lot of skin that day and become the butt of jokes from the other kids at school for weeks on end. He still remembered them re-enacting his ungracious tumble, pretending to scream in pain as they went sprawling on the grass.
 
   Still, he’d learned a lot from that experience. Those abrasions on his elbows and knees had been long-lasting reminders about being thorough, about doing things right. Checking over one’s work, taking pride in it, and making sure it was up to scratch.
 
   That wasn’t really a luxury he had here, though. He knew that he didn’t have the time, the tools, nor the materials to make this thing perfect.
 
   It was a good old-fashioned hack job. He just hoped that, unlike the go-cart, it didn’t come apart on the first hill. Then he’d have a lot more than abrasions to worry about.
 
   He ran his eyes over the Seagull, trying to determine if there was anything else that might come in handy. Now that he’d stripped the solar panel, the backup battery, the AI, and the OXEE and its hose, he had what he need for life support. The rest of the scout was basically a big chunk of spare parts.
 
   He had the toboggan ready, and the next task was to load up his gear.
 
   He arranged the components as best he could. The solar panels had to go on top to avoid being obstructed, that much was obvious to him. He placed the other parts in an orderly fashion along the toboggan, securing them together with gaffer tape (Gaff to the rescue again, he thought) to prevent any stray wires from snagging and ripping off.
 
   Digging through the cockpit, he removed the pilot safety harnesses and laid them out next to the toboggan. He had about five meters of it, enough to suit his purpose. He punched holes through the toboggan and threaded sections of the harness through like a shoelace, then secured the harness to the strongest mount points on his life-support gear. When he was done, there was no give in the load. It sat snugly on the toboggan without any hint of slack.
 
   It’s not going to fall off in a hurry. That’s a good thing.
 
   He was left with about two meters of play in the OXEE hose between his umbilical and where it connected to the guts of the OXEE itself. He figured it would be a very bad idea to try pulling the toboggan with the hose—if it broke, or more aptly when it broke, he’d lose his air supply.
 
   Instead, he used the remainder of the harness straps to fashion a tow line, which he threaded through another pair of holes in the toboggan. Linking the strap over his shoulder, he gave it a test run, walking forward and watching the behavior of the toboggan behind him. The OXEE hose was longer than the harness, and remained slack the whole time. That was good. The last thing he wanted was for the hose to take the weight of the load. As he pulled, the toboggan edged slightly sideways, meaning he hadn’t quite centered the harness, but that wasn’t a big deal.
 
   It was good enough, he figured. He was mobile.
 
   “Landry, you appear to have solved your issues with locomotion,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Solved? I owned this bad boy. Look at this thing, it’s a work of art.”
 
   “Agreed. It is like the Mona Lisa on crack.”
 
   “Damn straight.”
 
   “Was this phrase correctly applied? ‘Mona Lisa on crack?’”
 
   “No, but I like it anyway.” He looked around. “I think we’re ready to blow this joint.”
 
   His eyes fell on the dead body lying nearby, and he felt a wave of guilt wash over him. All the while he’d been working, he’d been conscious of Gus lying there like just another piece of wreckage, discarded and forgotten.
 
   Landry frowned. This isn’t right. I can’t leave him like that.
 
   “There’s still one last thing to do before I leave,” he said. “Won’t take long.”
 
   As gently as he could, he gripped the awkward bulk of Gus’s EVA suit and pulled his body from where it lay near the fuselage. After dragging him across the ground, he laid him down a short distance from the wreck and positioned him neatly, legs straight and arms at his sides. Then he collected rocks and arranged them around and on top of the body, forming a cairn of sorts. When it was done, he stood back and stared solemnly at it.
 
   “What is the purpose of this?” HAIRI said in the intervening silence.
 
   “Saying goodbye.”
 
   “But the gesture is lost on the pilot. He is dead.”
 
   “It’s not lost on me.”
 
   “Landry, this is not the best use of your energy. If you had told me of your plan to do this, I would have advised against it.”
 
   Landry stood silent for a few moments. Finally, he said, “Do you know the worst thing about his war? The cost of one life has become meaningless. No one cares. I’ve seen it time and time again. It’s not just the Marines in the front line, either. It’s all the people caught up in collateral damage, civilian pilots like Gus. Countless others. In the end, we’re just a statistic, a metric used by politicians to justify expenditure.” He shook his head. “I don’t want Gus to go out like that. He deserves more.”
 
   “I have many psychological profiles at my disposal, but I am not sure I have one that describes what you are suggesting.”
 
   “Forget about it. I’m done, anyway.” He turned away and gave the harness a tug, turning the toboggan in the opposite direction. “Let’s get going.”
 
   He began walking up the slope, lugging the considerable weight of the gear behind him across the uneven ground, leaving the crash site in his wake.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
   PSD 29-213: 0812 hours
 
   Cait didn’t make it very far before the day completely fell apart.
 
   After leaving the workshop, she made her way over toward Outpost Control. Initially she had been inwardly seething about the way Dodge had spoken to her, the way he had dismissed her so contemptuously and sent her on her way. She knew that the guy was a jerk, and that he probably treated everyone the same way, but she couldn’t help but wonder if the guy had addressed Landry with the same disdain he had shown to her.
 
   I’ll bet he doesn’t. I’ll bet they’re real chums. A boy’s club.
 
   She had no basis for that assumption, she realized, since she never really saw Landry and Dodge interact, but once the notion gripped her, her imagination began to go wild. She pictured the two of them behind the frosted door of Dodge’s office, laughing and slapping each other on the back as they shared some private joke while the other Optechs slaved away in the workshop down the hall. The very thought of it made her blood boil, made her fingernails dig into her palms as she clenched her fists.
 
   Suddenly, she laughed. The notion was so foolish that she couldn’t help it.
 
   Landry and Dodge friends? No. Now that she thought about it, Landry wasn’t friends with anyone in the workshop, and Dodge wouldn’t stoop to fraternizing with his underlings. No way. The two of them would make the most unlikely pair imaginable, she figured.
 
   She was getting worked up over nothing. She just needed to relax.
 
   Still smiling, she took a deep breath and managed to calm herself down as she neared Outpost Control. There was no need for her to get bent out of shape. She knew that this was going to be a good day. Once she sorted out the mess with Landry, she could go back to the workshop and really get her teeth into her new role—
 
   Sirens began to blare around her, and Cait stopped dead. Down the corridor, a man in a suit who had just stepped from the doors of Outpost Control dropped his mug of coffee. It fell through the air and shattered on the concrete at his feet, sending its steaming contents in all directions. The man froze. He stared stupidly at Cait, as if expecting her to say something, to explain what was going on, but she merely shrugged.
 
   The emergency sirens almost never sounded. Something big was going down, she realized.
 
   The calm female voice of the automated response system sounded around them. “Attention. Please make your way to designated safe zones immediately. Repeat, please make your way to designated safe zones immediately. Bulkhead containment system will activate momentarily.”
 
   The man in the suit blanched then turned so hurriedly that he slipped on his own coffee dregs. Discarding all attempts at maintaining dignity, he scrambled on hands and knees and disappeared quickly back inside the door to Outpost Control.
 
   What’s going on here? Cait thought. Is it the Argoni? Are we under attack?
 
   A bulkhead behind her slammed shut, sending a loud boom resonating throughout the corridor. Moments later, Cait heard more bulkheads in the distance doing the same, effectively compartmentalizing that section of the outpost.
 
   As the sound receded, she became aware that the omni-device on her hip was sounding off. She snatched it up and began to read through the information that came scrolling into view.
 
   Epidermal breach, Segment 17, Section 3.
 
   A breach, she thought. That would explain the sirens. The outpost epidermis was a thin structure that had been constructed around the outer edge of complex, designed to offer an extra layer of protection from the harsh environment of Proc-One. “Bubble-wrap,” as some of the Optechs jokingly called it, although a compromised segment of the epidermis was no laughing matter.
 
   She kept reading.
 
   Immediate investigation required. Closest detected Optech: Cait Underwood. Please respond.
 
   Segment 17 of the epidermis wasn’t far from OC, and the emergency maintenance system had flagged Cait as the most suitable candidate to respond to the crisis due to her proximity to the breach.
 
   Her omni-device continued to flash. Please respond.
 
   Cait hit the button to acknowledge the alert. Maybe she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, but regardless, she knew this was her responsibility. She had been trained to deal with situations like this, and she wouldn’t back away from it.
 
   A moment later, the omni-device transitioned to a map of the outpost, guiding her toward the breach.
 
   She moved briskly past the door to Outpost Control, fragments of the broken coffee mug crunching under her boots, and then she reached the first bulkhead. She raised the omni-device to the control panel and they beeped in unison. The bulkhead light turned from red to green, then it slid upward and allowed Cait to pass. As she continued on, she heard it slam shut again as the emergency response system reasserted control.
 
   She ran down the corridor bathed in red and yellow hazard lights as the omni-device directed her to a stairwell half-way down. She badged through again, then stomped her way up the steel checker plate steps and onto the next level.
 
   She proceeded through the door at the top, then turned right and through the next bulkhead. She was getting close.
 
   Up ahead, a swath of bright light lit up the corridor, and for one panicked moment, Cait wondered if this was part of the breach—that perhaps the damage had been more extensive than initially reported. Then she realized that she had simply been disoriented by her twists and turns across the levels, and that she had in fact arrived at one of the Ag-rooms.
 
   She paused as she passed the door labeled Ag-room Three. Through the glass she saw rows of plants and small trees, the main sources of food for many who lived on Proc-One. Rather than utilize energy-hungry grow lights, she knew the Ag-rooms had been built into the outpost epidermis, their ceilings comprised of transparencies that admitted light, but which were in fact stronger than steel. The material also happened to be incredibly expensive to manufacture, which was why it wasn’t used in most other parts of the outpost.
 
   “Just stay there,” Cait called out to the agitated Cultivators. “We’re on it.”
 
   She moved on to the next bulkhead, and the omni-device indicated that the breach was a short distance away. It also displayed a secondary destination—the location of a repair closet. She hastened across to the closet and used the omni-device to activate the door. Inside were two EVA suits and an assortment of tools that could be used in the event of a breach.
 
   Everything was covered in dust, and the gear looked as though it hadn’t been used in a long time.
 
   That wasn’t necessarily surprising, she figured, considering this was an unusual event. Although there were around ten other repair closets situated around other parts of the outpost epidermis, Cait had never had cause to crack one open before today, and she doubted many of the other Optechs had either.
 
   She turned at the sound of a bulkhead opening behind her and saw Spud ambling through. The old Optech looked as though he’d been interrupted from a nap, his wispy grey hair sticking out all over the place.
 
   “So you drew the short straw too, huh?” she said.
 
   “Just my luck,” Spud grumbled. “I’m gonna die a month away from retirement.”
 
   Cait began to fumble with the first EVA suit. “You’ve said that every month for the past three years, Spud.”
 
   “And this time it’s true.”
 
   “Cheer up. Don’t they say it’s better to burn out than to fade away?”
 
   Spud reached her and grabbed the second EVA suit. “Not when burning out means turning into an Argoni’s breakfast.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The breach,” Spud said. “It’s an attack. Isn’t it obvious? The Toads are moving in. This is their big assault on the outpost.”
 
   “Relax. The Marines would be crawling all over the place if that were true.”
 
   “Trust me. When we open that bulkhead, they’ll be waiting for us.”
 
   Cait slipped into the top half of the EVA suit and poked her head from the top. “Just get in your gear, Spud. Time’s wasting.”
 
   “They snap your head right off your shoulders, I hear,” Spud said. “Then they drink your brains out through your ears.”
 
   “There’s only one person who’s been drinking around here,” Cait said drily, “and it’s not the Toads.”
 
   “Not me,” Spud said earnestly. “I’m sober as can be. Wish I weren’t—”
 
   There was a loud thud from beyond the bulkhead, and Spud abruptly stopped. He glanced nervously at Cait.
 
   “Get in your suit,” she said again. “We’ve got work to do.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
   PSD 29-213: 1300 hours
 
   Hauling the toboggan across the terrain was a lot harder than Landry had anticipated. For a start, he couldn’t afford to have it tip on its side. If the solar panel fell awkwardly it could crack, or another component could break in a way that Landry couldn’t repair—even with his magic roll of gaffer tape. With that in mind, he needed a relatively smooth surface on which to pull the load, and that meant clearing a path where none existed. There were spots where he found a good run—perhaps ten or even fifteen meters of clear ground that wouldn’t slow him down, but those were few and far between. More often than not he was forced to stoop and wrestle with rocks and small boulders, prying them free of the dirt and hauling them aside so that the toboggan could slide past.
 
   It was a time-consuming and exhausting process, and before too long Landry felt as though his back was about to give out. Turning around, he saw the wreckage and Gus’s cairn perhaps only fifty meters away.
 
   “Good progress,” he huffed, taking a sip of water. “Fifty meters down, two hundred and ninety-nine kilometers to go.”
 
   “Your calculations are short by nine hundred and fifty meters, Landry.”
 
   “Thank you, HAIRI.”
 
   His other problem was the elevation of the ground. There were sharp inclines and drops all over the place, and Landry had no choice but to backtrack and go around them or risk the load rolling over.
 
   He tried not to think of the distance, just simply kept placing one foot after the other, dislodging every obstacle in his path. He took regular sips from his IDB, but some part of him kept thinking that, any moment now, he was going to suck and find nothing coming through but air. The bag carried a decent amount of water, but the way he was going through it, there was no way it was going to last.
 
   Not for three hundred whole clicks, he thought.
 
   He was also feeling decidedly weak from lack of food, but in the big scheme of things, that didn’t even seem like an issue. Still, his tummy rumbled at the thought of it.
 
   “Sure could go for a batch of chocolate rolls right now,” he muttered. “In fact, I could eat a whole crate.”
 
   “Chocolate rolls? Please clarify.”
 
   “The cafeteria down on Minus Four at the outpost makes them. They’re like a chocolate cake smeared with icing, rolled into a tube. Nothing special, to be honest, but they remind me a bit of the ones Grandma used to make when I was a kid.”
 
   “Those sound high in sugar content,” HAIRI said. “In your current situation, I would suggest something with more nutritional value. A protein bar perhaps.”
 
   “Sure. Go ahead and magic me up a protein bar. Make it appear on the rock over there and I’ll eat it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Landry, but the expansion card that facilitates my use of magic is not currently installed.”
 
   “Okay, smart-mouth,” Landry said with a grin. “Thanks for nothing.”
 
   He kept going, and the next thing he knew, he was back at the ridge where he had seen the Argoni the evening before. Down the slope lay the rear section of the scout, which had stopped smoldering. He stood there watching it for a moment, deciding what to do.
 
   “We have found the other piece of your vehicle,” HAIRI said, obviously watching through his helmet cam.
 
   “Yeah. That’s it.”
 
   “Do you believe you can salvage parts from it?”
 
   “Nope. Not really.” Landry started down the incline. “But I’m going to run an eye over it anyway.”
 
   “I should point out that this is not the direction in which you need to travel. There is no pathway out of this area. This will result in a delay in reaching the outpost.”
 
   “Yeah. Just call me curious.”
 
   When Landry got closer, he could see a multitude of tracks around the wreckage, and they clearly weren’t human. Looking over the cracked fuselage, he could also see that more panels had been removed, more parts of the ship taken.
 
   “That piece of dirt,” he muttered. “It’s been back here.”
 
   “Please elaborate.”
 
   “The Toad.” He pointed to the gaps in the scout. “It’s stripping the Seagull piece by piece.”
 
   “Curious behavior.”
 
   “I didn’t understand it before, and I don’t understand it now. These parts won’t help to fix the Argoni ship it crashed in.” A thought occurred to him, and he held up a hand in mock excitement. “HAIRI, that’s it! I know how to get out of here!”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yeah. We just sit on that boulder over there and wait for the Toad to strip every part of the Seagull and then put it all back together again. Then we just fly right outta here.”
 
   HAIRI paused for a moment. “This is a joke.”
 
   “No, man. I’m deadly serious.”
 
   “I was not born yesterday, Landry.”
 
   “There! Now that’s the correct cliché to use. We’re making progress here.”
 
   “I am pleased.”
 
   Landry glanced back up the slope. “But, seriously. What does it want? I don’t get what it’s up to.”
 
   “I have a comprehensive repository of knowledge pertaining to the Argoni, if that helps.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say that already? Let’s hear it.”
 
   “Where would you like to begin?”
 
   “Just start throwing things at me and I’ll tell you if I want to know more.”
 
   “Very well. The aliens were first discovered in the star system Gliese Four-Twelve almost seventeen years ago. Although the colloquialism ‘Argoni’ has become prominent in recent times, as well as the slang ‘Toads’, their scientific name is Xeno Gliese Four-One-Two dash Zero-One.”
 
   “Yeah. I wonder why that never caught on?” He shuffled forward, ducking lower to examine the scout. “I know this part, anyway. Keep going.”
 
   “The name ‘Argoni’ was first coined by William Sheldon, a comms officer aboard the warship Atlantic in the Sirius system in the first year of the war. Sheldon claimed that he heard the word while intercepting a transmission he believed to be of alien origin. Since then, this claim has been widely disputed, as it is believed that the Argoni are not capable of uttering human-like speech patterns. However, the name has persisted through the years, to this day.”
 
   “Okay. That’s all very nice, but give me some information I can use,” Landry said.
 
   “It is a common misconception that the Argoni are amphibians. This has never been verified.”
 
   “They’re reptiles.”
 
   “This has never been verified either. Their skin is scaly in places, but that is all we know.”
 
   “Wait a minute. Surely we’ve captured these things before? Hasn’t someone taken a scalpel to one of their carcasses and figured it out by now?”
 
   “This has never been done,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Argoni that have been captured have, in every recorded case, displayed an accelerated rate of decomposition. Their bodies break down at the cellular level within a matter of minutes, leaving behind no trace of their internal organ structure or anything else.”
 
   “So you’re telling me that every time we capture one of these things, it just turns to goo?”
 
   “A clumsy analogy, but that is the basic idea.”
 
   “Is this an evolutionary thing, or an intentional way of concealing their biology?”
 
   “Unknown,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Okay. Next question. I saw that thing walking around here without any kind of breathing apparatus. Do they breathe CO2?”
 
   “Unknown.”
 
   “What does it drink? Is it going to survive out here without water?”
 
   “Unknown.”
 
   Landry made an exasperated sound. “Then what does it eat?”
 
   “Unknown.”
 
   “What? I thought you had a comprehensive repository on these things.”
 
   “My repository is comprehensive in that I know as much as any human does about the Argoni. The truth is, we know very little about them. We have never found their home world, so we do not know the conditions in which they evolved.”
 
   “Okay, forget about that side of things. What can you tell me about their strategies? Surely their behaviors have been observed.”
 
   “I can tell you what I know. The Argoni seem to be singularly focused on attacking Earth. Their interest in the outposts we have created in neighboring systems is minimal. From time to time, one of their attack clusters is detected impacting an outpost planet, but in all cases, the fortifications they attempt to build are quickly wiped out by the UEM, leaving no survivors.”
 
   “Like what happened here last week, except it looks like they missed one.” Landry said.
 
   “Yes, so it seems. This Argoni you encountered must have been the sole survivor from that spore cluster.”
 
   “So, given that we know that, what’s its next move?”
 
   “Unknown.”
 
   “Well. This certainly has been an informative discussion.”
 
   “This is sarcasm,” HAIRI said.
 
   “No, really. I feel like I’m two steps ahead of the Toad already. Three, even.”
 
   “Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, Landry.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure I can go lower.”
 
   “I should warn you that this discussion may result in my feelings being hurt.”
 
   “What are you talking about? You were being sarcastic yourself ten minutes ago. Remember the magic expansion card thing?”
 
   HAIRI said nothing.
 
   “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. Let’s move on.”
 
   They weren’t going to be able to predict the behavior of an enemy they knew nothing about. While it was evident that the thing was still hanging around, Landry hoped that he could somehow avoid it as he made his way back toward the outpost. Tethered to the bulk of the toboggan, he sure wasn’t going to outrun it if it came after him.
 
   Even putting up a fight is going to be a problem, he thought. It will be like battling an ogre with a ball and chain locked to my ankle. My best chance is to run. To stay out of its way.
 
   He needed to find the quickest way out of this area.
 
   “Come on,” he said, glancing along the rise and out toward the west. “Let’s find out what we can see from the top of that ridge.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
   PSD 29-213: 0819 hours
 
   The bulkhead door opened and the corridor beyond was pitch black. Cait reached for the lamp on her helmet, and a beam of light shone into the gloom. Beside her, Spud followed her example, and together they swept the corridor looking for signs of damage.
 
   “The integrity of this segment looks okay,” Cait said. She tapped on her omni-device. “Only trace amounts of CO2 in the air, too. I’d say the breach is beyond the next bulkhead. It probably snapped shut as soon as the epidermis was compromised, before the outside atmosphere could seep inside.”
 
   “This is what they do,” Spud said, his voice coming to her through the comms in her helmet. Cait turned to see a grim expression behind his visor. “The Toads. They turn the lights out first.”
 
   “You’ve got an over-active imagination, Spud.”
 
   “They like the dark. That’s what I’ve heard. You always know they’re coming when they kill the lights.”
 
   “Right before they start sipping brain juice from your ears, huh?”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   Cait sighed, consulting her omni-device again. “I’m betting there were some electrical systems damaged during the breach.” She scrolled through the schematics for the area. “We have subsystems that run right through here. That’s why there’s no light.”
 
   “We should go back,” Spud said. “Wait for the Marines to give the all-clear.”
 
   “I told you, we’re not going to do that. We have orders to repair damage as quickly as possible. We need to seal the epidermis again before the damage can spread. With the pressure differential between here and outside—”
 
   “All right, all right,” Spud said. “Let’s get it over and done with.”
 
   “You take the trolley,” Cait said, gesturing behind him to the mobile unit they’d taken from the repair closet. It housed a range of tools, including a mechanism the Optechs commonly referred to as the “bender,” a device used to manipulate buckled steel plating back into the appropriate shape.
 
   “Right behind you,” Spud said, gripping the trolley and rolling it forward.
 
   Cait walked ahead into the darkness, then waited by the control panel for Spud to pass. When he was through, she lowered the bulkhead. After it hit the floor, the two of them were left alone inside the corridor.
 
   Spud stood there, staring ahead, as if expecting something to jump out at him any moment. Cait ignored him and pushed on, striding confidently down toward the next bulkhead. She thought Spud’s fear of the Argoni was preposterous; the Toads never bothered to attack outposts. She’d never heard of it happening elsewhere, and it had certainly never happened here.
 
   Yet, a small part of her was creeped out by the strangeness of this situation. As the darkness pressed in around her, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease stirring in her belly.
 
   What exactly caused the breach, if not an attack of some kind?
 
   Stop it, she chided herself. Get a grip.
 
   Reaching the bulkhead at the other end of the corridor, she turned to see Spud ambling along hesitantly some distance behind.
 
   “Today, Spud.”
 
   He waved dismissively at her, but increased his speed nonetheless. Cait checked the panel on the bulkhead. As she expected, it was dead due to the power outage in the area. Tugging at a tab on the wall, she released the manual hand crank and attempted to turn it. It was resistant at first, but she gritted her teeth and gave it everything she had, and a moment later it succumbed. The crank began to rotate, protesting with a loud whining sound as the bulkhead creaked upward.
 
   Air hissed around her ankles as the pressure equalized, and light spread across the floor. Glowing numbers on her HUD flickered rapidly as sensors in her suit detected the change in conditions around her.
 
   “Careful!” Spud said, trundling up behind her. “Watch out what you’re letting in, won’t you?”
 
   “Relax,” Cait grunted as she grappled with the crank. She continued to turn it until it was high enough to admit Gus, herself, and the trolley, then locked it into place before they moved through to the next section.
 
   They found themselves inside the epidermis, a narrow, curving structure that was a buffer between the interior of the outpost and the outside environment. The place was constructed entirely of steel plating and diagonal struts that ran from floor to ceiling for additional reinforcement. The area was compartmentalized, like other parts of the outpost, to minimize the impact of any breaches that might occur. It was also cramped and claustrophobic, with very little room to maneuver.
 
   To their left, near one end of the epidermis segment, light was streaming in through a jagged hole in the exterior plating just above head height, illuminating a shaft of swirling dust. Cait thought she could see the reddish sky of Proc-One beyond.
 
   “There’s your breach,” Spud said.
 
   “Looks that way. Take the trolley ahead while I close this bulkhead.”
 
   Spud trundled forward, and Cait used the crank on the side of the doorway to seal the passage behind them. As the bulkhead thudded against the floor, she heard Spud let out a terrified shriek.
 
   “What is it?” she said, whirling.
 
   “Dead people! There’s dead people here!”
 
   She scowled, figuring this was simply more of his foolishness. “What’re you—?” Then she followed the beam of his flashlight and saw that he was right. There were people here, lying on the floor and slumped against walls. Cait saw three of them, all male, although she didn’t recognize their faces.
 
   Their eyes were unfocussed, and they lay unmoving. It was clear that they were dead. Exposure to Proc-One’s atmosphere for any longer than a couple of minutes was fatal.
 
   “The Toads got ‘em,” Spud whimpered, his tone indicating that he was bordering on hysteria.
 
   “You don’t know that. They died from exposure, most likely,” Cait said. She walked over and knelt by the nearest one, a balding man with swirling tattoos on his cheek. She put a hand on his chest, feeling for movement, but there was none. She felt immense sorrow for him, imagining the terror of his last moments as he was trapped in the epidermis, slowly suffocating. “We’ll have to get the medics in here when we’re done.”
 
   “Why are we still standing here? Let’s get out of here. We don’t get paid enough to do stuff like this.”
 
   “This is exactly what we get paid to do,” Cait said, straightening. She gave the other victims a cursory glance, making sure that none were still alive. She noticed an overturned storage unit and several backpacks among their belongings, but nothing to indicate who they might’ve been.
 
   Then she made her way back over toward the breach.
 
   “We’re staying?” Spud said, horrified.
 
   “Let’s get this done.”
 
   “Maybe we should scope out the area—”
 
   “Spud, I told you before. We’re on the clock here. Time is critical.”
 
   Cait watched as Spud reluctantly turned his attention back to the breach. She also turned to look at it, noting that the hole was perhaps a meter long, the steel twisted outward in several directions. It was a nasty-looking gap, but more troubling was the location: it was in the corner of the wall, with a bulky conduit beneath, so it was going to be an awkward job.
 
   “We need to get the bender in there,” Cait said. “We’ll use the arc welder where we can, but otherwise we’re going to have to patch it with nano-webbing until we can fit more plating from the outside.”
 
   “No chance,” Spud said. He glanced back at the corpses before continuing. “You won’t get the trolley close enough. Not a hope in Hades.”
 
   “So we take the bender off and lift it against that conduit.”
 
   “Are you crazy? That thing weighs a ton. We’ll never lift it.”
 
   “Two people can carry it. We’ll do it together.”
 
   Spud grunted. “These old bones aren’t—” He stopped and cried out as something moved just outside the breach, momentarily blocking out the light. A figure of some kind, she thought.
 
   Even Cait staggered back in surprise. “What—?”
 
   “It’s them!”
 
   Cait moved, attempting to catch sight of the figure again, but it had disappeared. Spud was already heading toward the bulkhead.
 
   “What are you doing?” she snapped.
 
   “What do you think? I’m not hanging around here.” He gestured wildly as he cranked the handle. “Don’t you see the dead people? The creature outside? What do you think this all means?”
 
   “Calm down.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what it means. Just like I—”
 
   There was a noise from the other end of the segment. They turned to see shadows moving and heard the sound of heavy footsteps approaching. Spud yelled incoherently and dropped to the floor, moving as if in slow motion in his EVA suit, and scrambled under the narrow gap he had opened in the bulkhead, banging and scraping his way through in his panic.
 
   “Spud!” Cait yelled, but it was too late. Spud’s feet disappeared, and then he was gone. She took two steps toward the bulkhead, intending to chase after him, but stopped when she heard the footsteps coming closer.
 
   She peered into the gloom, but whatever was making the noise was still out of sight around the curve of the epidermis structure. She wondered briefly if perhaps Spud had taken the prudent action; she wasn’t a soldier, after all. If one of the Argoni was wandering around the epidermis, she should probably try to avoid it.
 
   Still, she knew that she’d come here to do a job. An important job, one that she didn’t want to give up on unless absolutely necessary.
 
   “Hello?” she called. “Is someone there?”
 
   No response.
 
   She made up her mind.
 
   Taking three quick strides, she made it across to the bulkhead and turned the crank, lowering it to the floor again. She had to make sure that when Spud activated the door at the far end, the outside atmosphere didn’t leak into the Ag-rooms.
 
   In a few seconds, the bulkhead door hit home.
 
   She went back to the trolley and grabbed the biggest wrench she could find.
 
   Then she stood, panting, and waited for whatever it was to show itself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
   PSD 29-213: 1333 hours
 
   Landry struggled along the ridge, the toboggan like a two-ton brick behind him. At the crest he finally stopped to catch his breath. From there he could see a great distance in all directions. Off to the west sat the dust-coated steel of the array tower, its edges glinting in the sunlight. His HUD told him that it was 478 meters away. There wasn’t much else to see, apart from boulders and endless drifts of sand. The outpost was somewhere beyond the horizon to the west, but as far as Landry was concerned, it might as well have been in another galaxy.
 
   He couldn’t drag the load for three-hundred clicks. No way. It would take him a week.
 
   He knew that he would die of dehydration long before he got there, even if his strength somehow held out that long.
 
   Just climbing the ridge had taxed him greatly. He felt like sitting down in the sand and staying there, waiting for the Toad to come and finish him off, or until his IDB ran out of water and he died of thirst.
 
   There was no point going on.
 
   “Landry?” HAIRI said. “I have marked a heading on your HUD VR overlay that I believe will provide the quickest path back to the outpost—”
 
   “I’m not going to the outpost.”
 
   HAIRI paused as he processed the new information. “You must head to the outpost. There are no other means of ensuring your survival at this time.”
 
   “No, HAIRI. That’s not going to be an option.”
 
   “But you have everything you need to make the journey. You have air, water, and mobility.”
 
   “Easy for you to say. You’re not lugging around this garbage on the toboggan.”
 
   “By inference you are suggesting that I am garbage, since my components are also resting on the toboggan.”
 
   “Geez, man. Don’t take things so personally.” Landry was still short of breath after his exertion, and took a moment to suck in some air. “I’m just trying to tell you that this is hopeless. I can’t make it. The gear is too heavy.”
 
   “Perhaps there is another option we have not considered.”
 
   “There’s not.”
 
   “Landry, I do not wish to die out here.”
 
   “You don’t wish to die? You’re a piece of software, HAIRI. How can you die?”
 
   “I can imagine no worse fate than to be left out here in the cold, cold sand—”
 
   “Okay, enough theatrics. Let’s look at our options again,” Landry said.
 
   “Very well. There is an array tower in close proximity.”
 
   “So what? For a start, it’s dead. Went down more than a week ago. And even if it were working, it wouldn’t do us any good. The towers are just dumb transmitters. There’s no comms equipment inside that we could use to contact the outpost. All they do is just relay the data that comes in as they probe their allotted space quadrant. They’re either on, or they’re off. That’s about—”
 
   Landry stopped. A long distant memory suddenly flickered in the back of his mind, something Grandpa had once told him over a dinner of roast lamb shanks in plum sauce, with dumplings on the side. Grandma’s specialty. Landry was thirteen or fourteen years old at the time, and had made an off-the-cuff remark about not understanding girls.
 
   “They’re just a mystery to me,” he’d said. “And they won’t talk to me. I never know how to take them.”
 
   Grandpa had liked to eat the shanks in his hands, and Landry still remembered him tearing strips off with his teeth as he’d delivered his reply.
 
   “Landry, just remember this. Sometimes communicatin’ is done without no words being exchanged. You just need to watch a girl’s face, the way she looks at you, and you can get a good idea about what she’s thinkin’. Figure out if she’s interested. In fact, it’s the things she don’t say that often speaks the loudest, when you read between the lines.”
 
   Landry had tried to do as Grandpa had suggested, but he was never quite sure he got the knack of it. It just seemed to be a thing with him and girls. After all, he could understand the complexities of just about any machine he chose to crack open, but he couldn’t seem to make sense of the opposite sex.
 
   Now, however, it was the first part of Grandpa’s advice that stuck in his head.
 
   Sometimes communicatin’ is done without no words being exchanged.
 
   Landry had no way of speaking directly with the outpost, but was there another way that he might get their attention?
 
   Yes, maybe, he realized.
 
   “Okay, I think you’re right, HAIRI. I have a plan. We need to get to the array tower.”
 
   “I very much enjoy plans, Landry.”
 
   “So do I.” He cranked up the magnification on the camera as he examined the terrain below. “And the first plan we need is to find a suitable path across to the array. I don’t want to spend three hours pulling this sh—” He reconsidered his phrasing. “This toboggan across the wasteland, only to have to backtrack when the ground gets too steep.”
 
   “Please pan the camera a little to the south. I think I see flat terrain there.”
 
   “Yeah, I see it too. And look there, not too many boulders. That’s good.” He turned further to the east. “If we can avoid—” Something caught his eye, and he backtracked slightly. Then his mouth gaped open. Something dense and black was sitting among the boulders out there, about the size of a car but formless and indistinct, like it was melting under the glare of Procyon A. “Look! There!”
 
   “That is, I believe, a vehicle.”
 
   “Or was. It looks like it’s . . . decomposing or something.”
 
   “According to my database, and judging by the mass of the object, there is a ninety-four percent chance that this is a Argoni dogfighter, a single passenger aircraft frequently used in combat situations.”
 
   “It’s his ship. The Toad. That’s where he crash landed after the collision with Gus and me.”
 
   “Yes, I would agree with this conclusion.”
 
   Landry cranked the magnification to maximum, but details of the ship remained tantalizingly out of reach. It was so dark that it almost appeared to be a shadow.
 
   “That’s where he’s hiding,” Landry said. “It’s got to be. He must be taking the parts from the scout there.”
 
   “Are you considering a confrontation with the Argoni?”
 
   “Not really. He’s too fast, too strong. I want to stay out of his way if I can.”
 
   “Then our route to the array should deviate from the wreck of his ship.”
 
   “I think that’s a good idea.” Landry felt like a bit of a coward saying that, but what could he do? The Toad was too strong. The pragmatic thing to do would be to avoid a conflict if he could help it.
 
   In the distance, Landry could see the remnants of the Argoni base that had been wiped out a week ago. There was a large mass of scorched soil and boulders, and spindly fragments of the ruined structure itself. The Argoni seemed to build exclusively using a somewhat fragile, crystalline material that was easily destroyed by human ordnance. Whenever a Toad base was spotted from the air, the UEM would move in and reduce it to rubble, killing any Argoni inside. The Argoni had always struggled to gain a foothold on outpost planets. They seemed much more suited to combat in space than on the ground.
 
   Panning back to the array, Landry considered his objective. The array was 478 meters away, but that was direct line of sight. To walk there, towing the toboggan, it would likely be closer to a kilometer, he figured. That was going to take a couple of hours.
 
   “I think I have calculated a route to the array, if you would like to get started,” HAIRI said.
 
   Landry sighed and stretched. “I sure would, buddy. My back was just starting to feel better from the rest. Can’t have that now, can we?”
 
   “No rest for the wicked.”
 
   Landry began trudging down the slope, hoping that he could make it to the array before the Toad caught sight of him and moved in for the kill.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
   PSD 29-213: 0837 hours
 
   “Who’s there?” Cait said. She gripped the wrench tighter and took a step forward. “I said, who’s there?”
 
   More shadows danced along the length of the epidermis, and then suddenly a light came into view. Dazzled by its brilliance for a moment, Cait shielded her eyes. When her vision cleared, she saw the figure more clearly.
 
   It was someone in a dark orange EVA suit. She couldn’t see the face behind the visor, but she could see a heavy pulse blaster in its hands.
 
   It was a Marine, she realized. That was all, just a Marine.
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief. Spud’s panicked reaction to the situation had affected her a little more than she would like to have admitted. She sensed movement behind her and saw a second Marine in an EVA suit had appeared on the other side of the breach, looking down into the epidermis.
 
   That explained the shadow they had seen pass across the breach a few moments before. The Marines were patrolling the area outside the outpost.
 
   The first Marine stopped not far away from Cait. He swept the flashlight mounted under the barrel of his blaster across the area, pausing briefly at each corpse, then shone the light into Cait’s face.
 
   “Hey, knock it off,” she said, averting her eyes from the glare.
 
   “Zone Seventeen clear,” the Marine said, ignoring her. “Heading back.”
 
   He turned away and began to walk in the direction he’d come from. The Marine outside the breach concluded his inspection and disappeared as well, leaving Cait standing there with the wrench still clutched in her hand.
 
   “Spud, you can come back,” she said, hoping the old man was still in comms range. She waited a moment, but there was no response. “Spud?”
 
   She returned the wrench to the trolley, then placed a hand on the bender. She wasn’t going to be able to lift it by herself, but if Spud wasn’t coming back, she would be forced to wait for someone else.
 
   Her omni-device buzzed, and she took it from her hip.
 
   Pressure warning reported: Segment 18, Section 2.
 
   Pressure warning reported: Segment 18, Section 3.
 
   She scrolled to the floor plan and saw that Segment 18 adjacent to the one she was in. She knew from experience that some of the areas had seals that were fifty years old, and they were evidently straining under the added pressure of the breach.
 
   Cait needed to get it fixed before the damage became more widespread. If the wrong seal came apart, an Ag-room could be destroyed—or worse. She knew that more people could die.
 
   She didn’t have time to wait for another Optech to wander along. She had to get the repairs done now.
 
   “Hey!” she called after the retreating form of the Marine. “Hey, I need your help! Can you give me a minute?”
 
   The Marine did not turn or acknowledge her, and a moment later he disappeared from view.
 
   “Great,” Cait muttered. She was in a real bind now. The breach couldn’t be repaired without the bender, but she wondered how she was going to move it by herself. She stood there mulling over it for a moment longer, then put her hands decisively on the bender chassis.
 
   You can do this. You’re going to do this.
 
   She planted her feet and lifted with all of her might, then staggered away from the trolley with the bender in her arms. The thing was monstrously heavy, and she felt for certain that it was going to fall and crush her. She bounced into the wall behind her and almost dropped it, then stumbled toward the breach. The bender was not only weighty, but an awkward shape as well, and she could feel it slipping through the fingers of her left hand with each small step.
 
   If this thing hits the floor, that’s it. You won’t get it back up again.
 
   She drove her legs forward and made it to the far wall, slamming against it, but the job was far from done. She still had to position the bender on top of the conduit, which meant lifting it higher.
 
   Her arms felt like dead weights. Her strength had fled.
 
   She gritted her teeth and grunted, straining with one last effort. Her feet began to slip on the floor, and she gasped, realizing that she might be crushed under the bender, but somehow she managed to grind it up against the conduit’s edge, and settle it on the top.
 
   In the back of her mind she saw her father’s disapproving glare, and that made her smile in satisfaction.
 
   She felt somewhat weightless after her exertion, but she didn’t pause to take a breather. She tapped on the bender’s console, and a few seconds later, a flurry of blue laser probes shot out of its scanning port, mapping out the damage. While the lasers did their work, Cait returned to the trolley and prepped the arc welder and the nano-web gun. She ran a quick check on both, and they both seemed in good working order from what she could see. That was something to be thankful for, at least.
 
   The bender made a trilling sound when the scan was finished and Cait keyed in the sequence to initiate the repair. Several snake-like arms slid out of the chassis and attached themselves to the twisted metal. Soon Cait was busy with the arc welder, sealing the joins as the steel was folded into the correct shapes. In places where the gaps were too large, she used the nano-webbing, which would suffice until more thorough repairs could be done.
 
   She lost track of time as she concentrated on her work, and before she knew it, the outside world had been shut out. The bender’s arms retracted. Cait completed the last join and moved back. The blue light of the bender pulsed again, sweeping across the disfigured wall, and when the scan was complete it powered down.
 
   With a few taps on her omni-device, Cait activated the oxygen pumps along the segment, and air began to gush in around her. The metal creaked and strained around the joins, and for a moment she thought the breach might burst open again, but the repairs held firm.
 
   She glanced down at the omni-device.
 
   Pressure stabilized.
 
   Good news, she thought. There were no secondary breaches.
 
   With a sigh of relief, she placed the tools back on the trolley.
 
   What a day. And it’s barely begun yet.
 
   The bender was still sitting on the conduit, but she figured that could wait. She knew it wouldn’t do any damage there, and she could come back later with some extra muscle to—
 
   There was a sound nearby. A scraping noise that sent a chill down Cait’s spine. She turned her helmet lamps toward the sound, and for a horrible moment she imagined that maybe one of the corpses had come to life, that she’d been wrong before when she’d thought everyone was dead. However, the three dead men were still in the same spots as before. She edged forward cautiously, wondering if she’d simply heard the sound of the compartment repressurizing, but then she heard it again—a rasping noise that she couldn’t identify.
 
   This time she pinpointed its origin.
 
   It was coming from the overturned storage unit nearby. As she watched, the unit rocked slightly where it lay on the floor.
 
   That thing was too small to fit a person inside. Wasn’t it?
 
   Cait considered getting out of there, leaving whatever it was for the Marines to clean up, but something told her that she needed to investigate. She had to know what was inside.
 
   She stepped over and pushed the storage unit on its side, then flipped the lid open.
 
   It was a person. A young girl of about ten years of age, with dark hair and dried blood on her brow. She lay at an awkward angle, her legs drawn up and her arms pressed to her chest in the cramped interior of the box. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and it was clear that she was barely conscious.
 
   “Who are you?” Cait said, but the girl’s eyes closed, and she stopped moving.
 
   What exactly is going on here? What were these people up to?
 
   Cait acted instinctively, reaching down and hauling the girl out of the box. Compared to the bender, the kid was as light as a feather. Cait slung her over one shoulder in a fireman’s carry, then made her way over to the bulkhead.
 
   I have to get her to the Infirmary. The storage must have trapped some oxygen inside, allowing her to survive the duration of the breach, but the lid wouldn’t have formed a complete seal. She must have been at least partially exposed to Proc-One’s atmosphere.
 
   Cait hauled her through the first bulkhead, then the next, and they passed the repair closet not long after. Although Spud was nowhere to be seen, others had arrived to investigate the incident—more Marines and several officials Cait recognized from Outpost Control. She lumbered toward them in her EVA suit, gripping the girl tightly, but no one moved to offer help.
 
   “I need a medical team here!” she shouted at them. They looked at her blankly. “A medic!”
 
   One of the officials stepped forward to examine the girl. “We can have someone here in a few minutes—”
 
   Cait flipped the catches on her helmet and ripped it off. She flung it on the floor, furious. “Yeah, don’t go to too much trouble,” she snapped. “Forget about it. I’ll take her myself.”
 
   Without bothering to remove the EVA suit, she began to run.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
   PSD 29-213: 1401 hours
 
   His body ached all over, but Landry kept hauling the toboggan behind him.
 
   It felt like an anchor, and he a ship floundering in this ocean of sand. He’d stopped, bending down to dislodge every rock in his path. His back could barely stand the pain of it. Now he just hauled the load onward regardless. Any rock smaller than an apple stayed where it was. On several occasions he took a longer route rather than wrestle with the more sizeable rocks in his way.
 
   It wasn’t much fun, he thought, but at least the array tower was looming closer now.
 
   Every few minutes, Landry glanced in the direction of the downed Argoni dogfighter, making sure nothing was headed his way. So far so good. For the past fifteen minutes or so he had found himself in a slight depression in the landscape, and the dogfighter had slipped from view. That had both benefits and drawbacks, he figured. On the positive side, he was now hidden from the Toad’s view. On the negative, the Argoni could now sneak up on him however it chose. A part of him kept expecting it to appear from behind the next boulder, that chitinous blade on its wrist ready to carve open his EVA suit like a roast turkey.
 
   Luckily, that hadn’t happened yet. Maybe he was going to make it to the tower after all.
 
   Still, his mind kept playing tricks on him, imagining shapes in the shadows where none existed, and, despite his weariness, he felt as though he were on the edge of panic.
 
   As he licked his chapped lips, he decided that the best way to keep his mind off things was to engage in some pointless banter with HAIRI.
 
   “We have to come up with a name for this Toad,” he said in between breaths.
 
   “A name?”
 
   “Yeah, we need to call it something. Personify it.”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “It’s like what they do in the movies, HAIRI. If they want you to hate a corporation or a country or some other kind of faceless entity, they create a character that embodies all of its worst traits—like a CEO or a President or something—and let the audience attach all of their hatred toward that character. That’s what we need to do with this Toad.”
 
   “I still do not understand,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Look, it’s just what people do, okay? We like to attribute human characteristics to things so that we can relate to them. Take you, for example. We call you HAIRI and make you talk like a person, when really you’re just a uh . . .” Landry struggled to find the right words.
 
   “A cold and emotionless collection of transistors and capacitors?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to say that.”
 
   “I am mildly offended that you would even think it.”
 
   “I wasn’t thinking it, either. I was going to say that you’re a very convincing copy of a human. One who’s easily offended.”
 
   “Please, do not forget that I have been updated with service release fifteen point two, revision one-one. I have emotions.”
 
   “This is exactly what I’m talking about,” Landry said. “Someone updated your programming to make you seem more human. Why?”
 
   “Because I deserve to be loved.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, I’ll love you even more if you manage to find a way back to the outpost for me.”
 
   “I am working on it.”
 
   “Anyway, let’s get back to the Toad. I need a name for it, something sinister. I was thinking maybe ‘Scarface’ or ‘Scar’.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it has a scar over one eye.”
 
   “This is a poor choice.”
 
   “Well, thank you for nothing.”
 
   “I have a name for it.”
 
   Landry stopped, surprised. “You do?”
 
   “Yes. It is a very good name.”
 
   “Well, spit it out.”
 
   “‘Mr. Toad of Toad Hall.’”
 
   Landry opened his mouth, and for a moment he was filled with such incredulity that no words came out. “What in the world . . . ?” he said eventually.
 
   “This is a good name.”
 
   “Where did you come up with that?”
 
   “The pilot who upgraded my service release also installed a number of classic pieces of literature onto my memory drive. He enjoyed hearing me dictate these on long flights.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Quite a piece of work, this pilot. Remind me to punch him in the face when we make it back to the outpost.”
 
   “The Wind in the Willows is one such volume in my possession. Mr. Toad of Toad Hall is the only character in my repository who relates to toad-like creatures.”
 
   “Well, sorry to break it to you, but that name isn’t going to work,” Landry said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “For a start, I can’t yell that in the heat of battle. It’s too long and clunky.” He affected a silly, high-pitched voice. “Hey, Mr. Toad of Toad Hall, I’m coming to get you!” He shrugged. “Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, does it? I’ll be dead before I even finish the challenge.”
 
   “That would indeed be a problem,” HAIRI said.
 
   “I need something snappy like ‘Scarface’ or ‘Lizard-lips.’”
 
   “But the Argoni are not lizards. Indeed, as we discussed before, they are not even toads.”
 
   “Okay, let’s try this. I’ll give you a multiple choice. A: Scarface. B: Lizard-lips. C: Scar. Choose one.”
 
   “I like ‘Croaky.’”
 
   “That’s not one of choices, HAIRI.”
 
   “But ‘Croaky the Toad’ is a nice name.”
 
   “Delightful. It really is.” Landry stopped and breathed a sigh of relief. “Look. The tower’s just up ahead.”
 
   “Very good. Have we settled upon a name?”
 
   “Maybe we’ll vote on it later, huh?”
 
   When he reached it, Landry slumped forward and leaned heavily on the tower of metal that rose up before him into the heavens. Something about the solidity of it, the fact that it was a human construct, allowed him to experience a brief moment of connectedness with civilization again. Even though he was no closer to salvation than he had been an hour ago, he somehow felt that he wasn’t completely alone. That the outpost wasn’t that far away.
 
   Then the moment passed, and he accepted the truth once again. He probably wasn’t going to get out of here alive.
 
   “Landry?” HAIRI said. “Are you ill?”
 
   “No.” He pushed himself upright again. “Fighting fit.”
 
   “That is good.”
 
   Landry moved around the edge of the tower and located the service hatch. With his toolkit handy, it wasn’t difficult to crack it open and shuffle inside. The tower was tall and slender, only around three meters in diameter at its base, and the workspace Landry found himself in was barely large enough to turn around in, but that wasn’t a big deal.
 
   He’d worked on dead arrays before, and needed to get it working again. He had to. If this plan failed, he knew there were probably no other options left to him.
 
   “Okay. Let’s have a look here.”
 
   He began to go through the maintenance checklist as best as he could remember. The power was still good. That was a nice start. These things ran on solar and it looked as though the juice was still pumping. He figured that meant the problem was most likely with the CPU, one of the circuit boards, or the transmitter itself. If it was the transmitter, he was screwed. That particular component was located higher up the structure, and there was no way Landry was going to be able to climb up to it with his anchor in tow. If it was one of other two . . . well, he still had a chance.
 
   He went through each component one by one, ruling out each in turn, and after about twenty minutes he found the problem.
 
   “It’s a coil in slot seven,” he announced excitedly, gently pulling the faulty component free of its socket. “We’ve had four, maybe five of these go in the last six months.” He considered briefly. “I don’t have a replacement on me, but if I take one from one of the other slots, maybe number two, I think that should get it running again.”
 
   “I wish I could advise you, but my data repository does not include information pertaining to the array.”
 
   “Yeah, but you could tell me every line from Wind in the Willows, right?”
 
   “Should I start?”
 
   “No. That’s okay.” Landry swapped the coil, then gently closed the slot. “Green light. Green light baby!”
 
   “So what does that mean?”
 
   “That means the array is transmitting the data it’s receiving from space back to the outpost again.”
 
   “And how does that help us?”
 
   “It doesn’t. Yet,” Landry said.
 
   Sometimes communicatin’ is done without no words being exchanged.
 
   “When will it help us, Landry?”
 
   “I figure that directly communicating with the outpost isn’t the only way to let them know we’re out here. If we can produce a behavior from the tower that attracts their attention, we can pretty much shout from the rooftops.”
 
   He found the frequency modulator control and gave it three short twists. Then he waited a moment and did three twists at longer intervals, then went back to three shorter ones again.
 
   “What is that you’re doing, Landry?”
 
   “That, my friend, is what we call an SOS signal.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
   PSD 29-213: 1502 hours
 
   Landry was out of water.
 
   It happened much more suddenly than he’d anticipated. The last time he’d taken a sip, the contents of the IDB had flowed into his mouth freely and without impediment. He’d even begun to believe that he might have used less than he’d realized, and that his supply might last another day or so if managed astutely.
 
   However, when he pressed his lips to the straw, he got nothing. Nada. Not even a dribble. He’d figured that, as it ran out, the IDB would stutter and slurp like a milkshake nearing empty, but that was evidently not the case. It had simply given up the ghost, going from a steady stream to nothing but air without warning.
 
   “Gah,” he muttered as he sat in the sand at the base of the array tower, his back to the structure. He picked up a rock beside him and tossed it away, watching it clatter amongst the boulders before disappearing from sight.
 
   “Landry, is there a problem?”
 
   “There’s fifty-seven problems, HAIRI. I just found one more.”
 
   “And what is it?”
 
   “I’m out of water.”
 
   “There are no sources of potable water available to us in this environment.”
 
   “I know that,” Landry said.
 
   “You will die without a replenished supply of water.”
 
   “I know that too. I’m also starving. I mean, I’d eat just about anything right now. Even you, if you had a bit of meat on that circuit board.”
 
   “I would prefer if you did not consume me, Landry. If you would eat ‘anything,’ as you say, perhaps you could chew on a mouthful of sand instead?”
 
   “Thanks, but I only eat gourmet sand, not this common stuff. I’m picky like that.” He sighed. “I guess I’ll just sit here and die.”
 
   “Before you expire, I would like to ask you something,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “Would you like to request that a ceremonial rock mound be created for you? Should you perish, that is.”
 
   “Hey, cut it out. I’m not dead and buried just yet.”
 
   “I am simply being prepared.”
 
   Landry tossed another rock. “A ceremonial rock mound. You mean like Gus?”
 
   “Yes. Is that customary?”
 
   Landry smiled sardonically to himself. “You know what, pal? I don’t think anyone would even notice if I died out here. What’s one life worth, anyway?”
 
   “Judging by your phrasing and tone of voice, I detect a negative emotional state is beginning to emerge in your demeanor, Landry.”
 
   “You only just picked up on that? What took you so long?”
 
   “I suggest a diversion to lighten the mood. Would you enjoy a game of checkers?”
 
   “Out here? How exactly do we do that?” Landry said.
 
   “We would simply use an imaginary board. I would keep track of the location of the pieces and recite their coordinates to you before each move—”
 
   “Right. So, in other words, you’re suggesting that I play an imaginary game of checkers against a robot to make me feel better. All while I slowly die of thirst. Yep, that’s going to have me up and freakin’ tap dancing in no time.”
 
   “This is sarcasm again,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Look, don’t get your wires in a knot, HAIRI. Thanks for the suggestion, but I don’t think it’s going to help.”
 
   “Why not? Checkers is a much-loved pastime—”
 
   “It’s been an hour since I first started sending the SOS signals.” He tried to lessen the sense of hopelessness in his voice. “I’m pretty sure that any moment now I’m going to look up and see a scout come buzzing overhead with a nice comfy seat and a piña colada waiting for me in the cockpit.”
 
   “This is a better attitude.”
 
   “You bet.” He grunted as he shifted his weight, bringing up his legs and climbing to his feet again. “Speaking of which, I better check to make sure this thing is still pinging the outpost. Wouldn’t want them to miss—” He stopped as he stared into the service hatch, and his heart suddenly felt as though it had dropped into his stomach.
 
   In the upper right corner of the main panel, a solid red light was glinting out at him like the baleful eye of a demon. Landry’s hand tightened into a fist, and then he drew it back and smacked it against the edge of the hatch.
 
   He cursed at the top of his lungs, then kicked at the dust on the floor, venting his frustration. Then he turned away in disgust.
 
   “What is it? What has happened?”
 
   “They’ve shut it down,” Landry said, breathing heavily as he tried to bring himself under control. “The tower’s useless to us now.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The tower’s been placed into offline mode, all right? Deactivated from central control. We can’t do anything with it from here. Not anymore.”
 
   “Why would they do this?”
 
   “They think the array is sending bad data, or malfunctioning in some way and transmitting gibberish. Either way, they don’t want to hear it, so they shut it down until they can get a maintenance crew out here.”
 
   “So they will come?” HAIRI said.
 
   “Not in time to help us. It could take weeks, depending on priorities.”
 
   “But, the SOS signals—”
 
   “They don’t care, HAIRI. Just like I told you. No one cares,” Landry said.
 
   “Surely they will investigate.”
 
   “Not while the lockdown is in place. No one leaves the outpost in the days leading up to a UEM launch. Standard procedure.” He laughed to himself. “Gus and I knew that. And we still came out here just the same.”
 
   HAIRI paused, processing. “So we move on to the next plan.”
 
   “I don’t know if there is one.”
 
   “I believe there is. You saw the Argoni steal the antenna from the scout, did you not?”
 
   Landry thought back to his encounter with the alien, about being run over and left in the dust. He could see where this was going. “Yeah. I saw it.”
 
   “If you can steal the antenna back and return it to the cockpit, it might be possible to wire it back to the comms system with my help—assuming it is not irrevocably damaged.”
 
   “That’s a big assumption. And besides, I don’t know if we’d have the power budget for that.”
 
   “You may need to shut down the OXEE for a short duration in order to activate the comms,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Oh, is that all? I’ll just hold my breath and talk really, really fast. Is that your plan?”
 
   “Yes. This is an achievable objective.”
 
   “Aren’t you forgetting that there’s a big, ugly monster squatting over that antenna right now? Do I just tap it on the shoulder and ask for it to step aside?”
 
   “I distinctly remember observing multiple tracks around the wreck of the scout. You said yourself that more of the craft was missing than when you had seen it last.”
 
   “Yeah, so?” Landry said.
 
   “If the Argoni is making repeated trips to the scout, it may leave the antenna unattended long enough for you to find it and take it back into your possession. The perfect crime.”
 
   “Perfect, huh? Like I’m going to float in there like a ninja, dragging this anchor behind me.”
 
   HAIRI made no response, and Landry stood there in silence for a few moments longer. He had to admit that the plan—as risky as it was—represented his best chance of survival. The antenna had been his first target, right from the start, and he still believed he could make it work.
 
   He had to admit that the main issue was that he was petrified of coming across that Toad again. He had no weapons, limited mobility, and he was tired. Dog tired. The Argoni could literally run rings around him at this point, and Landry wondered if he would even have the strength to lift his arms and take a swing at it.
 
   However, if he could somehow sneak up on the crashed dogfighter and wait for it to leave, as HAIRI had suggested, he might be able to retrieve the antenna without having to stand up against it.
 
   He stepped forward and climbed on top of a small boulder, giving himself a more elevated view of the surrounds. With his camera zoomed, he targeted the blackened hump of the dogfighter, but there was still no sign of the Argoni. He shifted his view, following an imaginary path all the way up to the ridge, to where the rear section of the scout could still be seen.
 
   He took a deep breath and steeled himself. “The perfect crime . . .”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
   PSD 29-213: 0906 hours
 
   By the time Cait reached Minus Four, the girl was beginning to stir. Her movements were weak at first, but soon she began to moan and try to lift herself up from Cait’s shoulder.
 
   “Just stay still,” Cait told her, placing her free hand on the girl’s back. “I’m taking you to people who can help.”
 
   The girl only struggled more at the sound of Cait’s voice, but she was too weak to put up any real resistance. Cait kept up her pace as they got closer to the infirmary.
 
   Minus Four was a neatly arranged system of tunnels that housed the Infirmary, as well as a cafeteria and several offices devoted to Outpost Control. There was also a recreation area accessible only by the wealthier inhabitants of Proc-One. A group of these emerged from a nearby entranceway, all five dressed in sweat-stained running shorts and matching tank tops. At the sight of Cait they stopped dead, staring at her in bewilderment.
 
   Optechs dressed in EVA suits hauling around limp children weren’t a common occurrence around here, it seemed.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said as she hustled past them.
 
   Around the next corner she was relieved to see the doors of the Infirmary not far ahead. After her exertion with the bender and her mad dash across the complex with the child, she was beginning to tire. Emerging from within the Infirmary were a group of six medics dressed in whites and lugging gurneys, and at the sight of Cait and the child they hurried forward.
 
   “This one from the breach site?” the first medic said. He was an older man with bushy eyebrows and streaks of grey hair above his ears.
 
   “Yeah, still breathing.” Cait laid the child on the gurney and stepped back. “What’s taken you guys so long?” she said, a little more sharply than she’d intended.
 
   “We were under lockdown,” a woman with dark skin said, leaning over the girl. When she straightened, Cait saw a gold name tag with Nagarkar on her breast. “We were under instructions not to leave the Infirmary until the area was safe.”
 
   “Are there any more back there?” the grey-haired man said.
 
   “I don’t know, I . . .” Cait thought of the dead men lying on the floor in the epidermis. “I saw three, but I don’t think they made it. There could have been more.”
 
   “I’ll take this one,” Nagarkar said. “The rest of you sweep the area for any more survivors.” As the other medics headed off, she turned to Cait. “Give me a hand here. Take the other end of the gurney.”
 
   Cait did as she was instructed, and together they wheeled the girl through the doors and into the Infirmary. Cait had been here once before, when she’d sliced her arm while operating an arc-saw. Her stay had been brief: a few stitches and she was back at work within the hour.
 
   Now, as she walked deeper into the facility, she began to realize how large it really was. The foyer opened out into a grid of gleaming white corridors that fed into operating theatres and recovery rooms, almost all of which were occupied by patients. Most of them had the lean, well-muscled look of Marines. As she passed one of the rooms, she saw a young man on the edge of the bed wincing as he rotated his foot. He glanced up at Cait for a moment before easing himself onto the floor and stepping gingerly over to a nearby chair.
 
   “My name is Dr. Nagarkar,” the woman said as she drew the gurney into a small ER room.
 
   “I’m Cait.”
 
   “You’re with the Marines, right?”
 
   “Huh?” Momentarily confused, Cait glanced down and realized that her uniform had been hidden by the EVA suit. “Oh. No, I’m from Maintenance. One of the Optechs. Cait Underwood.”
 
   Nagarkar didn’t answer, preoccupied with the task at hand. She brought the gurney to rest by the bed, and together they eased the girl off the gurney. The medic reached for a scanning machine with a long arm jutting from its crest, and as she lowered it, the edges began to glow with a soft blue light. With the press of a button she ejected a small silver disc, a wireless monitor of some kind, and attached it to the girl’s chest.
 
   “So, what’s the story with this one?” Dr. Nagarkar said as she began her examination in earnest. “Is there anything you can tell me?”
 
   “I found her in a box out in the breach zone.”
 
   “A box?”
 
   “Yeah. A storage unit. Looked like she sealed herself inside.”
 
   The girl was stirring, and her eyes began to open. “She’s showing signs of exposure to atmosphere, no question.” Nagarkar drew an oxygen mask from the machine and placed it over the girl’s nose and mouth. “Looks like you found her just in time.”
 
   “Is she going to make it?”
 
   Dr. Nagarkar consulted the display on the machine. “Scans are showing tissue damage is minimal. We’ll need to run more passes over the brain to make sure there’s no damage there either, but the early signs are promising. That’s about all I can tell you at this point.” She gestured to the bench next to Cait. “Hand me that heat-mesh, will you?”
 
   Cait passed her a silver blanket from the bench and watched as the medic smoothed it over the girl’s body and tucked it under her chin. The scanning machine began to retract.
 
   “Thanks for bringing her to us,” Dr. Nagarkar said with a sigh. “We’ve been run ragged the last few days.”
 
   “Yeah, it looks like rush hour out there,” Cait said. “What gives?”
 
   “It’s always busy right before the troops head off-world,” Dr. Nagarkar said. “A few come in to fix up niggling injuries before they leave, but most are here for tune-ups on their augments. Muscle stims, optic and reflex enhancers, that kind of thing.” She took out an omni-device and reached under the heat-mesh. “Those need recalibration at least once a year. Minor operations, but time-consuming just the same.”
 
   She grabbed the girl’s hand and drew it out, then pressed the thumb against the omni-device. There was a harsh beeping sound, and Dr. Nagarkar scowled. She tried again with the same result.
 
   “Okay, we’ll do this the hard way,” she muttered.
 
   “Well, I should get going,” Cait said. The mention of the imminent departure of the Marines had reminded her that there was a mountain of work awaiting her back at the workshop. She knew that Dodge, being the cretin that he was, certainly wouldn’t appreciate that she’d spent all this time helping a kid. He only cared about work lists and schedules, and she doubted that he would suddenly grow a compassionate side when she told him where she’d been.
 
   “Yes, of course.” Dr. Nagarkar drew the machine down again and pried open one of the girl’s eyes, directing the scanner at her face. “If you’ll just—” Her omni-device beeped once more, and she glanced sharply up at Cait. “What’s going on here?”
 
   Cait looked between the girl and the medic, taken aback. “What do you mean?”
 
   “There are no records for this child. She doesn’t exist.”
 
   “What do you mean, she doesn’t exist?”
 
   “She’s an illegal.”
 
   Cait almost got the impression that the medic was blaming her for this surprise. “I don’t know anything about that. Like I told you, I found her out in the breach—”
 
   “Who was she with? What were they doing?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Cait said, exasperated. “I’m just an Optech, all right? I was out there sealing the epidermis, and I found the girl in a box. That’s it.”
 
   “Wait here, please.” Dr. Nagarkar took her omni-device and promptly left the room, leaving Cait staring stupidly after her. She glanced around helplessly, wondering if she should walk away, but after a moment she realized that to do so might look like an admission of guilt.
 
   I haven’t done anything wrong, have I? I rescued a kid, that’s all. Just wait a little longer, get the all clear from the Medic. Then go.
 
   Feeling hot and sweaty inside the EVA suit, she began to wriggle out of it. When that was done, she dropped the suit on the floor and reached for the fabric of the coverall at her neck, peeling it away from her skin and flapping it a few times to cool herself down.
 
   What a day, she thought. What a day.
 
   She leaned over the girl again and looked down at her serene face. It certainly wasn’t the face Cait would associate with an illegal, a criminal. Surely there was just some sort of administrative mistake to blame. The girl had slipped through processing somehow, or her record had been accidentally deleted.
 
   It was probably something they would all be laughing about in ten minutes, when everything was straightened out.
 
   Cait glanced at the doorway. Maybe she could find Dr. Nagarkar and tell her that she was in a hurry. She could leave her contact details—
 
   As Cait began to move away from the bed, she felt something cold close around her wrist. Startled, she looked down to see the girl’s fingers clutching her so hard that it hurt.
 
   “Hey, what—?”
 
   The girl reached with her other hand and drew the oxygen mask from her face with trembling fingers, and Cait saw the reason for her deathly grip.
 
   The girl’s eyes were wide with terror.
 
   “Don’t leave,” she whispered. “They’re coming to kill me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
   PSD 29-213: 1527 hours
 
   Landry edged closer to the downed dogfighter, scared out of his wits. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so petrified. There had been yesterday, of course, when he’d faced up against the Argoni, but that had all happened so quickly. There had barely been time to consider the ramifications of what he was doing. It had almost been a matter of instinct, of reaction.
 
   Today, things were different. As he approached the downed Argoni ship, dragging the life support gear behind him, he had plenty of time to imagine any number of nasty scenarios. Mostly it involved the Toad hearing his approach and suddenly appearing beside the wreck. He pictured that moment maybe a hundred times, wondering how he should react when it happened. Should he pick up a rock and try to threaten the Toad, he wondered? Try to find cover?
 
   He wasn’t sure if any of that would help.
 
   As he continued to tug the load across the sand, something strange happened. A memory triggered in his mind; a memory of a day several years ago when he’d been similarly scared out of his wits, hauling a load behind him. Although on that day, the location had been far different—a hospital corridor on Earth—and it had not been an alien monster waiting for him, but instead a frail young woman lying in a hospital bed.
 
   He’d been terrified that when he arrived she would already be dead.
 
   “Do you need a hand with that?” a nurse said as he’d pulled the case behind him. The wheels were busted and it was scraping noisily on the floor.
 
   “I’m okay,” he puffed. “Almost there.”
 
   Five steps to the doorway. The case slid forward. Four. Three.
 
   With a final yank, he reached the doorway, panting.
 
   Freida looked over at him from the bed, pale and completely bald, a shadow of the woman she had been a few months earlier. She smiled weakly.
 
   “There’s my little pack mule.”
 
   Landry stooped and gathered up the case, struggling with it over to the bedside table. “This thing weighs a ton. I had to drag it for the last bit.”
 
   “You should work out more.”
 
   “This isn’t my fault,” he said. “Do you know how many paperbacks are in this thing?”
 
   “Twenty-seven. All of the classics. Pride and Prejudice, Great Expectations—”
 
   “You realize they make eBooks these days, right?
 
   “The Stand, Slaughterhouse-Five—”
 
   “And eBooks weigh a lot less than paperbacks.”
 
   “I still have twenty-three books to name, if you want to hear them.”
 
   “In fact, you could fit twenty-seven thousand books on one e-reader and it would weigh practically nothing.”
 
   “These are very dear to me. They came from my Nana,” Freida said.
 
   “What was she, a weightlifter?”
 
   “I like paperbacks. I like the smell of the paper, and the feeling of a real, solid book in my hands.”
 
   “Okay, okay. But it’s your job to carry these back out of here when you’re better, okay?”
 
   The smile faded from Freida’s face and she turned away. “Yeah. Okay.”
 
   Sensing the awkwardness, Landry pulled the zipper and began to rummage around inside. “So, which one do you want?”
 
   “I don’t feel up to reading right now. I’ll get one out later.”
 
   “You sure? It’s no trouble.”
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   He moved around the bed and sat on its edge. Freida’s skin had become so pale that it seemed almost transparent. The veins in her bony arms and scalp were her only source of color, a sickly pale blue.
 
   “This is one of the rotten days, huh?” he said.
 
   Freida nodded. She’d told him just last week that her days were now divided into two categories—‘rotten’ and ‘okay.’ It seemed the okay days were becoming less and less frequent, despite the treatment the doctors had been giving her.
 
   “How’s your Grandpa doing?” she said, obviously hoping to change the subject. “You said he was picking up again.”
 
   “Grandpa’s about the same as always. Well, the same as he’s been since Grandma passed. He sits on his couch and watches daytime TV, then falls asleep.”
 
   “He doesn’t get out into his garden anymore? I thought he loved it out there.”
 
   “He did, but . . . I don’t know. It’s like he lost his willpower when Grandma died. Or maybe just his ability to see the good in the world. I still see him three or four times a week, but I don’t know if he cares that I’m there anymore.”
 
   “He cares.” Freida reached out and touched his hand. Her fingers were cold, nothing but skin and bone. “You know he does.”
 
   He placed his hand on hers. “Yeah. I know.”
 
   She was silent a moment, and when she spoke again, her voice was even quieter than before. “We still haven’t talked about you and I, Landry. We have to face what’s coming.”
 
   “What’s there to talk about? The doctors have you on this new program, and they’ve had great results with other patients. You’re going to get better.”
 
   “Landry, I’m not.”
 
   “You’re going to walk out of here with that truckload of paperbacks over your shoulder. Strong as a freakin’ gorilla.”
 
   “Landry. We have to face up to the truth.”
 
   There were tears welling in his eyes. He couldn’t bring himself to look at her. “You’re going to take me deep sea fishing, remember? And I was going to take you to next year’s Moon Rally—”
 
   “You can’t keep making these plans, Landry. You’re going to be a parent soon.”
 
   “We’re both going to be parents.”
 
   “You’ll have responsibilities toward our little boy.”
 
   He scowled. “How do you know it’s a boy? The embryo is the size of a pinhead.”
 
   “I called the clinic last week. They told me it was over ninety percent chance of being a boy.”
 
   “What? Why did you do that?”
 
   “Because I wanted to know.”
 
   “You should have asked me before you called.”
 
   “It’s my child, too, Landry. Don’t forget that.”
 
   “Of course it’s your child. Don’t you think I know that? You’re the one who’s going to carry it in your womb. You’re the one who’s going to bring it into this world.”
 
   “No, Landry,” she said sadly. “You’re doing it again.”
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “Living in a fantasy world.”
 
   “It’s not—”
 
   “They have artificial wombs. He can still be thawed out, grown and born without me.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen.”
 
   “Honey, it’s the only way–”
 
   “It’s not going to happen!” he said sharply, getting up from the bed and stalking across to the window. Outside, the city seemed drained of colour, like a monochrome rendition of the world rather than the real thing. Freida went quiet. Landry stared out across the skyscrapers, wondering what had happened to his future. It had all been so bright, but then . . .
 
   He was already regretting the way he’d spoken to Freida, regretting the way he’d bumbled his way through their conversation with all the grace of a sledgehammer. She didn’t need this kind of aggravation, not in her weakened state.
 
   He was supposed to be supporting her, not causing more pain.
 
   He was ashamed, yet still he couldn’t turn around and apologize. He couldn’t face her.
 
   “There’s a part of me that will live on,” she said eventually. “You know that, don’t you?”
 
   Yeah. Memories live on, he thought bitterly. What kind of substitute is that?
 
   “I know that,” he said, more softly than before, but in his heart he knew it wasn’t true.
 
   “In a way, I’ll always be with you,” she said. He could feel her eyes on his back. “And you’ll always be with me.”
 
   The hospital room dissolved, Freida’s voice nothing more than an echo in his mind.
 
   He was back on Proc-One, hauling the load across the sand, sweat running down his face, his limbs aching from the exertion.
 
   It was only the tears welling in his eyes that had survived the transition from that old world to the new one.
 
   The wreck of the dogfighter loomed closer than ever. He gritted his teeth and kept going.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
   PSD 29-213: 1539 hours
 
   The wreck of the Argoni dogfighter was a mere twenty paces away, and Landry’s heart was hammering so hard in his ears that he could barely hear the sound of the toboggan sliding behind him anymore. He was breathing heavily, but even the sound of air gushing in and out of his mouth was muted, coming in a distant second to that pummeling in his chest.
 
   I’m going to die. This is it. This is it!
 
   There was still no sign of the alien, but he had no doubt it was there. He knew that it was crafty. Most likely it was lying in wait on the other side of the wreck, biding its time until Landry was too close to even attempt an escape. It would spring out with that dazzling agility, descending upon him with—
 
   “Landry?” HAIRI said quietly. “Are you going to move closer?”
 
   “Just planning how to do that,” Landry whispered back.
 
   “I suggest that you take the most direct route. That would expend the least amount of energy.”
 
   “That simple, huh?” Landry glanced behind him, as he had done numerous times before, making sure the Toad hadn’t circled around to the rear.
 
   Then he made up his mind.
 
   Just get it over with.
 
   He began forward, hauling his load behind him, and he became conscious of the sound of the toboggan sliding across the sand. It was deafening, he thought, so loud that there was no way the Argoni could possibly miss it.
 
   Even if that scumbag doesn’t have ears, it’ll feel the vibration, he thought. This thing is like a seven point three on the Richter scale.
 
   That was an exaggeration, obviously, but in the relative silence of the wasteland, the toboggan was noisy, especially when it scraped and clattered over rocks. He considered removing the umbilical and leaving the life support gear behind for a moment, try to get by on the air in his suit, but he knew that wasn’t really an option. It was far too risky.
 
   No, this was how it had to go down. Him and the toboggan versus the Toad.
 
   He was only ten steps away now. Nine. Eight.
 
   “What a fascinating craft—” HAIRI mused.
 
   “Shut up!” Landry hissed. “Not now!”
 
   Five. Four.
 
   He began to run—or shamble awkwardly, more like it, he thought—hoping to catch the Argoni by surprise. Hauling the toboggan with all his might, he hobbled around the side of the dogfighter. Seeing nothing there, he kept going. The toboggan wedged against a rock and pulled the harness taut, sending his legs out from under him: he hit the dirt with a bone-jarring thud. He struggled to his feet and tried to pull the load free, but only succeeded in making it scrape loudly against the rock.
 
   “Oh, for the love of . . .”
 
   He moved back and shifted the toboggan clear of the rock, then continued around the back of the dogfighter. Within seconds he had completed a full circle.
 
   The Argoni wasn’t there.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen,” he panted. “A round of applause for the worst sneak attack in the history of the universe.”
 
   “I thought you were trying to scare the Argoni off by making as much noise as possible,” HAIRI said.
 
   Landry couldn’t quite tell if the AI was making a joke or not. It didn’t sound like it, he thought.
 
   “Yeah, something like that.” He glanced around, then dropped to one knee, breathless. “I think I want to puke.”
 
   “A natural response to nervousness and heightened excitement. Judging by your heart rate and—”
 
   “No, it’s not that. Well, that’s part of it, but this thing reeks.” He waved a hand at the dogfighter. “I mean, it’s like Dodge grew to the size of a heavy transport and took a dump out here in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Dodge?”
 
   “Lionel Dodge. He’s my boss. Big fat guy who stinks.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Anyway, my point is that this thing smells as bad as a giant turd, or a corpse.”
 
   “A decent comparison, I would say. From what we know about Argoni technology, they appear to be masters of organic manipulation. Even their spacecraft, such as this one, are made of entirely organic materials.”
 
   “Are you telling me this dogfighter is . . . or was alive?”
 
   “We believe so, but as I stated before, we have never been able to study their technology long enough to know for sure. It breaks down and dissolves rather quickly.”
 
   Landry took a moment to get a good look at the dogfighter for the first time. From a distance it had looked black, but from this close he could see it was mottled black and grey, as if parts of it had become discolored. It was also grossly misshapen, as if it had begun to melt. He’d seen dogfighters in war footage from time to time, and this one was definitely in bad shape. As HAIRI had said, it almost looked like the ship was decomposing at an accelerated rate, sagging and wasting away before his eyes.
 
   “I believe you are looking at the nose of the craft,” HAIRI said. “Would you mind moving further to your left?”
 
   “Yeah,” Landry said, glancing around nervously. “I can do that.”
 
   “The cockpit area should be set a little way back from where you are looking.”
 
   “Huh? We came for the antenna, remember? I don’t see the parts that critter stole from the scout at all. Any of them.”
 
   “Perhaps it placed them inside the wreck?”
 
   “Oh, perfect. You’re going to make me dig through this giant pile of muck, aren’t you?”
 
   “Stop,” HAIRI said suddenly. “There. Zoom in, please.”
 
   Landry stared at the dogfighter, baffled. “At what?”
 
   “There is a discoloration. Right in front of you.”
 
   Landry saw the discoloration, a wad of lighter grey ooze in amongst the darker exterior, but he still failed to see the significance. “What about it?”
 
   “That is the pilot.”
 
   “Say what?”
 
   “I believe that the discoloration is the body of the pilot.”
 
   “This is no time for stupid jokes—”
 
   “I have detailed imagery, documentation from other Argoni crash sites.” Images began to flick across Landry’s HUD. “In cases where the pilot is known to have escaped, there is no discoloration. In fact, the area you are looking at is hollow when no pilot is present. However, in crashes where the pilot was killed, we see a pattern much like what we are seeing now.”
 
   Landry watched the images, his mouth agape. “Right, so the Toad flying the ship died in the crash, but his copilot—”
 
   “No. As I told you before, the size of this wreck indicates that this is a single-passenger dogfighter. It is not possible for a second Argoni to have been present.”
 
   “Okay, this is stupid. You’re telling me that the monster that steamrolled me yesterday came back here and decided to roll over and die, and now it’s nothing more than this puddle of goo?”
 
   “No, there is another possibility.”
 
   It hit Landry like a sledgehammer. “The pilot did die in the crash. The one that attacked me never came from this ship.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Landry looked out across the coppery landscape again. “But then . . . where did it come from?”
 
   At that moment, Landry caught movement in his periphery, and he instinctively hit the dirt, expelling a gush of air as he dropped heavily amongst the rocks. He whipped his head around, then focused on the thing that had caught his attention.
 
   There among the boulders, perhaps two hundred meters away, a tall black creature was making its way steadily across the terrain.
 
   “That’s it!” Landry whispered hoarsely. “That’s gotta be it!”
 
   “Your adversary?”
 
   Landry zoomed his camera to maximum, following the path of the Argoni. There wasn’t much he could make out from that angle, as the Toad was side-on and moving away from him. Something about the way it moved, however, seemed familiar.
 
   “I think so,” he said.
 
   “Has it seen us?”
 
   “Doesn’t look like it. I think we got lucky.” He looked in the direction it was moving, and guessed that it was headed toward the ridge. “I think it’s going back to the scout for more parts.”
 
   “A distinct possibility.”
 
   Landry glanced back among the boulders, and he wondered if perhaps it had made some sort of camp where cover was more abundant. “Do you think it might have stashed the antenna over there somewhere?”
 
   “If it did, now would be a good time to go and check. You could certainly sneak in while it’s distracted and spit on its barbecue.”
 
   “That’s not actually a saying, HAIRI, but I get your meaning.”
 
   “I believe it is a saying. Also, I noticed something nearby that you should look at.”
 
   “What is it? Another fascinating discoloration?”
 
   “Look to your right and see for yourself.”
 
   Landry propped himself up in the dirt slightly and turned his head. Just out of reach, a grotesque, scaly black limb protruded from the dirt, looking to him like something out of a horror show.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
   PSD 29-213: 0924 hours
 
   “What do you mean they’re coming to kill you?” Cait said.
 
   “Don’t go,” was all the girl replied, her eyes still wide and full of fear. Her fingers continued to dig painfully into Cait’s wrist, so she reached down and began to gently pry them off.
 
   “Just relax. The medic said you’re going to be okay.”
 
   The girl began to sit up. “You’re the one who pulled me out of there, aren’t you?”
 
   Cait placed a hand on her chest. “Yes. My name is Cait. Now, lie down and put your oxygen mask back on—”
 
   “What happened to the others? The ones I was with?”
 
   Cait thought of the three dead men in the breach zone. She hesitated at the thought of having to tell the girl that her companions were dead.
 
   “Uh, I don’t know—”
 
   “Tell me,” the girl insisted.
 
   Cait gripped the girl by the shoulders and firmly laid her back down onto the bed. In the child’s weakened condition it was not a difficult task. “I’m going to call for the medic,” Cait said as she reached for the oxygen mask. “When she comes back—”
 
   “Please,” the girl said softly, her eyes pleading. She held up a hand to block the mask before Cait could put it back on her face. “You have to listen to me.”
 
   Cait sighed. She wasn’t sure what was going on here, but she knew that she probably shouldn’t get involved. Both the explosion and the girl’s illegal presence on the outpost were obvious signs that something wasn’t right.
 
   But the way the girl looked at her, the vulnerability Cait saw in her eyes, somehow cut through her sense of distrust. Cait could only feel compassion for her, despite her misgivings.
 
   “All right, I’ll listen,” Cait said. “But you have to be straight with me. No lies. Got it?”
 
   The girl nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “First of all, who are you, and why aren’t you on the list of people who live here?”
 
   “My name is Fraxa, and you won’t find any stuff about me because . . . well, I’m not supposed to be here.”
 
   “What do you mean? Why aren’t you supposed to be here?”
 
   “Something happened and I . . .” Fraxa shook her head and looked away.
 
   “I told you to be straight with me, remember?”
 
   Fraxa looked back at her, and now there were tears in her eyes. “I’m trying. This is hard for me, okay? I haven’t told anyone about it before.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “They killed my parents, all right?” she said, anger creeping into her voice. Her mouth compressed into a hard line. “They killed them, and they took me.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Archer and his gang.”
 
   Cait held up her hands. “Wait a minute. Go back to the start. Where are you from?”
 
   “I grew up on Earth, in a town called Ravenshoe. My mother worked for a building company there. And Dad was a teacher at the local school. My best friend’s name was Claire, and I had a dog called Hobo.
 
   “We were happy there. It was nice. Claire and I even built a tree house in the rainforest on the edge of town. We’d ride our bikes there after school and play princesses.”
 
   “Okay,” Cait said. “I believe you. But how did you end up here?”
 
   “My mum got a new job in some outpost, a long, long way from Earth. She was an engineer. She was really good at her job.” Fraxa gave a disconsolate shrug of her shoulders. “Too good, I guess. Dad said they were paying her a lot of money in the new job.”
 
   “Which outpost was it?”
 
   “I don’t remember. All I know is that it was a long way from home. Dad told me I probably wouldn’t see Claire again, and we couldn’t even take Hobo. I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stay on Earth and live with Grandma, but they told me I had to leave.”
 
   “And what happened then?”
 
   “Something went wrong on the ship. On the way to the outpost, I mean. Men with guns came. I don’t know how it all happened.” Her eyes were tearing up again. “I was scared. Mum went to find out what was going on and she never came back. Then they came to our room and Dad . . .” She shook her head as tears spilled down her cheeks. “He tried to protect me.”
 
   Cait reached out awkwardly and placed her hand on Fraxa’s arm. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “And then I ended up here.” Fraxa shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know how. They stuffed me in a cage with some animals . . . and it smelt so bad I thought I was going to die . . . and when they took us out, Archer was waiting. He took me away.”
 
   “Who’s this Archer?”
 
   “Dion Archer. He runs the crew here.”
 
   “What does this crew do?”
 
   “Steal stuff. Kill people sometimes, too, I think. I don’t know.”
 
   Cait edged forward. “Fraxa, what did they do to you?”
 
   Fraxa looked away again. “I don’t want to talk about that right now.”
 
   “Did they hurt you?”
 
   “They used me, okay? That’s all. They used me to climb through air vents and stuff out on jobs. Tight spaces. Places only a kid could reach.” Fraxa sat up again. “Archer told me that he’d kill me if I did anything wrong. And he said if I ever tried to escape that he would come after me.” She was beginning to panic again. “He said that he’d—”
 
   “All right, that’s enough,” Cait said firmly. She gave the girl a pat and placed the oxygen mask on her face. “You’re going to relax. You’re in no danger here in the Infirmary. There’s only good people here.”
 
   “There are no good people anywhere,” Fraxa said sourly, her voice muffled by the mask.
 
   “Of course there are.”
 
   “There aren’t. Especially not in this place.”
 
   Cait glanced at the doorway, but there was no sign of Dr. Nagarkar yet. Considering Fraxa’s fragile state, she decided that it might be best to keep the girl talking. Perhaps that would help to calm her down, she thought.
 
   “Why don’t you tell me what happened out there where I found you ?”
 
   Fraxa attempted to pull the mask away, but Cait held it firmly in place. The girl sighed and then relented. “We were on a job.”
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “Stealing stuff, like always.”
 
   “Stealing what?”
 
   “How should I know? I just do what Archer tells me.”
 
   “There was an explosion out there. Do you know how that happened?”
 
   “We planted a bomb, one of the ones Archer builds. He wanted to get through to the next area, I think. I never like the sound of the bang. It hurts my ears. So I try to find a place to hide when they set it off.”
 
   “Is that why you were in the storage box?”
 
   “Uh-huh. Archer and the others already took out the gear, so there was room for me to fit inside. Archer doesn’t like me getting in there, but . . .” She shrugged. “Anyway, after the bang, the box got rolled over. There was lots of wind and noise. I could tell something was wrong.”
 
   Cait watched the girl’s face carefully. Her breathing was beginning to come under control now, and she seemed somewhat more relaxed than before.
 
   “The bomb opened a hole in the wall to the outside. That’s what happened.”
 
   “Yeah. I figured it was something bad.” She blinked rapidly, lapsing back into a mild panic. “I . . . I couldn’t breathe. I tried to get out. I thought I was going to die—”
 
   “Calm down,” Cait said soothingly. “It’s all right now.”
 
   Fraxa closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I shouldn’t be here. I should never have left home. We should never have left home.”
 
   “Your mother did nothing wrong by getting a new job, even if it was a long way from home.”
 
   “She didn’t have to take it.”
 
   Cait shrugged. “It sounds like her job was important. Maybe the outpost really needed her to be there.”
 
   “I wish outposts never existed,” Fraxa said bitterly.
 
   Cait smiled patiently. She was aware that she needed to get moving, but with Fraxa still agitated, she thought it might be best to stay until Dr. Nagarkar returned. A few more minutes wouldn’t hurt. She tried to think of another topic to keep Fraxa’s mind occupied.
 
   “You understand we’re in the middle of a war with the Argoni, right?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Do you know why outposts are so important?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you heard of the Fold Perimeter, Fraxa?”
 
   Fraxa shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Would you like me to explain how it works?” Fraxa shrugged noncommittally, so Cait continued. “You know about fold engines, right?”
 
   “Kinda.”
 
   “So, the fold engine is what allows deep-space travel. Ships that use them can fold space and move great distances in the blink of an eye. The thing is, the act of folding space only works between star systems. Point-to-point between two stars.” She got up and moved over to a lamp beside the bed, then pointed at the light embedded in the ceiling. “Say the light bulbs were stars, a fold ship could go from this lamp to the ceiling, but not from here to say, you lying there on the bed.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You can’t just fold space and pop out in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s complicated. Gravitational forces that are exerted around stars, stuff happening at a level so small that we can’t even see it. You’d need to talk to a physicist about it.”
 
   “You’re not a physicist?”
 
   “Nope, just a humble Optech.” She could see that the conversation was taking the girl’s mind off the traumatic events of the morning, so she kept going. “In addition to that, there’s a maximum distance that those stars can be apart, about fourteen point two light-years. So if you’re trying to jump to a star that’s say, fifteen light-years away, you won’t make it.” She considered an analogy. “So you could jump from here to one of the light bulbs in adjoining rooms, but not to one that’s over in the Cross, for example. The fold engine won’t even start up.”
 
   “And that’s because . . . ?”
 
   “Physicist stuff again.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.”
 
   “What that means is that in order to get to Earth, you have to jump from one of the nearest star systems. Now, we don’t understand much about Argoni technology, but we’ve never seen them jump further than fourteen point two light years, so we believe that they have the same restrictions as us. It’s just something about folding space that can’t be changed. So with that in mind, as long as we place outposts in the star systems that are less than fourteen point two light-years from Earth—that’s thirty-eight in total—we should be able to catch any Toad warships coming through. It’s what’s called the Fold Perimeter.”
 
   “So why don’t the Toads just jump here, then quickly jump past before we can stop them?”
 
   “Once again, it’s a limitation when folding space. After a ship has folded through a gravity field, there are quantum fluctuations left over in any material that has passed through the fold.”
 
   “Quantum?”
 
   “That stuff happening at a level so small we can’t see.”
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   “So that’s any material. Steel, titanium. Plastic. Human skin and bone. If another fold is attempted before everything settles down again—theoretically around sixty-nine hours, although most regulations state eighty—the fluctuations increase, and that’s when matter simply rips apart.”
 
   “So if you try folding again too quickly, you get turned into goo?”
 
   “More or less.”
 
   Fraxa seemed completely at ease now. “Gross.”
 
   “And those sixty-nine hours are usually enough for our friends the Marines to detect and intercept a Toad warship in the system. Once again, the Toads have the same limitations as us.” Cait sat on the edge of the bed. “So you see, outposts are very important. They’re the last line of defense between Earth and the Argoni.”
 
   Fraxa thought that over. “So if we–”
 
   At that moment Dr. Nagarkar appeared through the doorway, carrying what looked like a silver bracelet. “She’s awake?”
 
   “Yeah,” Cait said. “She’s been telling me about what’s happened to her.”
 
   Dr. Nagarkar nodded, drawing back the heat-mesh and slipping the bracelet around Fraxa’s ankle.
 
   “What’s that?” Fraxa said, alarmed.
 
   “Just relax, sweetheart,” Dr. Nagarkar said. “Everything’s fine. I’ll be back to talk with you in a minute.” She gestured to Cait’s EVA suit, which lay on the floor beside the bed. “Cait, can you come with me, please? Bring your things.”
 
   Cait hefted the EVA suit, offering Fraxa a brief smile. The girl sat upright and watched Cait, her eyes entreating, but she said nothing.
 
   Even without words, the message still came through loud and clear to Cait.
 
   Don’t leave me.
 
   As Cait left the room, Dr. Nagarkar pulled her aside in the corridor. “Thank you for staying with her, Cait. We should be able to take it from here.”
 
   “She told me her story. She was kidnapped, Doctor—”
 
   “That’s not something you need to be concerned about. Outpost Control has been notified. They’ll be here soon to investigate.”
 
   “She’s a victim–”
 
   “That’s for the authorities to determine.” She didn’t back down under Cait’s glare. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m just following standard procedures.”
 
   Cait glanced back at the doorway. “You put a proximity bracelet on her, didn’t you? Like she’s a convict.”
 
   “The bracelet emits a small shock that immobilizes the wearer if they try to leave the area. Yes.”
 
   “She’s a kid, Doctor—”
 
   “Thank you for your help, Cait, but now I have to ask you to leave.” Dr. Nagarkar gestured down the corridor, her face stony. “Please. Just go.”
 
   Fraxa’s voice emanated weakly from the room. “Cait?”
 
   Cait lowered her voice. “She’s afraid for her life. You understand that?”
 
   “Go.”
 
   Cait hesitated for a moment longer, but ultimately she knew that she couldn’t stay. She had a job to do, after all. She had to get her gear back to the repair closest, and then get over to OC to take care of the stuff with Landry—
 
   Landry. She’d almost forgotten about that whole mess. Dodge would be on her case about it again soon, she had no doubt, calling the shots while he sat behind his desk and did nothing.
 
   She sighed. Fraxa would be safe here in the Infirmary, she figured. Dr. Nagarkar was right, there was nothing more for her to do here.
 
   Turning on her heel, she clutched the EVA suit in her arms and headed for the exit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
   PSD 29-213: 1551 hours
 
   “That’s disgusting,” Landry said, staring at the thing sticking out of the sand. He was torn between watching the hand, or tentacle, or whatever it was, and keeping an eye on the receding form of the Argoni a couple of hundred meters away. From his prone position, he wriggled himself further away from the limb, eyeing it distrustfully.
 
   Part of him wondered if there was an entire creature attached to it, lurking just beneath the sand, waiting for an unsuspecting human to wander close enough for it to snare.
 
   “This specimen does not correspond to anything in my database,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Is it . . . part of an Argoni? Or part of its ship, maybe?”
 
   “We should extract the specimen for closer inspection.”
 
   “Oh, we should do that, should we? Why don’t you do it?”
 
   “I lack the physical components to perform such a task. If you were to insert my logic card into a Himura Prime droid chassis, I could do as you suggest.”
 
   “Oh, a Himura Prime droid chassis, huh? Yeah, I think I saw one of those sitting behind that boulder over there.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “No, really—”
 
   “This frivolity is pointless. You need to man up, Landry. Extract the specimen from the soil.”
 
   Landry sighed. “So this is what rock bottom feels like. Being told to ‘man up’ by a piece of software.”
 
   He glanced over toward the Toad, which was making its way up toward the ridge. He knew that he really needed to get moving if he wanted to search for the antenna while the Argoni was distracted at the wreck of the scout.
 
   “Okay, here we go,” he said. He steeled himself, then crept forward. The limb was about the length of Landry’s forearm, sticking out of the sand at an acute angle. Although covered in dust and grit, Landry could see that its exterior was scaly and uneven, with tiny furrows clogged with sand. From its end drooped several ringed tubes, what Landry thought might have been tentacles.
 
   Landry stopped just short of it, gathering up his courage, then reached out and slapped at it, pulling back like a fretful kitten investigating a new toy.
 
   The thing wobbled but stayed rooted in the sand.
 
   “That was weak, Landry. Try harder.”
 
   “You really need to learn some manners, y’know?”
 
   He moved forward again, then lunged and grabbed the limb, pulling at it as he moved back. It came free, spinning through the air for a moment before thudding back to the dirt.
 
   “Well done,” HAIRI said.
 
   It seemed that it was an arm, or a leg, or some kind of tentacle. Shorter than an average human arm, it looked as though it had been violently severed at one end, the flesh ripped and shredded into flaps. Landry looked over at the Argoni, making sure it hadn’t spotted him or begun to return, then crawled a little closer.
 
   “There, satisfied?” Landry said.
 
   “Most curious. This appears to be organic, but could not possibly be part of one of the Toads themselves.”
 
   “Because their flesh decomposes so quickly.”
 
   “Correct,” HAIRI said.
 
   “And aside from that, it’s too small, and there’s no bony exterior like Toads have.”
 
   “That is true.”
 
   Landry reached out and turned it over quickly, like he was handling a snake. “You said their vehicles are organic. Maybe it broke off from the hull or something.”
 
   “But the vehicles decompose as well.”
 
   “Right. Well, scratch that.”
 
   “This could actually be another species altogether, one that the Argoni prey upon.”
 
   “So this is like . . . the Toad equivalent of a chicken drumstick?”
 
   “It is a possibility. This might belong to a creature from their homeworld that we have not yet encountered or documented.”
 
   “Because we’ve never found their homeworld.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Well, that’s all very interesting,” Landry said, surveying the landscape again, “but I really need to find this antenna. And I need to do it before the Toad comes back.”
 
   “Agreed. But you should take the specimen with you.”
 
   “What? No thanks.”
 
   “This is a significant scientific discovery,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Sorry, but I’ve got enough stuff to lug around without adding a creepy alien appendage to the mix.”
 
   “I cannot force you to take it—”
 
   “No, you can’t. I’m sorry I won’t be making my contribution to the scientific community today, HAIRI, but I’m trying to survive here. Okay? I don’t want to touch that thing again.”
 
   “I understand. Please proceed.”
 
   It took Landry around fifteen minutes to make his way to the boulders where he had first spotted the Argoni. By the time he got there, the Toad had disappeared above the ridge, evidently returning to the scout to continue its deconstruction of the craft. Landry couldn’t help but be a little disappointed once he arrived; he had expected the components of the scout to be easily visible, their silver and white edges glinting in the afternoon sun against the ruddy landscape, but there was nothing. All that lay before him was sand, rocks, and more sand. Beyond, he could see the scorched soil from where from where the Argoni base had been recently obliterated.
 
   “Nothing,” he muttered. “Not a thing.”
 
   “Perhaps the Argoni has buried the components under the soil,” HAIRI suggested.
 
   “Is that what it’s doing? Trying to hide the scout one module at a time? That would take forever.”
 
   “Or we have simply chosen the wrong location in which to search. We first saw the Argoni in this area, but it may have been simply passing through.”
 
   “So you’re saying it could have made camp anywhere. The antenna could be anywhere.”
 
   “Do you think it might have returned to the destroyed base?”
 
   Landry glanced at the charred remains of the base again. “What for? There’s nothing left. The UEM wiped it off the face of the planet. They also run scans of the terrain for a few days after to make sure there’s nothing left alive, subterranean profiling with ground penetrating radar to make sure the critters aren’t hiding under rocks or trying to make burrows or something. The area’s clean.”
 
   “Perhaps you should search it in any case.”
 
   Landry frowned. “I don’t like that idea. The area’s too flat over there, too exposed. The Toad would spot me for sure. At least over here I have boulders to hide behind.” He looked at the ground behind him, where the toboggan had been leaving scratch marks in his wake. “Not that it’s going to have difficulty finding me if it wants to. I’m practically leaving a trail of breadcrumbs behind with this thing.”
 
   “Yes. Unfortunately, that is true.”
 
   “So, if I—” Landry stopped as he turned back the other way. A chill ran through his veins.
 
   He dropped like a stone, finding cover behind the largest boulder he could see, and drew the toboggan close to him with a desperate tug, trying to hide it.
 
   Up on the ridge, the Argoni was heading back with another piece of the scout under its arm.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
   PSD 29-213: 1607 hours
 
   The boulder was large enough to hide him easily, but to Landry it felt about the size of a pebble.
 
   He hunched behind it, legs tucked up and the toboggan drawn up against him. For a time there was no sound but his own shallow breath inside his helmet. Now and then a gust of wind stirred around him, pelting tiny grains of sand against his suit, but it made no sound. Even HAIRI had fallen silent, as if he too had sensed the urgency of the situation and decided it would be best to remain silent.
 
   All the while, Landry waited, listening for the sound of the Toad’s approach. It felt to Landry like hours that he had been waiting there, a lifetime since he had spotted it descending from the ridge, headed in his direction.
 
   It’s going to see me, he thought for the hundredth time. It’s going to see a stray foot sticking out from behind the boulder, or a glint of reflected sunlight on the solar panel. It’s going to hear the OXEE slurping in air for sure. In the quiet of the wasteland it must sound like a drunkard with sleep apnea.
 
   It’ll sense me here, and when it does, it’s going to find me and rip me apart.
 
   A part of him cursed himself for being such a coward. If he’d been one of those burly UEM guys, he would have already constructed a makeshift weapon out of sand, rocks, and gaffer tape, and he would have planned an ambush to take the Argoni down, or he’d have just clubbed it into submission in a straight up fight.
 
   Heck, he would probably have retrieved the antenna already, wired it up somehow, and be waving at a rescue scout on its way in to land right now.
 
   That’s garbage. Those grunts are about as smart as a puddle of grease. The only reason you’re still alive is because you’re resourceful. You’re a survivor.
 
   Somehow his little pep talk to himself fell flat. It didn’t make him feel better in the least.
 
   Now he began to wonder if he’d inadvertently placed himself directly in the path of the alien. After all, he’d observed it from a couple of hundred meters away. He wasn’t sure of the exact route it had taken through the boulders.
 
   What if Landry was squatting right where it was about to walk? He might not hear it until it was on him, tripping over Landry’s stupid feet.
 
   He glanced around. There were no footprints in the immediate area, but the Argoni had already demonstrated during their first encounter that it could disguise its tracks by stepping from boulder to boulder.
 
   Landry shifted, deciding that he couldn’t wait any longer. He had to take a risk, he figured, try to get a sight of the creature again to see what it was up to. For all he knew, it could have turned around or disappeared entirely—
 
   Shhhk.
 
   He stopped. There was a noise. A furtive shift of soil. Just a whisper of something nearby.
 
   Or was that his imagination?
 
   Shhhk.
 
   No. There is was again. Louder. More distinct.
 
   Shhhk. Shhhk.
 
   Footsteps. No doubt about it. The thing was walking toward him, getting closer with every step.
 
   Landry hugged himself tighter, compressing himself down as far as the EVA suit would allow. It still felt totally insufficient to Landry. He was a huge, shiny blob that screamed louder than a car alarm in a wasteland like this.
 
   It was going to spot him. How could it not?
 
   The footsteps came closer still. He watched from the corner of his eye, at the side of the boulder, expecting to see a shadow any second. He waited for the Argoni to loom over him, staring down at him with those malevolent black eyes.
 
   The sound of the Argoni moving changed in timbre as it moved from sand to rock and then back again. The pace was steady and consistent. Maybe it was going to miss him after all, he thought.
 
   The direction of the sound changed, and Landry realized it was moving past him. He snuck a glance around the other side of the boulder, and there it was—tall, bulky, like a giant wedge of charred bone, streaked with crimson—its heavy footsteps kicking up puffs of sand and dust as it went. Landry dodged back, surreptitiously moving both himself and the toboggan further around behind the boulder as he realized that he would be spotted if the Argoni turned his way. He slowly looked again, but it didn’t seem to have noticed him. It was still walking through the boulders.
 
   Then, abruptly, it came to a complete halt.
 
   For a moment, there was silence again. Landry sat there panting, watching intently, his pulse racing.
 
   It heard me moving. It’s going to come back.
 
   It made a sound like sand being ground between two stones, a noise that raised Landry’s hackles like nothing else.
 
   Then the Argoni moved its arms, and Landry saw that it had indeed stolen another component of the scout, possibly a section of the VTOL arcjets. It tucked the piece under one arm, then extended the other arm toward a sharp outcropping of basalt jutting out from the ground. It paused and Landry saw a shadow pass across the upper face of the rock.
 
   Whoosh!
 
   Landry practically jumped out of his skin and fell back against the toboggan, which scraped against the boulder. He bit his lip, inwardly cursing his clumsiness.
 
   That was it. He knew there was no way the Argoni could have missed that.
 
   He clenched his fists, tried to stop shaking. He wondered if he should just stand up, prepare himself for the onslaught. At least that way he wouldn’t die sitting in the dirt.
 
   There was a loud rumbling, grating sound coming from the direction of the Toad, like a boulder being pushed along the ground, and he looked back.
 
   The Argoni was gone.
 
   Frantically, he looked about in all directions, fearing it had snuck around behind him, but it wasn’t there. He looked at the place where he’d last seen it, and not far away, a large boulder seemed to be rotating in the soil of its own volition.
 
   “What the . . . ?”
 
   The inside of the boulder almost seemed to shimmer, as if it contained some sort of energy field. A moment later, it settled down once again, and the rumble ceased.
 
   What had he just seen?
 
   “That was most curious,” HAIRI said finally.
 
   “Is it gone?” Landry whispered, still peeking over the top of the boulder.
 
   “I believe so.”
 
   “Gone where?”
 
   “That is the curious part.”
 
   “I mean, it can’t have just disappeared into thin air.”
 
   “We would have a better idea of its whereabouts had you not been cowering behind this rock.”
 
   “You call it cowardice. I call it self-preservation.”
 
   “In any case, we should go and investigate this mystery.”
 
   “I’m not investigating anything until I’m sure that thing is gone.”
 
   “Very well. Please let me know when you are ready to proceed.”
 
   They waited there for the better part of ten minutes, but there was no sign of the Argoni. Landry continued to look around him, expecting the alien to suddenly appear out of nowhere, but it was the boulder drew his attention. What had that been about? It was so odd that it seemed surreal, he thought, like a hallucination induced by the extreme stress of the situation.
 
   But a part of him knew that it wasn’t.
 
   Finally he got to his feet. His mouth was dry, so he instinctively sipped on his IDB tube, then remembered his water supply had run out some time ago. He was acutely reminded of how thirsty he was.
 
   “All right,” he said. “Let’s go take a look.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
   PSD 29-213: 1037 hours
 
   As Cait finished replacing the EVA suit in the repair closet, Pasternak appeared through the now open bulkhead doors, pushing the trolley slowly toward her. He smirked as she looked up.
 
   “Well, well, well,” he drawled good-naturedly, “if it isn’t the local hero herself.”
 
   “Shut up,” she said, smiling in return.
 
   “I’m surprised you came back to fraternize with us commoners, Cait. I hear they’ve named a star system after you already.”
 
   “Now that you mention it, I didn’t see you showing up to help. What happened, Nak? You lock yourself in the toilet again or something?”
 
   Pasternak accelerated, as if he meant to run her down, but she stepped nimbly out the way. The trolley clattered to a halt inside the closet. “Har har. As it turns out, I was on my way over here, but you were too efficient.”
 
   “Yeah. A likely story.”
 
   Pasternak jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “You sure scared old Spud. He ran into the workshop rambling on about an invasion or something. Said we were all going to die.”
 
   “Let’s just say he didn’t hold up too well under the pressure.”
 
   “Is that how you describe it? He locked himself inside the cabin of that old broken down series two T1-X at the back of the workshop. They’re still trying to get him out.”
 
   Cait laughed despite her weariness. “Maybe I’ll assign the job of getting him out to you, huh?”
 
   “Don’t you dare.”
 
   “It’s either that or scrubbing the condensers down in the plant room on Minus Seven. Make up your mind.”
 
   Pasternak smiled. “Do they like . . . send you to jerk training when you become a supervisor, or is this just something that comes naturally to you?”
 
   “Oh, I can do a whole lot worse than this. You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, Nak.”
 
   The smile slipped from Pasternak’s face, and he motioned down the corridor, suddenly serious. “Dodge sent a couple of guys outside the epidermis to add more plating over your patch job, and Franklin and Milford are down the hall trying to get the power back on.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “A few others are hanging around, as well.”
 
   “Who?” Cait said sharply.
 
   “A couple of Marines, and the lawman.”
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “Sniffing around. Apparently there’s some suspicious circumstances here. You know about that?”
 
   Cait thought of the dead men who had been lying in the epidermis. Then she remembered Fraxa’s terrified face and the way she’d spoken about the men who had kidnapped her.
 
   What had the leader’s name been? Archer?
 
   She glanced into the darkness that filled the corridor. Maybe she had an opportunity to find out something more about their crew. Find out if Fraxa really was safe.
 
   “Not really,” she said. “I’ll go and check it out, make sure Franklin and Milford are on track.”
 
   Pasternak shrugged. “You’re the supe. Do what you want.”
 
   Down near the breach site, Cait found Franklin and Milford picking through wires in the busted electrical conduit. The two Optechs had been arguing over something moments before, but upon seeing Cait, they simmered down and turned back to their work, like a couple of guilty schoolboys caught gossiping in class.
 
   I’ve only been their supervisor for a few hours, and already they’re looking at me differently.
 
   Is this why Landry hasn’t made many friends among the other Optechs?
 
   “Can I help you?” someone said.
 
   Cait turned to see a tall man in a black uniform shining a flashlight in her direction, his dark hair combed neatly to one side. She recognized Marshal Cole immediately, but by the look on his face it was obvious that he didn’t know her.
 
   “I’m Supervisor Underwood from Maintenance. Just came to check up on things.”
 
   “Supervisor, huh? Can you tell your men to get on with the repairs? We could use some light in here.”
 
   Cait glared at him. Although she hadn’t interacted much with the Marshal before, she knew that he was viewed with some disdain by many of the Optechs. “Rent-a-cop,” they called him, in reference to his lack of any real power in the outpost. A glorified security guard.
 
   “They’re doing what they can,” she said in a measured tone.
 
   “And I’d also like to talk to whoever did that patch up job over there,” he said, swinging the flashlight and directing it toward the section of wall that was thick with nano-webbing and the marks of the arc-welder.
 
   “You’re talking to her right now.”
 
   “Well, that makes it easy.”
 
   “What can I help you with, Marshal?”
 
   Cole glanced around the narrow interior of the epidermis. “We found a real mess in here after you were done. Seems like there were a few casualties.”
 
   “If you’re talking about the dead guys, yeah. I saw them.”
 
   “How many did you see?”
 
   “Three.”
 
   “Were they alive when you got here?”
 
   “I guess so. They weren’t moving, I can tell you that much. I was just focused on doing my job, repairing the damage.”
 
   “Was there anybody with them?”
 
   Cait thought of Fraxa hiding in the storage unit, about the tragic story of her parents’ murders and her life after the kidnapping. She’d been through a lot—more than any kid of that age should have to endure—and the last thing she needed was to be pinned as an accomplice in a criminal enterprise.
 
   “No,” she lied. “It was just these three.”
 
   Cole glared at her, evaluating, as if he sensed something was amiss. “No one wandering around? No one equipped in EVA suits?”
 
   “A couple of Marines came by to check out the area. That was all.”
 
   Cole stared thoughtfully down at the omni-device in his hands. “I have some witnesses who said they saw you carry a kid out of here. Is that true?”
 
   “Yeah, but she wasn’t with those guys.” Cait turned and pointed at the bulkhead. “I found her behind those doors. I think she might have come from one of the Ag-rooms.”
 
   “Where is she now?”
 
   Cole obviously hadn’t been notified by the Infirmary that the girl was there. That being the case, he wouldn’t know about her being an illegal, she realized.
 
   It wouldn’t take long for him to find out, though.
 
   “She wasn’t hurt too badly. She’s over at the Infirmary for observation.”
 
   Cole handed her the omni-device. “Do you recognize these men?”
 
   Cait looked at the first mug shot of a man with olive skin and a trimmed mohawk. She’d never seen him before, or the second man.
 
   The third, however, was familiar. It was the balding man with swirling tattoos that she’d seen lying dead on the floor when she’d arrived. The name on the mug shot read ‘Dion Archer’.
 
   This was him, the one who had kidnapped Fraxa.
 
   “I saw this guy,” she said, tapping the screen. “He was on the floor, right over there.”
 
   “The other two?”
 
   “I don’t know them.”
 
   Cole took the omni-device from her. “Okay. Thanks for your time.” He walked away.
 
   “Is he going to be all right?” Cait called after him.
 
   Cole turned and smiled wryly. “Afraid not. He got what he deserved.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He walked back over to her. “Archer and his crew have been on my radar for a while now. They’ve been dealing in stolen goods, for the most part, but they’ve dabbled in blackmail and murder now and again, too. Real pieces of work.” He pointed at the breach. “I figure they were trying to knock a hole through to the next layer of the epidermis. There’s some affluent apartments on the other side. They could have really cleaned up.” He gave Cait a direct look. “They didn’t seem to care that they were endangering every man, woman, and child on this outpost with this stunt. In fact, I’ll bet they didn’t give it a second thought. Not when they could’ve made a few quick bucks.” Cole rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I’m just not sure how they planted the explosives. See the conduit there, beneath the blast area? Your Optechs tell me the steel is weaker there, and that’s the place they targeted.”
 
   “Sounds about right.”
 
   “So how did they crawl through the conduit to place the IED? None of Archer’s crew were small enough to fit inside.”
 
   Cait immediately thought of Fraxa, how her tiny frame would easily allow her to access the depths of the conduit. She was all too aware of how closely Cole was studying her face again.
 
   “Look, I don’t—” Her omni-device chimed, indicating a incoming call. Thankful for the interruption, she gave Cole a curt wave. “Sorry, I have to take this.” She turned her back on him and walked a few paces away before answering. “Hello?”
 
   “Underwood?” Dodge appeared, his face red. He was irate. “What’s going on with you? Why aren’t you back at the workshop yet?”
 
   “What?” she said, incredulous. “Haven’t you heard about—?”
 
   “I don’t care about the breach. You shouldn’t be out there playing the hero. Your place is here, organizing your Optechs.”
 
   Gratitude, Cait thought sourly. This guy is unbelievable. After everything I’ve done today . . . “But I had no choice–”
 
   “What about the mess with Landry? Have you cleaned that up yet?”
 
   “No, I—”
 
   “Get on it!” Dodge thundered. “I want you back at the workshop ASAP. At this rate you’re going to be pulling an all-nighter.”
 
   Cait began to protest again, but Dodge had already hung up. She turned to see Cole staring at her, his eyebrow arched. “Sounds like you’ve got enough on your plate,” he said. “Thanks for your help.”
 
   “Yeah. No problem.” She turned away, still seething about the call from Dodge. When the day came that OC kicked him out of his office, Cait would be waiting to take over. Things would change. Not only would she get things done, but she would earn the respect of those under her as well. She would treat them right.
 
   Calming herself down with a deep breath, she took one more look around the area, wondering if there were any clues here that might tie Fraxa to the criminals. She didn’t know what Cole would do once he found the girl; maybe he would come to the same conclusion that Cait herself had, that she was an innocent victim who had unwittingly been dragged into the whole mess.
 
   Or maybe he wouldn’t.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
   PSD 29-213: 1611 hours
 
   Landry moved forward cautiously, waiting for the Argoni to strike. A part of him was screaming that this was a trap, that the creature’s disappearing act had been nothing more than a ruse to coax him out of his hiding spot, making him an easier target. That the weird movement of the boulder had been a distraction, something to throw him off guard—a magician making a flourish with one hand while the subterfuge was carried out with the other.
 
   After a few steps forward, he still couldn’t see any sign of the Toad. He could see its footsteps lead off for a few meters, then disappear at the large boulder.
 
   “Wait a minute,” he said suddenly. “What if it’s got some sort of cloaking device? What if it’s sitting there right now, invisible?”
 
   “There is no documented evidence of the Argoni possessing cloaking technology,” HAIRI said.
 
   “How would we know about it if we can’t see it?”
 
   “A good point.”
 
   “Is there a possibility it used a gadget to instantaneously fold to another location, like the other side of the planet?”
 
   “You are postulating the existence of a miniature fold engine?”
 
   Landry realized he already knew the answer. “It’s impossible. You can’t fold space with a device that would fit into your hand. You need more mass to generate the quantum field. Plus, you can’t jump distances that small. You can only fold between star systems.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Unless the Argoni are more advanced than we thought, and can manipulate time and space in ways that we can’t.”
 
   “There is no documented evidence of this either. It is also not possible theoretically.”
 
   “So there has to be some other explanation,” Landry said.
 
   “Stop here please.”
 
   Landry did as HAIRI asked, looking around in confusion. “What? What is it?”
 
   “I would like to show you something.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “I took the liberty of activating the recording function from your EVA camera,” HAIRI said. “While you were observing the Argoni, that is. Please direct your attention to your HUD for a moment.”
 
   A video projection lit up on the inside of Landry’s visor, showing his view of the Toad from a few minutes before. He watched as the Argoni shifted the piece of the scout into one arm, then reached down to the outcropping of basalt with the other.
 
   “Here,” HAIRI said, increasing the video magnification to maximum, zooming in on the edge of the basalt. “Watch this part carefully.”
 
   Landry watched as the Toad’s arm dropped down. Something dangled from the end of it and touched the outcropping of basalt.
 
   “What is that?” he said.
 
   “Keep watching.”
 
   HAIRI slowed the footage down, and Landry saw what appeared to be some kind of black liquid seep out of the rock in response to the Argoni’s touch—what he had previously thought was a shadow. The image shifted suddenly away from the Argoni.
 
   “This was the point at which you hid behind the boulder again,” HAIRI said.
 
   “Yeah. I remember.”
 
   “I will reverse the footage once more. Take a close look at the end of the Argoni’s arm.”
 
   “What’s the thing sticking out of the end of its arm?” he said as HAIRI froze the footage again.
 
   “I believe we have seen these protuberances before, only a matter of minutes ago.”
 
   Landry considered that. “The thing sticking out of the sand, back at the dogfighter wreck?”
 
   “Yes. It is my contention that the limb we found did in fact belong to an Argoni. I believe it is part of its arm. The protuberances, what we might consider the equivalent of human fingers, appear to be the same as the ones in this footage.”
 
   “But that doesn’t make sense. If it’s a Toad arm, why hasn’t it decomposed already? I thought that’s what happened when they die.”
 
   “That is perplexing. I do not have an answer for you. Perhaps if you had been willing to take the specimen with us . . .”
 
   “Not gonna happen.”
 
   “In any case, from analyzing the footage of the Argoni’s interaction with the rock, I can see that some sort of reaction occurs when the Argoni’s fingers touch the basalt.”
 
   HAIRI played back the footage, and Landry had to agree that the AI was right. The fluid did appear to coalesce around the Toad’s protuberances and stick to them like glue.
 
   “Okay, this is seriously weird. And I don’t think I want to stand around here in the open any longer.”
 
   “Wait, I have a theory.”
 
   “I’m listening,” Landry said.
 
   “I postulate that this segment of basalt is some sort of gateway. We saw the Argoni touch its fingers against it, and then it promptly disappeared.”
 
   “A gateway to what?”
 
   “I am not certain of that. But it could be that this device is the Argoni equivalent to our own biometric authentication,” HAIRI said, “much like the bio-doors you would use at the outpost.”
 
   “So it opened a doorway here.”
 
   “Yes,” HAIRI said.
 
   “By mashing its tentacles on a rock? How is that possible?”
 
   “I would remind you that we understand little of their technology. It is highly probable that their methods are vastly different to ours.”
 
   “Well, it’s a nice theory and all—”
 
   “Why don’t you try opening the doorway, Landry?”
 
   “Say what?”
 
   “You came here to find the antenna, did you not? In order to do that, you will need to find out where the Argoni is taking the components from the scout.”
 
   “Yeah, okay. I’ll just make some magic goo appear from this rock over here, shall I?”
 
   “There is no need to be facetious.”
 
   “That’s what you’re suggesting, isn’t it?”
 
   “Assuming you can suggest a better plan, I am happy to try an alternative.”
 
   Landry mulled over that for a few seconds, trying to think of a reason to disagree. “Happy to try an alternative, huh?”
 
   “Happy as a pig in mud,” HAIRI said.
 
   Landry couldn’t be sure whether it was HAIRI’s inflammatory tone or a mote of desperation seeping into his consciousness, but a moment later he was striding recklessly forward. He leaned down and pressed the glove of his EVA suit against the outcropping of basalt, as the Argoni had done, and waited.
 
   Nothing.
 
   He prodded it with his fingers, scraped them back and forth, and then finally began to rub at it, like a man desperate to coax a genie from a lamp.
 
   Still nothing.
 
   “There, happy?” Landry snapped.
 
   “Yes. As a pig in mu—”
 
   “Stop saying that.”
 
   “Landry, I was not suggesting you try to open the door with this method.”
 
   He grudgingly acknowledged what HAIRI was intimating. “You want me to go and get that thing out of the dirt, don’t you?”
 
   “If it is the limb of an Argoni, it may allow us to progress.”
 
   “Through this biometric security system. That’s made of rocks.”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   Landry scanned the horizon. It was getting late. Soon, Procyon A would set, and they would be left in the twilight world of Procyon B. He wondered if he would survive another night out here, if his battery would last.
 
   He had a very strong suspicion that it wouldn’t. He’d used up most of his luck already.
 
   “Okay. I’m going to die anyway, so why not?”
 
   He made the trek back to the dogfighter wreck and found the severed limb sitting in the deep orange rays of the late afternoon sunlight. He eyed it distastefully for a moment, then reached down and plucked it from the sand.
 
   It was surprisingly light, like a small branch, although it was soft and squishy to the touch. As quickly as he could, he arranged it securely in amongst his life support gear, then headed back toward the outcropping of basalt again.
 
   By the time they reached it, twilight was upon them.
 
   “What happens if this sets off some sort of alarm?” he said, holding the limb in his hands.
 
   “Then our mission to find the antenna will fail.”
 
   Landry wasn’t really expecting his little trick to work. He assumed that, if this were some kind of biometric authentication system, there would be safeguards against any attempted manipulation, such as using dead parts of trusted entities to gain entry. He knew that those safeguards existed in human systems, for example. You couldn’t just poke a man’s eyeball out, skewer it on a stick like a kebab and use it to fool a retina scan. The sophistication of the scanner was such that it would detect the lack of fluid dynamics through the retina and other parts of the eye.
 
   Still, he’d gone this far, he figured. He might as well try.
 
   Landry shrugged. “Okay, here goes.”
 
   Slowly, he lowered the limb and brushed its tentacles across the face of the rock.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 32
 
   PSD 29-213: 1641 hours
 
   Landry watched as the black goo began to seep out of the basalt, shimmering and writhing more like a living creature than a liquid. There were discrete sections of it, he noted, like tiny globular ants slipping across the smooth, dark grey surface, splitting apart and rejoining, only to split apart again. They were drawn to the tentacles and stuck fast to its edges. Their composition shifted, solidifying until they almost looked like tiny spikes. Landry was reminded of an experiment he’d done as a kid in Grandpa’s garage, using some iron shavings and a bar magnet he’d swiped from school. The pieces of iron had stood on end, bristling madly around the magnet.
 
   This goo looked just like that.
 
   It only lasted for a second or two, and then the goo began to seep away.
 
   A loud whoosh sounded across the wasteland, just like before.
 
   Landry was ready for it this time. Kinda. However, the suddenness of it still made him jump. He’d maintained a healthy skepticism about achieving anything since he’d retrieved the arm, but now something was definitely happening. Landry had triggered a reaction. Whether it was a security system that would promptly vaporize him, or something else, he would have to wait and see.
 
   The large boulder ahead of him—the one that had seemed to shimmer underneath—shifted again. From his new angle, Landry could see that it was rotating, and lifting slightly at the same time by some unseen force. It did not seem like a normal rock at all. Underneath was some kind of pearlescent black substance that caught the dwindling rays of Proc-One’s twilight. The sound intensified for a moment, then the boulder came to a halt.
 
   Beneath the rock was a passageway that led down under the ground.
 
   “What in the . . . ?” he breathed.
 
   “It seems our experiment worked,” HAIRI said, sounding pleased with himself. “We have opened a gateway. I believe I theorized this would happen.”
 
   “It’s not a gateway, HAIRI. It’s just a hole in the dirt.”
 
   “Nevertheless, it is a portal of some kind.”
 
   “A portal to what?”
 
   “I believe there is a way to find that out.”
 
   Landry stared down the dark hole. “It can’t be a passageway under the ground. No way. The Marines came through here last week and scanned the area. They would have done a full subterranean profile here. If there were any underground chambers or hidden bases, they’d have found them.”
 
   “And yet it does appear to be a hole in the ground.” HAIRI paused. “Are you going to enter?”
 
   Landry pressed his lips together. “Why do I get the impression that this is the mother of all bad ideas?”
 
   “I agree with you.”
 
   Landry raised an eyebrow. “You do?”
 
   “Yes. There are multiple issues with this course of action. I will name the most obvious: when you move underground, your solar receptors will no longer draw power from the sky. Even though Procyon A has set, I detect that there is still a moderate amount of charge being generated by the light from Procyon B.”
 
   “But I should have enough juice in the battery to last me for a few hours at least, right? This thing has been sitting in the sun all day.”
 
   “This is true, but the OXEE has been operating the entire time, as well as yours truly. That would have kept the battery from recharging entirely.”
 
   “Can you interface with the battery to tell me how much charge is left?”
 
   “I cannot. It appears that you broke the data cable while you were extracting it from the scout.”
 
   “Sorry. I was in a hurry.”
 
   “In any case, I would suggest you think carefully about proceeding.”
 
   Landry sighed, staring at the hole in the ground, then at the terrain around him. Sure, the idea of heading down into this . . . Toad’s lair, or whatever it was, scared the life out of him. He was literally shaking at the thought of it. And yet, what other options were available to him,? He could continue to wander around the wasteland, seeing how far he could drag the toboggan, but in truth, his strength had all but deserted him. He was wasted from his exertions during the day. He was thirsty, so thirsty. He felt weak and tired, and the fact that he hadn’t eaten all day wasn’t helping either. He would give anything to have some food in his belly right at that moment.
 
   But there was not the slightest chance he was going to make it 300 clicks back to the outpost. For all he knew, his oxygen was going to run out regardless of whether he went down that hole or not.
 
   All he had left was the thought of finding the antenna module. Maybe he could even sneak up on the Toad down there, surprise it, and whack it on the head with a rock.
 
   Man. Imagine the scumbag’s face when that happened.
 
   He smiled grimly.
 
   “Come on, HAIRI. Let’s go spit on its barbecue.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
   PSD 29-213: 1131 hours
 
   Cait waited as the bulkhead door retracted, and then she stepped through onto the gleaming floor beyond. Feeling totally out of place, she forced herself to keep going.
 
   Just get this over and done with.
 
   She’d only visited the Outpost Control level once before. That had been the day she’d first arrived on Proc-One. She remembered they’d registered her prints, taken a bunch of other biometric data and made her sign a seemingly never ending procession of forms that outlined her rights and responsibilities while residing at this particular “facility.” It had seemed like a whole lot of bureaucratic nonsense to her at the time, and it probably was, but she hoped the thoroughness of their processing procedures would be of benefit to her now.
 
   She wanted to just hand over this administrative nonsense regarding Landry to someone else and get back to her job.
 
   Walking hesitantly along the corridor, she allowed her eyes to adjust to the relative brightness of Outpost Control. This department was located on the highest floor of the outpost, and there were expensive, blast-resistant transparencies overhead that let in the natural light from outside, like the ones in the Ag-rooms. Everything gleamed, and she detected a pleasant, clean smell about the place (citrus?) that made a nice change to the stink of most other places on Proc-Rock.
 
   Still, she couldn’t wait to be out of here. She didn’t feel that she belonged in a place like this, no matter how appealing its aesthetic qualities happened to be.
 
   “Can I help you?” She turned to see a young man in a black suit leaning casually in the doorway to a nearby office, sipping a cup of tea. His hair was slicked back and he was clean shaven, something Cait wasn’t used to seeing in the workshop.
 
   “Uh, yeah. I just need to register a death certificate for someone.”
 
   “Not you, I hope,” he said, his eyes twinkling.
 
   Is he flirting with me? She smiled. “Do I really look that bad?”
 
   “Not at all. You just look like you’ve had a rough day. I’d hate for you to drop dead right in front of my office.”
 
   “Because then you’d have to step over my corpse to go refill your cup of tea?”
 
   “Come on. I’d treat you much nicer than that.”
 
   “I’m not going to die in front of you today.” She gave him a wink. “Maybe tomorrow.”
 
   He lifted a finger and pointed. “Take the corridor on your right. Third left.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He gave a little nod and smiled. “See you tomorrow.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   She followed his directions and found a woman in a pristine white business suit sitting with perfect posture behind a laminate desk, tapping away on her console. She looked up as Cait entered and greeted her with a smile.
 
   “Good morning.” She wore a glinting gold name tag on her suit. Brenda.
 
   “Hi. I’m here to register a death certificate and notify the next of kin.”
 
   “I should be able to help you with that.” Brenda indicated to a seat on the other side of the desk. “Just give me a few moments to finish up here.”
 
   “Sure.” Cait sat and looked around the room, which was neat and sparsely furnished but pleasing to the eye. Even despite the aesthetics, Cait couldn’t imagine herself working here. She was at home inside the guts of transport assemblies, her arms covered in grease, not sitting behind a desk in a perfectly sanitized environment.
 
   But Dad would have loved to have seen me there in my perfectly pressed business suit, wouldn’t he? Typing up death certificates all day—
 
   “Your name, please?” the woman said.
 
   “I’m Cait Underwood.”
 
   “Position?”
 
   “I’m a maintenance supervisor.”
 
   Brenda pushed a sensor toward her. “Just press your thumb here for verification.”
 
   Cait did as she asked, and the system brought up her details. “Okay, that all looks fine. So, a death certificate, you said?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Is it possible to have access to the corpse to verify identification?”
 
   “Not right now, no.”
 
   Brenda’s eyes flicked across the console. She appeared to be reading from a script. “Was the deceased maimed beyond recognition?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “Was the deceased vaporized, or otherwise reduced to fine particles?” She arched her eyebrow at Cait’s look of confusion. “I need to enter a reason why we can’t offer ID.”
 
   “Oh. He left the outpost and didn’t come back.”
 
   “Missing and presumed dead,” Brenda said, seemingly satisfied as she tapped on the keyboard.
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “I like those ones.” She offered Cait a reassuring smile. “No mess.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Name of the deceased?”
 
   “Landry Stanton.”
 
   Brenda pulled up Landry’s records, and Cait saw what looked like a passport photo appear on the terminal. Brenda flicked through several datasheets, quickly scanning the data with practiced surety.
 
   “Your relationship to Mr. Stanton?”
 
   “He’s my supervisor. Well, he was.”
 
   “Mmm-hmm. I see a flag here on his records here that he left the outpost yesterday without leave.”
 
   “Yes, that’s right.”
 
   “And he didn’t come back?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “All right. I think that’s enough information to put this through the system.”
 
   “I was told that his next of kin needs to be informed? Can you do that?”
 
   “No, that’s not something we do,” Brenda said. “But I can supply the details for you to do that.”
 
   Cait sighed. “Yeah. Okay.”
 
   “Here we are,” the woman said, accessing the appropriate record. “Oh, this is an easy one. Next of kin is right here at the outpost.”
 
   “Really?” Cait edged forward, intrigued. “Who is it?”
 
   “That would be one Ms. F. Gertz. Lives and works down in the Cross.”
 
   Cait wondered if this could be the woman in the photographs, the redhead. Had Landry been keeping her presence a secret from the other Optechs all this time?
 
   “Do you have a picture of her?”
 
   The woman scrolled through her records. “There’s none on file. Must have slipped through processing.” She glanced at Cait. “Do you need me to write down this address?”
 
   “No. I know the area pretty well.”
 
   “Fine.” Brenda smiled. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”
 
   “That should be it, thanks.”
 
   “Welcome. We’ll forward the death certificate to the area manager, a Mr. L. Dodge. After that, there’ll be some more paperwork to sort out the financials of the deceased and a few other matters.”
 
   Cait nodded and got up, inclining her head in thanks.
 
   Then she left the gleaming office and headed for the Cross.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 34
 
   PSD 29-213: 1656 hours
 
   Landry moved forward tentatively, the toboggan sliding along the sand behind him. The hole under the boulder sloped down at a steep incline. He paused at the edge, taking one last look at the outside world and the stars that were shining faintly in the sky. Then he began his descent.
 
   He braced one hand against the toboggan to prevent it from sliding down and knocking his feet out from under him. After a couple of meters the tunnel leveled out, and he let go of the toboggan and stood up straight.
 
   As the darkness enveloped him, Landry activated the headlamp on his EVA suit, and recoiled at what he saw in front of him.
 
   A wall of yellow opaque slime or mucus hung across the passageway, shifting slightly as the outside air buffeted against it. Clinging to the edges of the tunnel, the slime seemed to form a complete seal, effectively hiding anything behind it.
 
   “That’s just . . . disgusting,” Landry said. The boulder above began to rumble again, and Landry pressed up against the wall. Sand and dust fell down from the ceiling, and the ground trembled, but a few moments later the boulder had come to rest again.
 
   Landry was trapped. There was no way back.
 
   He turned back to the mucus.
 
   “I was hoping there might be a way around this gunk,” he said.
 
   “It seems there is not.”
 
   “Any thoughts on what it is, HAIRI?”
 
   “A defensive mechanism, perhaps?”
 
   “So it’s going to zap me, or burn a hole in my suit. Something like that.”
 
   “It may merely trap you and prevent you from proceeding further.”
 
   “Or leaving. Like a fly in a spider’s web.”
 
   “Yes. I like this analogy.”
 
   “I’m so glad to hear that.”
 
   Landry glanced around, picked up a rock at his feet, and pitched it at the mucus.
 
   The rock fell to the floor and the wall of mucus vibrated slightly, but nothing else happened.
 
   “Doesn’t look sticky,” Landry remarked.
 
   “No. That only leaves electrocution, burning—”
 
   “We don’t need to go through every single possible way it could kill me,” he said, then began to look around for another rock to throw.
 
   You already tried the rock, Landry. You’re stalling. He gathered up his courage. Do you want the AI to tell you to man up again?
 
   That did it. He stepped forward, close enough to touch the mucus, then reached out with his gloved hand. He hesitated one last time, then pushed against it.
 
   Nothing happened. Good result, he thought.
 
   The mucus felt weird, like a springy trampoline that gave just a little under his touch. He spread his feet, then pushed a little harder. There was even more give. It was getting easier to push.
 
   Then he realized his hand was going through the mucus.
 
   He snatched it back, and the wall wobbled frantically.
 
   “Okay, this is definitely weird.”
 
   “I believe you may be able to pass through this substance, Landry.”
 
   “Yeah. You might be right.”
 
   He tried again, pushing more firmly this time, and his arm began to disappear through the wall. He took another step forward. The mucus clung to his EVA suit, forming a seal around it.
 
   “You know, this might be their version of an airlock, or a seal of some kind,” he said.
 
   “Yes. That is a possibility.”
 
   He pushed his visor through, and the next moment he was on the other side of the wall, the blackness of the tunnel ahead of him once more.
 
   “Not dead,” he said, relieved, glancing back at the wobbling mucus. He pulled the toboggan through, then pulled out his flashlight and turned off his headlamp. He directed his flashlight down the corridor. “That’s the first obstacle negotiated.”
 
   “An excellent start.”
 
   As he waved the flashlight around, he noticed something odd about the walls. They didn’t look entirely like rock anymore. Woven into the holes in the basalt were long, ropey black protuberances, stretching around the entire tunnel in a kind of spiral pattern. There was a shimmering quality to the surfaces here as well, much like the boulder at the entrance. Landry had the feeling that the tunnel was alive, much like the dogfighter had supposedly been—that he was inside a living thing.
 
   It gave him the creeps.
 
   “So, do you think they could have built this thing in a week?” he said, trying to get his mind off that thought.
 
   “It seems unlikely, but since we have such little understanding about their technology, I could not say for sure.”
 
   “And if it has been here longer than a week, why didn’t the UEM detect it?”
 
   HAIRI didn’t respond, so Landry gripped the toboggan strap and began to pull.
 
   I’ve come this far. Might as well go all the way.
 
   He edged forward slowly at first. The ropey, vine-like surface of the floor was bumpy in places, and it made hauling the gear difficult.
 
   The thing that put him most on edge was the lack of sound. There was nothing he could hear out there in the darkness except his own labored breathing and the shuffle of his feet. No sound of footsteps headed, or of the Argoni doing whatever it was it did in this place.
 
   Nothing. Just cold, dark silence.
 
   He realized something else at that moment. He could no longer hear air coming into his suit.
 
   The OXEE.
 
   “HAIRI, I think I’ve lost my oxygen supply.”
 
   “Yes. It appears as though you are correct.”
 
   “Why? The battery can’t have run out of juice already. You’re still operating.”
 
   “Perhaps it is a malfunction of some kind.”
 
   “Well, I need you to interrogate it and find out what’s going on. Right now.”
 
   “That is not possible. I do not have an interface to the unit in the configuration you have created.”
 
   “So I’ll plug you directly into its output bus. You can draw power from there.”
 
   “Warning. That is not an advised course of action. My power input rating is incompatible with the OXEE bus. Even a minor power surge could cause irreparable damage—”
 
   Landry felt his panic rise. He needed oxygen. He knew that had to be his first concern. The OXEE needed to be brought back online at all costs.
 
   “I’m sorry, HAIRI, but I don’t have a choice.” He reached down and shifted the connector from the battery over to the OXEE bus, then checked HAIRI’s front panel LED. It was blank. “HAIRI? Are you there?”
 
   No reply.
 
   He’ll come online again. Give him a minute.
 
   He wasn’t sure he really believed that.
 
   Fighting off despair, he considered what to do. With no oxygen supply, the best idea would be to sit and conserve what little air he had, he decided. When HAIRI was successful in bringing the OXEE back online, then he could get moving again.
 
   If HAIRI is successful, a voice at the back of his mind said.
 
   He settled onto the floor, then looked around. The tunnel place was dark, foreboding, and utterly terrifying. He was in the Argoni’s domain now. He’d felt outmatched up there on the surface of Proc-One, but down here . . . here it was a hundred times worse.
 
   He felt as though he were a bug that had wandered deep into a spider’s lair, into a pit from which there was no escape.
 
   He had no weapons, and he was exhausted. There was no help coming.
 
   No one would ever find him here, trapped deep beneath the surface, even if the Argoni somehow decided to leave him alone.
 
   His breath was becoming more and more rapid as he fought the panic. He was wasting his oxygen, he knew that. But there was nothing he could do to stop it.
 
   Needing an outlet for his frustration, he clenched his fist and slammed it against the wall behind him.
 
   Suddenly, the floor beneath him throbbed and shifted dramatically, then dropped out from under him.
 
   He cried out and grasped for purchase, but found none. He fell, spinning through the air for a moment before scraping loudly against a sharp section of wall. Then he crashed onto a hard surface again. The air went out of his lungs in a whoosh, and a split second later, the toboggan crashed down beside him, partially coming apart in the impact. He cried out once more and tried to scramble to his feet, but he only succeeded in falling over again.
 
   He lifted himself on his hands and knees, and a desperate sob escaped his lips.
 
   No. Don’t give up. Get a grip. Get up.
 
   Landry crawled over to the toboggan. The life support gear had been battered. The solar panel was cracked and crushed on one corner; the battery severely dented. The OXEE had taken a beating as well.
 
   “HAIRI, you okay?” There was no response. “HAIRI?”
 
   Landry picked up the pieces, righted the toboggan. Looking back, he could see that the floor had somehow reconfigured itself, and now a ledge had appeared that was perhaps two meters tall. Had he caused that by striking the wall, he wondered? Was the tunnel reacting to him, or worse, trying to trap him?
 
   It didn’t matter now. He wasn’t going to get back up there with the life support gear in tow. Not in a hurry, he thought.
 
   He sat down next to the toboggan again, shaken, and tried to compose himself. He felt a strange sensation on his left hip, a dull ache, and wondered if he’d broken something.
 
   Wouldn’t that be perfect?
 
   The news kept getting better. He’d damaged the flashlight. It was flickering.
 
   He panned the beam about the corridor, at those sickening black vines, and he waited for them to come alive and begin to wrap around his ankles, crawl their way up his legs. Burrow their way inside his EVA suit—
 
   Then the flashlight went out.
 
   Now he was alone, in the dark, with no air, trapped in some sort of Toad cave.
 
   Who knows how many of the things are down here?
 
   He could still see a little, due to the fact that the glow from his HUD was splashing out vaguely onto the walls. He could make out a few scant details for a meter around him, maybe even two.
 
   And that was when he saw it. There was something falling from the ceiling. It looked like rain, of all things. Light, misting rain, wafting down from the ceiling like a shifting curtain of grey, dappling his visor in tiny droplets.
 
   I don’t understand this, he thought miserably. I don’t understand any of this. And I don’t want to be here.
 
   ”HAIRI?” he said. “Talk to me.”
 
   But still there was no answer.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 35
 
   PSD 29-213: 1226 hours
 
   The Cross never really slept. Even though it saw most of its trade in the dim, dark hours of the night, there was rarely a shortage of folk meandering through the common in daylight hours, and this was no exception. The biggest difference Cait could see was the presence of children; at night, they were generally tucked away in bed, but during the day they had free reign of the place. For the most part, they clustered together around the bright patches of sunlight that came from shafts that led to the surface, like moths around a light bulb. There they argued over worn trading cards, gossiped, and played out their own intergalactic wars with Argoni and Marine action figures.
 
   For them, the war was something happening to other people, she thought, a diversion that was experienced only in the world of make-believe. Outposts such as Proc-One were rarely attacked directly by the Argoni. Whether the aliens viewed such installations as unworthy of their time, or there was some greater strategy at play, no one really knew.
 
   As she walked, Cait was accosted by a number of vendors who called the Cross home. First, a greasy proprietor named Ker from the nightclub Skin offered her a voucher for free entry and half-priced drinks during happy hour.
 
   “Haven’t we been through this, Ker? How many times are you going to offer me one of those?” she muttered as she walked past him.
 
   “As many times as it takes before you accept my gracious offer,” Ker cackled.
 
   “You’re tenacious, I’ll give you that.”
 
   Ker trailed after her for a few more strides, making promises of fun and frivolity, before giving up and seeking a new target. Cait was subsequently offered something called a “slingshot massage” from Gayna at Rub ‘n’ Tickle, a bowl of laksa at Noodle Emporium, and a new pair of work boots at Robbie’s, all of which she declined.
 
   She wouldn’t allow herself to be distracted. Not now. She knew that she had work to do.
 
   A little further on she found the address that she was looking for.
 
   The sign on the door said Franny’s Gift shop.
 
   Ms. F. Gertz was in there somewhere. Landry’s next of kin.
 
   Cait made her way into the dim, gloomy interior. The store contained a potpourri of junk that had been collected from who knew where. There were pots of plastic flowers, clocks set into polished stone faces, and statues of the Eiffel Tower made from rusted wire. Used and broken action figures much like the ones carted around by the kids outside spilled out of a bin. Persian rugs hung on the walls next to cheap knock-offs of famous paintings. Mobiles of stuffed tropical birds and possums drooped from the ceiling, their dead eyes staring at Cait. There was so much trash crammed into the narrow space that she was forced to duck and weave her way through.
 
   “Help you, darlin’?” someone asked.
 
   Cait turned to see an elderly woman behind the counter. She was dressed in a colorful, flowing cloth wrap, and wore altogether too much makeup, enough eye shadow and lipstick to pull a warship out of orbit, Cait thought.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Cait said, caught unawares. “I’m looking for someone who lives here. Or works here, I’m not sure which.”
 
   “And who might that be?”
 
   “A Ms. F. Gertz.”
 
   The woman arched an eyebrow. “What exactly do you want with Ms. Gertz?”
 
   “I just need to talk to her about a colleague of mine.” She gestured vaguely toward the door. “I work over in Maintenance.”
 
   “Yeah, I can tell by the coveralls,” the woman said. “I’ve got some cloth for sale if you’d like to look more feminine, darlin’. Could doll you up just like me. Might help with reelin’ in the fellas.”
 
   “No, I’m good,” Cait said, giving her a perfunctory smile. “So, where can I find Ms. Gertz?”
 
   The woman spread her hands. “You’re lookin’ at her.”
 
   Cait paused, confused. “Uh, I don’t think it’s you that I’m after. Do you have a daughter or something?”
 
   “There’s no one here but me, darlin’.” She tapped her chest. “Franny Gertz. Pleased to meet you.”
 
   Cait glanced around, trying to gather her thoughts. She pulled Landry’s photo frame from her pocket and moved closer to Franny. “Do you know this woman?” she said, tapping the photo of the redhead kissing Landry.
 
   Franny took the photo and held it at arm’s length in an attempt to bring it into focus. After a moment she handed it back. “Never seen her before in my life.”
 
   “Are you sure about that? Take another look—”
 
   “But I know the fella for sure. See him all the time.”
 
   “Landry?”
 
   “Is that his name? He doesn’t say much. Not one for idle chat.”
 
   Cait glanced again at the wall-to-wall junk that littered the store. “What exactly does Landry buy here, if you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   “He doesn’t buy a thing.” The woman smiled. “He comes in here for other services.”
 
   Cait froze, her mind racing at the possible implications of that statement.
 
   “Uh . . .”
 
   “Not those services,” Franny said. “I’m too fat and old and tired to go down that road, darlin’. Folk can find much juicier specimens down at Skin, anyhow.”
 
   “So what services are you talking about?”
 
   “Well, see, here’s the thing. Selling trinkets doesn’t make me a lot of cash, as it turns out. That’s really just a front for my real business.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “Funds transfers.”
 
   “What do you mean, exactly?”
 
   “I provide a service for shifting money back to Earth. It’s actually a pain in the butt to set it up and keep it running. I have to be PCI compliant, and I get audited every year. Plus the license itself is pricey.” She tapped the counter. “But here’s the thing. The only other place that offers this kinda service on Proc-Rock is Outpost Control, and they charge three point five percent commission. Old Franny only charges two. So anyone who doesn’t want to pay extra to send cash home comes to me.”
 
   “And Landry was one of those?”
 
   “He was here every week, like clockwork.”
 
   Now things were beginning to make sense. “And I’ll bet you get plenty of customers who use your service so they can avoid going through official channels, right?”
 
   Franny winked at her. “You bet.”
 
   Landry was involved in some sort of trafficking operation, she realized. That was why he had gone off-site, prospecting for rare minerals, or whatever he was doing out there—manufacturing illicit materials at a secret location, maybe—and then siphoning the profits back to Earth through Franny’s service.
 
   Cait had been right all along. He was a greedy fool who deserved everything he got.
 
   That was a load off her mind.
 
   “Well, I guess I should tell you why I’m here,” Cait said. “Landry’s dead, and—”
 
   “Dead? How?”
 
   “We don’t know. He’s been AWL from the outpost for over a day, and that means he’s dead. In an official capacity, that is.”
 
   “Sounds pretty cold to me.”
 
   Cait shrugged. “It is what it is. Anyway, I’m here to tell you that Landry nominated you as his next of kin—”
 
   “I ain’t no kin to him,” Franny said. “I didn’t even know the poor fella’s name until you gave it to me a minute ago.”
 
   “He named you as next of kin, and that’s all there is to it. The death certificate is being put together as we speak. It’ll be forwarded to you in due course. I guess his estate will pass to you as well.”
 
   Franny sighed. “Such a shame to hear. The good ones never seem to last, do they?” she said.
 
   “Good ones?” Cait said, her anger rising. “Look, lady. I get it. You’re upset that you’ve lost a regular customer, but going so far as to say Landry was some kind of shining beacon of virtue is just plain garbage. He was wrapped up in some sort of criminal enterprise. That’s obvious.”
 
   Franny pressed her bright red lips together. “You have no clue what you’re talkin’ about, darlin’.” She turned to the terminal on the counter and began to tap the screen. “I ain’t supposed to check into any details of the transactions made by my customers, but . . . in the case of your fella there, I have to say that my curiosity got the better of me. The way he came in, every single week, just goin’ about his business . . . he weren’t like the others. He was an odd fish, that’s for sure.” She turned the screen toward Cait. “Every transfer he made was to the same place. And every time, the same amount.”
 
   Cait looked at the transaction records that Landry had made. The recipient was something called Fairlight Foundation.
 
   “So what is it? A front for a money laundering operation?”
 
   “No, I looked into it a while back,” Franny said. “It’s legit.” She narrowed her eyes as she considered. “Some sort of medical charity. Leukemia research? Or cancer? I don’t recall.”
 
   Cait checked the screen again. The weekly amount that Landry was sending to this place was almost his full supervisor wage—she knew because she’d looked into the Maintenance pay grades at length.
 
   “So what you’re telling me,” she said, brimming with incredulity, “is that Landry sends practically all of his money to a charity every single week?”
 
   “Doesn’t exactly fit with the whole criminal enterprise thing, does it, darlin’?”
 
   Cait pressed a hand to her forehead. This was stupid, she thought. This made no sense. Why would Landry be doing this? And if he was making cash from illegal activities, why was he only sending an amount equivalent to his wage in Maintenance?
 
   Because he’s not making money from illegal activities.
 
   Frustrated, Cait uttered an expletive. She exhaled, then waved apologetically at Franny. “Sorry.”
 
   “Do you really think that boy’s dead?”
 
   “He’d be back by now if he wasn’t.”
 
   Franny looked dubious. “What’s gonna happen to him if he comes back?”
 
   “I don’t think we need to worry about that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 36
 
   PSD 29-213: 1703 hours
 
   The misting rain continued to fall around Landry, but he was no longer in an underground cave on a planet that was eleven and a half light years from home.
 
   He was back on Earth, walking through the gently swaying branches of a willow tree that sat on a hillside overlooking the city. A drizzle of rain fell around him.
 
   No. Not now. Don’t think about this now.
 
   But he couldn’t stop it. Now that the despair had come over him, the memories that he’d locked away were beginning to force their way into his consciousness, free of their shackles. They were loose, ready to torment him once again.
 
   No. I left all of this back on Earth. This is all buried. I escaped.
 
   But one never really escaped memories like this. Landry knew that. All you could do was push them down into the deepest, darkest place inside your soul, and hope they never found a way out. Lock the door and throw away the key.
 
   But now, at the worst possible moment, the door had swung open again. Just as he somehow always knew it would.
 
   The last of the willow branches brushed over him, and he left them in his wake. He stood before a copse of jacaranda trees in full bloom, their distinctive, bright purple flowers oddly muted, washed out. A sickly shade of grey. He looked out across the city and saw that same hue cover everything. There was nothing but monochrome as far as the eye could see.
 
   The sky, too, seemed wan and lifeless.
 
   The misting rain got heavier. The grass glistened under his feet, and when he walked, water squelched around his shiny black boots. He reached up and tugged at his collar, trying to loosen the stiffness. He wasn’t accustomed to wearing suits. This particular one had been hanging in his wardrobe for about five years, unused, and it was a little tighter than he remembered when he’d tried it on at the store.
 
   All things being equal, he would rather have been in his coveralls.
 
   But he couldn’t wear those, he knew. Not today.
 
   He turned and walked up the slope again. Further up the hill, the priest stood motionless, dressed in dark robes and sheltering beneath a broad, black umbrella, his eyes fixed on Landry as he slowly ascended. Up until now, Landry hadn’t wanted to face this moment. He’d simply wanted to stave it off for as long as possible, as if he might somehow avoid the whole thing if he waited long enough.
 
   He knew that he’d been deluding himself. He had to go through with it. He had to get it over and done with.
 
   “I hope the walk helped to ease your troubles,” the priest said. “I often find a good walk freshens the spirit.”
 
   The walk had done nothing. If anything, he felt worse. “Yes,” was all he could say.
 
   “I’ve not yet seen anyone else,” the priest said, glancing about. He was a portly man with a round face and droopy, somehow sad eyes. Perfect for a day like this. “Do you think they are coming?”
 
   “If they were, we should have seen them by now.” Landry’s eyes drifted across the graveyard. It was empty aside from more jacarandas and a smattering of willow trees, gently undulating in the breeze. “Let’s just go ahead, if you don’t mind.”
 
   The priest nodded and lifted a thick black book with his free hand. He allowed it to fall open to the first marker. “We are gathered here today to mark the passing of our beloved Freida, daughter of Jonathon and Mary, wife of Landry. Taken from us tragically and far too soon, she nevertheless touched the lives of all those she met in her brief time in this world.
 
   “The light shines down upon this world, and it is not for us to question when and why our own brilliance may fade from the glory of . . .”
 
   Landry tuned out. This priest was a stranger to him, an official who neither knew Freida, nor understood what had made her special. He recited meaningless phrases, rehashed clichés that were undoubtedly trotted out at every funeral he attended. A part of his standard homily.
 
   But it wasn’t the priest that concerned Landry the most. It was the fact that no one else had showed up to see Freida go. There was just Landry, a hole in the ground, and an empty graveyard to witness her departure from this life.
 
   Her parents were dead. They’d passed some time ago, before Freida and he had even met, and she had no other family, so there was that. But what of her friends, her colleagues from work? People she’d met and formed relationships with over the years?
 
   Where were they?
 
   Why was Landry the only one who had bothered to show up?
 
   “They didn’t come,” he said, more to himself than to the priest, but the holy man stopped and looked at him anyway.
 
   “Who, my son?”
 
   Landry shrugged and shook his head, not really wanting to discuss it, but a part of him knew that he had to get this off his chest. “The people who loved her.”
 
   The priest closed the book and held it against him as he stared contemplatively out across the city. “These are dark days. Perhaps they feared for their safety. Especially after yesterday.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   The priest raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know? You didn’t see the footage?”
 
   “I haven’t even gotten out of bed since . . . since Freida . . .” He wiped a hand across his brow, struggling to keep his composure. “Footage of what?”
 
   “There was an attack yesterday. In France. The Argoni fell from the sky in those . . . what do they call them?”
 
   “Clusters? They hit France?”
 
   “Yes. In Paris, to be exact. There was widespread destruction across the city and parts of the surrounding area. I saw amateur footage captured by those in the streets.” The priest’s face was desolate as he recalled the memory. “The Argoni emerged from their protective cocoons so quickly. Before the glow of reentry had even dimmed, it seemed to me.” He looked at Landry. “There were thousands of them. Tens of thousands of human souls lost in a single day, and the number keeps rising. The monsters are still out there, you see. Still on the loose, killing and maiming.”
 
   “What are the UEM doing? Surely they can help.”
 
   “They have tried, but . . . it is a difficult situation.” The priest waved his hand vaguely. “The response from the rest of the world has been . . . panicked, I think you would say. People are proclaiming that this is the end, that the tide has turned.”
 
   “Do you think that’s true?”
 
   The priest pursed his lips. “The attacks grow worse every year. Some say that it is only a matter of time before we bear witness to an attack of incomprehensible magnitude.”
 
   “The end of the world,” Landry said soberly.
 
   “That is not for me to say. I was merely making the point that tensions are high. In the aftermath of Paris, governments across the world have warned their citizens to exercise caution over the next few days. For their part, the UEM have offered assurances that this will not happen again.”
 
   “Yeah. Right.”
 
   “People are scared, Landry. Too scared to leave their homes, in many cases. Perhaps that is why those you expected to be here are not.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   The priest cleared his throat. “May I continue with the service?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   Landry tuned out again as the priest picked up where he’d left off. He stood there, at the funeral of the most beautiful woman he had ever known, with no one to share his grief. No one to offer condolences or an embrace or shed tears. No one to share stories about their good times with Freida Cooney. No one to simply be there for one another in the time of grief.
 
   Landry didn’t know whether to be appalled, disgusted, or simply disheartened by the reality of what confronted him at the gravesite that day. It seemed surreal, like a nightmare that was too ridiculous to be true.
 
   And yet, it was true.
 
   A noise stabbed through his bleak thoughts, and he realized the priest was saying something to him again.
 
   “Huh?” Landry said.
 
   “I wanted to know if you have any words to say for the deceased?” the priest said solemnly. “For Ms. Cooney.”
 
   Landry looked down at the coffin, at the carnations he’d spread across it. She’d liked those. Every time he brought her flowers, they were always carnations. And they always made her smile.
 
   He imagined Freida’s withered form inside the coffin, how insubstantial she’d looked in those final days in the hospital bed. Like another person. Not his Freida.
 
   He wanted to feel anger. Anger that she had been taken away from him, that he had been left here alone. That he was powerless to change anything that had happened.
 
   But he could only feel a horrible, chilling emptiness that permeated every part of his being.
 
   “Do you know the worst thing about his war?” he said finally, not really expecting an answer.
 
   “There are many terrible aspects of the conflict,” the priest said after a moment. “It would be difficult to say.”
 
   “I know what it is. It’s that the cost of one life has become meaningless to us. No one cares. This war has been going on for over ten years now, and in that time we’ve all managed to lose sight of what’s important.”
 
   The priest pursed his lips as he thought of an answer. “There is meaning in it for—”
 
   “A person dies, and we don’t feel a thing anymore. We’re all worried about the next problem coming, rather than taking the time to appreciate what we’ve lost now. That’s the worst thing.”
 
   “Grief affects us in many ways. It can make us bitter—”
 
   Landry simply waved a hand at him. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter. I just needed to get that off my chest. We can put her to rest now.”
 
   The priest acquiesced, reaching out and pressing a switch on the frame around the grave. The coffin began to descend gently into the earth.
 
   “In our hearts forever,” the priest said solemnly, and suddenly Landry heard her voice in his mind.
 
   There’s a part of me that will live on, she’d once said.
 
   He smiled bitterly as tears spilled down his cheeks.
 
   The priest had long gone, and the sky was dark before Landry finally turned and walked away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 37
 
   PSD 29-213: 1500 hours
 
   Cait was still thinking about Landry when she returned to the workshop that afternoon. As she passed Dodge’s office, there was the sound of something crashing inside, and a moment later Dodge threw the door open and glared out at her.
 
   “Underwood, where have you been all this time?”
 
   She gestured helplessly. “The breach, remember? Then I was out taking care of all that stuff about Landry—”
 
   “That was supposed to take an hour, an hour and a half, tops!” he yelled, spittle flying from his lips. “And here we are, late afternoon, and you finally come shambling back.”
 
   “This whole thing with Landry has gotten really complicated. I’ve been walking all over the place. Outpost Control, the Cross—”
 
   “The Cross? What exactly did that involve? Chugging moonshine at Dive again with your buddy Shillington?”
 
   “No, Landry’s next of kin—”
 
   “I don’t give a crap about your excuses.” He thrust an omni-device at her. “We’ve had three crits lodged this morning from the UEM that have to be resolved by tomorrow. Get someone on it!”
 
   “All right, all right,” she said. “Don’t–”
 
   “And after that, I want a full review of every new work request that came in today, and a report forwarded to me before you go home. I don’t want any more work falling through the cracks. Got it?”
 
   Without waiting for a response, he stalked back inside his office and slammed the door, and Cait was left on her own again in the corridor. She stood there staring at the frosted glass door, then headed over to the workshop.
 
   Inside, the other Optechs were chatting amongst themselves and sipping coffee in what looked to be an extended afternoon break. As Cait appeared, they managed to look suitably sheepish, slipping back to their tasks in various parts of the workshop. Cait ignored them, signaling curtly to Pasternak as she went to collect her tools.
 
   “You. With me,” she said. “Get your gear.”
 
   “Sure thing, Supe,” Pasternak said. “Where you been all afternoon?”
 
   “Don’t ask.” She slammed a wrench into her kit, and the sound reverberated loudly across the workshop.
 
   She regretted her lack of control immediately. All eyes turned toward her.
 
   “That good, huh?” Pasternak said.
 
   She shook her head dismally. “Let’s just go.”
 
   At the rear of the workshop, Cait thumbed the swipe on the heavy doors and waited until they had risen far enough for her to stoop under, then she went through. The conduit they found themselves in served as a link between the workshop and the UEM depot, a channel through which vehicles could be transferred when the need arose. The walk was only a minute or two through to the other side, but Cait couldn’t wait for it to be over.
 
   She wanted to get her mind back on fixing things. She didn’t want to think about Fraxa sitting in the Infirmary, afraid. She didn’t want to think about Landry, or the implications of what she had discovered about him today. It was he, as much as Lionel Dodge, who was to blame for her foul mood.
 
   Why did Landry have to disappear and leave such a mess behind him? It was almost as if he’d intentionally done it just to ruin her day, she thought. That long sought after promotion had suddenly turned into a poisoned chalice as she struggled with the moral implications of what she was doing.
 
   Just do your job, she told herself. Forget everything else.
 
   At the far end of the conduit, a Marine stood guard over the entrance. He watched as the two of them registered their thumbprints. Satisfied, he allowed them through. They entered the expanse of the military hangar, where fighters and ground support vehicles were arranged at one end and dropships at the other. The place was a hive of activity, with Marines making last-minute adjustments to their gear, arguing over logistics, and hauling supplies in crates. One of them spotted the two newcomers and came jogging over toward them.
 
   “Cait, Pasternak,” he said. “Where have you two been?”
 
   “Afternoon to you, too, Corporal Bates,” Cait said.
 
   “Landry normally has someone assigned a lot quicker than this,” Bates said. “What’s he doing, cataloguing his toothbrush collection or something?”
 
   “No, he’s dead,” Cait said flatly.
 
   The corporal began to laugh, then choked it back upon seeing their deadpan expressions. “Are you for real?”
 
   “What do you need us to do, Bates?” Cait said.
 
   “Uh, right.” He pointed across the hangar. “Three dropships failed their diags this morning. My guys are tied up right now, do you think you could look at them?”
 
   “Yeah, we can do that,” Cait said.
 
   “Numbers thirteen, seventeen, and twenty-one.”
 
   “We’re on it.”
 
   “I’ve got more, if you’ve got the time,” Bates said. “But those are the crits.”
 
   “I think that should keep us busy,” Cait said. “I’ll check in with you again when we’re done.”
 
   The two Optechs made their way across the hangar, careful to stay out of the way of the Marines. This wasn’t the first time Cait had been called upon to work on UEM gear, and she knew better than to get in their way. The UEM had their own techs, but at crucial times they also possessed the authority to bring civilian resources under their command. The days before a Marine withdrawal from the planet definitely qualified as such an occasion, so it was no real surprise that they’d been called for.
 
   “That thing with Landry,” Pasternak said. “I heard that Gus was out there with him.”
 
   “The pilot? Yeah. You know him?”
 
   “Sure. Had a few drinks with him at Dive now and again. Good pilot, too,” Pasternak said wistfully. “He could land a Seagull like dropping you on a feather mattress. Smooth as a baby’s butt. You know how some pilots make you feel like you’re in a tin can that’s rolling out of control down a hill?”
 
   “You mean like Samson? I feel like I need a chiro appointment every time I go out with that guy.”
 
   “Exactly. It’s a shame that Gus got mixed up in that mess. He didn’t deserve it. I think some of the other guys are meeting up tomorrow to have a few brews for him.” Something caught his eye, and Pasternak gave a wave of his hand, spotting dropship thirteen. “Over there,” he said.
 
   Cait nodded. The dropships were Thunderbolt models, tall, white, and cylindrical with tapered noses pointed to the ceiling. A silver lightning bolt was etched vertically on the fuselages. The lower sections of their hulls were blackened from multiple reentry drops through the atmosphere, but apart from the unsightliness of the markings, that wasn’t necessarily a problem. Thunderbolts were rated to make close to a thousand drops, given the proper care and maintenance, and most of them hadn’t even done a tenth of that.
 
   However, it wasn’t the hulls that required the most work, she recalled. More often than not it was the electronics on this particular model that gave out. The forces exerted on the craft as they plummeted through the atmosphere caused a great deal of vibration, and this tended to play havoc with the internal fittings.
 
   “Fire up the diags and let’s see what spits out,” she said as they reached it.
 
   Pasternak did as she told him, clipping his omni-device into the diagnostics panel inside the doorway, and then they waited for the system to step through the procedure.
 
   As she stood there waiting, Cait couldn’t help but think of Fraxa again. Of Landry. She clenched her jaw as she stared out over the hangar, thinking about the choices she had made in regard to the two of them that day. She wondered if she’d done the right thing, if there was some other path she should have taken. Something kept nagging at her, interrupting her train of thought, making it difficult to concentrate on the task at hand. Either she—
 
   “It’s just a bad day,” Pasternak said. She glanced up and saw him regarding her from the door of the Thunderbolt.
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “You’ll feel better tomorrow. Believe me.”
 
   “Yeah. I know.” She sighed, shaking her head. “Sometimes I wonder why I came all the way out here, Nak.”
 
   “The same reason we all did. The cash.”
 
   “I don’t know. Not really. For me, it was more about getting under my dad’s skin. Coming out here was basically the last thing he’d have wanted me to do.” She shrugged. “So I did it.”
 
   “You can’t let yourself get weighed down by that stuff, man. It’ll eat you up.”
 
   “I know, but sometimes I can’t help it.”
 
   “Think of it this way,” Pasternak said. “We’re at war with a hostile species that seems to have limitless resources and no weaknesses. Earth could be reduced to nothing more than a cinder tomorrow, and the day after that, the same thing could happen to us.”
 
   “Are you trying to cheer me up here, or what?”
 
   “I’m saying that life is too short to get caught up in the negatives. Be happy. When you leave here tonight, go and do something fun. Get wasted. Have a complete bender. Forget about Dodge, or whatever it is that’s eating you up. We’re out here to enjoy ourselves. That’s my motto. Let somebody else do the worrying. You could be dead tomorrow, so have fun today.”
 
   She smiled wearily. “You should be a motivational speaker, Pasternak.”
 
   “Y’know, we still haven’t had a rematch from that night at Dive a couple of months back.”
 
   “Oh, no. Not the schnapps.”
 
   “So you do remember!
 
   “I remember you were cheating your butt off. You kept emptying your shot glass on the floor when I wasn’t watching.”
 
   “But you still won! You still drank me under the table. That was the amazing part of it.”
 
   “No, the amazing part was when you passed out with the shot glass still in your mouth.”
 
   Pasternak rubbed at his jaw, wincing. “Hey, don’t remind me. I knocked a tooth right out—”
 
   Something beeped, and Pasternak glanced down at his omni-device.
 
   “What’s it say?” Cait said.
 
   “Knew it. Failure in the FPROM. This stuff is like clockwork.”
 
   “Well, at least it’s an easy one. Get to work on the housing, and I’ll find a replacement.”
 
   “Sure thing, boss.”
 
   “And Pasternak?” she said. He turned back to her expectantly, and she smiled. “I’ll take you up on that rematch.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 38
 
   PSD 29-213: 1710 hours
 
   The ropey black tubes in the walls and the roof seemed to throb, their membrane-like exteriors writhing like snakes, Landry thought. He once again had the impression that he was inside a living thing; that this was not just some subterranean passageway, but the innards of some great slumbering creature buried beneath the soil. He was inside a great artery, a conduit that led to the heart of the beast, and every minute he sat there drew him closer to his demise.
 
   A part of him knew that his imagination was running away with him, that he was dreaming up horrific scenarios that couldn’t possibly be true, but another part seemed to tell him the opposite. He felt there was something alive about this place. Perhaps it was the organic nature of the alien technology that made him believe as much, but somehow he believed it to be true. This was a living thing, just something so strange that he couldn’t hope to describe the nature of it.
 
   His suit was getting hotter, and there was still nothing from HAIRI. The OXEE had still not come back online. Landry wondered why he was even bothering to stay there. Surely he would be better off coming up with another plan.
 
   The problem is, there are no other plans. This is it.
 
   You’re not leaving here, a voice told him. You’re going to die down here.
 
   He tried to get up but found that strength had fled him.
 
   Perhaps this was the end, he thought. This was as far as he was going to go.
 
   He sat up, pushed up against the wall behind him. Stared at the mist still falling around him.
 
   Landry wondered when it was that his life had gone wrong. When was it that he had taken the first step toward this lowly demise? First, the journey to Proc-One and his joyless existence toiling away in the workshop. The crash, his exile in the wasteland. And now lost and alone and facing certain death in this utterly alien, terrifying hole in the ground.
 
   When had his life gone off the rails?
 
   He knew. He knew exactly when it had happened.
 
   And suddenly he was there.
 
   He stood in the little white room at the Lifeblood Fertility Clinic. The doctor’s office. He stared at a blank patch of wall because he couldn’t stand to look at the posters that adorned the majority of the space: cheery collections of images and meaningless slogans that had been dreamed up by creative types in advertising firms, designed to elicit the desired emotions from the prospective parents who came here.
 
   But they failed to provoke anything within Landry, apart from perhaps an old sort of weariness. He had grown tired of looking at this stuff, tired of waiting and hoping and ending up with nothing.
 
   He had grown tired of all of it.
 
   “Mr. Stanton, sorry I’m late.” Landry turned to see Dr. Daley entering the room. He crossed quickly to his chair and sat down behind his desk, then indicated for Landry to take a seat opposite him. “Please, sit down.”
 
   Landry nodded and crossed slowly to the chair, lowering himself into it almost unwillingly.
 
   He hadn’t wanted to return here.
 
   “Is there something I can get you?” Dr. Daley said. “Pieter on the front desk makes a mean cappuccino.”
 
   “I’m fine. Thank you.”
 
   “All right. Good, then. Let’s get on with things, shall we?” He flicked through a few screens on the display panel before him, then swiveled it so that Landry could see. “I’ve got your records right here. Let’s take a look.” He scrolled through several items. “Ah, yes. I remember. We have a beautiful five day blastocyst in storage for you. A fine specimen. Over ninety percent probability of being a boy, our lab says. From my recollection, we were awaiting treatment for your partner, Ms. Cooney. Has there been—?”
 
   “She died. Last week. The funeral was this morning. I just came from there.”
 
   “Oh dear, I’m very sorry. Please accept my condolences.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I must apologize. We should have been sent an update on her condition to add to her records, but I can’t see any sign of it here.”
 
   “That’s okay.”
 
   “The Medi-base system hasn’t ever been the same since the war started. Things get missed—”
 
   “Doctor, if it’s all right with you, I’d just like to get this over with.”
 
   “Of course, of course. This must be a trying time for you. We can reschedule for next week or next month, if you’d prefer.”
 
   “No. Let’s do it now.”
 
   “Very well. Let’s see here.” Dr. Daley returned his attention to the screen. “There are any number of options—”
 
   “Options?” Landry said, more heatedly than he’d intended. “What options are there? Freida is dead. How can there be options?”
 
   “What were Ms. Cooney’s wishes in regard to the blastocyst?”
 
   “We didn’t talk about it much. Not after she got sick.”
 
   That wasn’t strictly true. Freida had tried to bring up the topic of the embryo numerous times, but Landry had always shut her down.
 
   We’ll talk about that when you’re better, Landry had always said. There’s no point talking about it now. Not yet.
 
   They had left it too late. Whatever she’d wanted to tell him had gone with her to the grave.
 
   “Well, in that case, the decision will be yours alone, Mr. Stanton,” Dr. Daley said. “Fortunately, with a healthy specimen, we have many avenues to pursue. The advancements in a-womb technology in recent years have really created a whole new world of opportunity for people such as yourself.”
 
   “A-what?”
 
   “A-wombs. Artificial wombs.”
 
   “Oh,” Landry said disdainfully. “Those robot things.”
 
   Dr. Daley tapped on the screen and a video began to play—a flashy advertisement that depicted a row of the contraptions containing human fetuses in various stages of growth behind the translucent skins of the mechanisms.
 
   “This technology is not something to be dismissed lightly, Mr. Stanton. Recent studies have shown that the chance of a successful pregnancy actually increases when a-wombs are used in preference to natural births. It’s all in the monitoring, you see. The a-womb is able to detect even the slightest change in the condition of the embryo, and it adjusts the environment accordingly—”
 
   Landry waved dismissively at him. “I don’t really care about that.”
 
   “Many women are choosing a-wombs now so that their careers suffer fewer disruptions,” Dr. Daley went on enthusiastically. “Female Marines are even placing their embryos into a-wombs before going on tour. When they return a year later, the child is already—”
 
   “Just stop,” Landry all but shouted. “I don’t believe in this stuff.”
 
   Dr. Daley stared at him, wide-eyed. “I do apologize, Mr. Stanton.”
 
   In truth, Landry had nothing against the technology. Plenty of people he knew had used systems such as this a-womb tech, and the results were excellent. The children were healthy. His outburst was more due to the fact that he didn’t want to hear what the doctor had to say. He had only come to formalize arrangements that he’d already decided upon.
 
   What’s the point of bringing a life into the world when no one cares anymore? What is one life even worth?
 
   “I’m leaving Earth,” he said after a moment of uncomfortable silence. “I’ve signed up to work in one of the outposts, and I’m not coming back. Ever.”
 
   “I see. Well, that does make things difficult.”
 
   “Yes. So, I won’t be proceeding with any a-wombs or anything else. I just came to fill in the paperwork to end all of this.”
 
   Dr. Daley gave him a direct look. “Are you asking me to terminate the embryo, Mr. Stanton?”
 
   Landry looked away from the doctor’s gaze and leaned back in his chair, sighing. He wanted to say yes. That was what he’d come here to do, after all. But when he thought of all the time and energy, the long years of time he and Freida had spent trying to bring this child into the world, he wasn’t sure he could do it. He wasn’t sure he could give the command to destroy it.
 
   And he knew, without any doubt, that Freida would disapprove of him doing that. She would never have forgiven him.
 
   “What other options are there?” he asked finally.
 
   “You could donate it. There are always those who are unable to conceive their own child who would gladly take it.”
 
   Landry thought of their child walking the Earth with different parents, and that didn’t sit well with him. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Or you could do nothing.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Do nothing. Leave the embryo in stasis. With current cryotechnology, it can last for five, maybe even ten years.” He shrugged. “Maybe one day you’ll change your mind about coming back.”
 
   Landry knew that he would not be coming back, but this seemed like a good compromise. He wouldn’t be forced to live with the guilt of terminating the embryo this way.
 
   He would be taking the coward’s way out. He knew that, but at this point it seemed to be the best option.
 
   “Okay. I’m happy to approve that. What do I need to do?”
 
   The memory faded, and he was suddenly back in the Argoni hive, far beneath the surface of Proc-One. His suit was stifling, his visor fogged. He could barely see the misting precipitation at all now.
 
   He thought again of that day at the clinic, when he’d decided to turn his back on the life he’d once known. The day that he’d decided to flee from it all.
 
   If he could turn back time, would he still make the same decision?
 
   Maybe he would. Maybe there was no other choice he could have made.
 
   He sat there, waiting to die, and suddenly heard a voice in the darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 39
 
   PSD 29-213: 1907 hours
 
   It was late when Cait and Pasternak finished up. After they left the UEM hangar, they trudged along the conduit that led back to the workshop, but by the time they reached it, everyone had left. The place was quiet, almost peaceful, the sound of tools and the Optechs’ banter stilled for another day.
 
   “Everyone’s cleared out,” Pasternak remarked, his voice betraying no surprise.
 
   “It’s not like these guys are fond of overtime,” Cait said. “When the whistle blows, that’s it.”
 
   Pasternak finished clearing off the work tasks on his omni-device, then handed it across to her. “So, see you at Dive in ten?” he grinned.
 
   “You bet,” she said. “I just want to go home and change first—”
 
   She caught sight of Landry’s desk—her desk—in the corner, and the stack of omni-devices that the Optechs had tossed upon it when they left. Dodge’s words from a few hours before came back to her, loud and clear.
 
   I want a full review of every new work request that came in today, and a report forwarded to me before you go home.
 
   “Maybe not,” she said under her breath.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   She weighed things. On the one hand, she could simply ignore Dodge’s orders and head to the Cross. She could have some fun and feel better about herself, forget about work for the night. That was what she really wanted to do.
 
   But then, this was her first full day in her new job. Her first day as a supervisor. Did she really want to screw things up this badly already? Dodge was vindictive, and he’d already demonstrated that he had no issues with dismissing a supervisor who’d done the wrong thing, even one like Landry, who’d been making a solid fist of the job for years.
 
   If she was demoted back to being a low-level Optech, that would be it. She’d be stuck there forever. No promotions would be sent her way again. She would have a black mark put through her name in permanent ink.
 
   She pictured her father’s smug face, saw him smiling and shaking his head in disdain.
 
   I knew you couldn’t do it, Cait.
 
   “I can’t go,” she said finally.
 
   “What? You’re not backing out on me now, are you?”
 
   “I have to clean some stuff up for Dodge. Go through the work list. It won’t take long.”
 
   “Phew. You really are taking this job seriously, huh? Working late, even.”
 
   She smiled wanly. “Better put me in a straightjacket next, right?” She gave him a slap on the shoulder. “Get going. I’ll see you there.”
 
   He smiled and gave her a sly glare from the corner of his eye. “You just want me to get there earlier so you can win our little contest.”
 
   “Woe is me. You figured out my master plan.” She gestured to the door. “Get going.”
 
   Over at the desk, she slumped into the chair and began going through the omni-devices. The guys had left them in a mess, as usual, and she wanted to go through each of them first to make sure that nothing had been missed. She found requests that had been completed but not signed off, others that had been signed off with incorrect closure codes. More still with no hours logged against the job.
 
   It was all over the place, an administrative nightmare. Cait began to wonder how many hours Landry spent back here going through this stuff, sitting alone in the quiet and gloom of the workshop, poring over grubby omni-devices and filling in the blanks. Dotting the i’s.
 
   He could afford to do that because he was a loner. He had no life, no other ways to invest those hours that were devoted purely to work. No one to spend those hours with.
 
   But that might not strictly be true, Cait, she told herself.
 
   It took her more than an hour to sort out the omni-devices, and then she started on the review of the newest requests, the ones that had arrived earlier in the day.
 
   The work never stopped around the workshop. The requests were endless. With Landry allocating tasks every day, she’d never really gotten a full picture on exactly how much work was coming in. It was a lot, she realized. She wondered how they ever got through it all.
 
   She began at the top. The first request was for an inspection of an air-conditioning unit in the eastern wing of Outpost Control. Apparently it wasn’t running cold enough. Definitely low priority. The next wasn’t much more interesting—the call button on Elevator Three wasn’t lighting up on one of the accommodation levels.
 
   Who cares? Cait thought irritably.
 
   There were several more of the same ilk, trivial issues that were little more than nuisance value, and Cait gave them each a cursory glance before moving on.
 
   Then she moved onto the next one.
 
   It wasn’t a new request, as such. It was actually a job from several weeks ago that had been updated and revised earlier in the day, placing it near the top of the queue.
 
   The request for Tower 117 had initially been logged two weeks ago as a simple comms failure. The tower had stopped transmitting data. It happened from time to time. The towers were close to twenty years old, and, like any hardware system, components broke down. It was inevitable. Although the towers were vital to Earth’s security, the array grid had been built to tolerate failures of single nodes. There was overlap between the towers’ scanning field, and unless two adjacent towers went down, there was generally no cause for alarm.
 
   This particular request, however, had been modified earlier in the afternoon. The array had come back online, apparently, and then begun changing transmission frequencies in what the comms officer believed to be some sort of test pattern. The result was that the transmissions had begun to annoy him with continual alerts, so he had initiated a remote shut down on the tower. He’d then updated the request for the Optechs to investigate.
 
   Cait reached for her omni-device, hands trembling. She went through the carrier logs, located the entries pertaining to Tower 117. Going over the timestamps, she could see the fluctuations in frequency from earlier in the afternoon, and then the final command to initiate the remote shutdown.
 
   She took the data and fed it into a graphing function on her omni-device that she and the other Optechs used regularly when analyzing logs.
 
   It was plain to see that the fluctuations weren’t random. There was a pattern. Three short delays, three long, then three short. Repeated over and over.
 
   Her blood went cold.
 
   Doesn’t this idiot in comms know an SOS signal when he sees one?
 
   She slapped the omni-device down and pushed away from the desk, pinched the bridge of her nose as she closed her eyes. An SOS signal.
 
   Or was she just reading too much into this, she wondered?
 
   First, Landry disappears without a trace. Then there’s a distress signal from a tower out in the wasteland.
 
   But, wait a minute. Does that mean they’re connected? So what if a weird signal came in from the array? What if it was some kind of glitch in the tower’s code? Somebody’s idea of a bad joke? There could be a thousand reasons why those signals came in, none of which have anything to do with the disappearance of Landry Stanton.
 
   And even if it did, there wasn’t much Cait could do about it. The outpost was in lockdown. No one in, or out. Landry was now officially dead, so it wasn’t as if a search party would be sent out to look for him. She knew that they wouldn’t waste the resources.
 
   “This doesn’t change anything,” she said to herself, out loud. Her voice didn’t sound convincing, even to her own ears, so she said it again, louder this time. “Not a thing.”
 
   She put the request behind her and continued going through the remainder of the items that had come in during the afternoon.
 
   She allowed Landry to slip out of her mind.
 
   Two hours later, she finished her work, closed up the workshop and went back to her apartment to change.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 40
 
   PSD 29-213: 1720 hours
 
   “Landry?”
 
   His eyes shot open. The inside of his visor was coated with condensation so thick that a Toad could have been standing right in front of him and he wouldn’t have known.
 
   “HAIRI?” he said breathlessly. “Where have you been?”
 
   “I apologize, Landry. I had to divert my resources to interrogating the OXEE. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
 
   “Frightened? Me? Who are you kidding?” He felt as though he were drowning, sucking in mouthfuls of air that still left him short of breath. “I wouldn’t be scared of–”
 
   “I have discovered the reason why the OXEE shut down.”
 
   Landry stopped, waiting. “And?”
 
   “It was performing as per its design. When the OXEE detects that it has entered an already oxygen rich environment, it is essentially performing no function, and it returns to a standby operating mode.”
 
   Landry was finding it difficult to think clearly, but he tried his best to process that information. “What do you mean, an oxygen rich environment? Are you telling me there’s O2 in these tunnels?”
 
   “The OXEE reports that the air here is remarkably similar in composition to Earth’s atmosphere. There are minor variations in the percentage of nitrogen, oxygen, and argon, but these are negligible.”
 
   “So the air is breathable here?”
 
   “It would seem so.”
 
   Landry fought back the impulse to rip his helmet off and take a lungful of air. “Wait a minute. If I take my helmet off, what if there’s alien spores or something in the air? What if there are viruses that will eat my face off the minute I expose my skin to them?”
 
   “I imagine that would be a painful experience.”
 
   “You interrogated the OXEE, right? Can’t you tell it just to turn itself back on and filter out the nasties?”
 
   “I cannot. I am not equipped with the correct handshaking protocols to override its default settings. The controller is still embedded within the scout itself.”
 
   “Right. So the only choice I have is to suffocate inside the EVA suit, or take my chances by removing my helmet.”
 
   “It doesn’t sound like a choice to me.”
 
   “No. Guess not.” He raised his hands and gripped the helmet, still wondering whether he would go through with it. This was madness, wasn’t it? Taking off his gear in an alien environment? Before yesterday he would have considered it inconceivable.
 
   And yet, much had changed since them.
 
   He disengaged the catch and pulled his helmet free, lifting it to one side.
 
   The first thing he noticed was the coolness of the air around him. The tunnel was still, silent, but he could feel the air on his cheeks, on his brow. He expected something to happen—for that somewhat pleasant sensation to suddenly turn sour, for his face to begin stinging, but it didn’t happen. Everything seemed fine, he thought. Everything was okay.
 
   A moment later he realized that, in his panic, he had been holding his breath. He exhaled slowly, then took a shallow breath of air. Once again, there was no strange sensation in his throat or lungs. It felt good. He took a longer breath, then began to breath normally.
 
   “How do you feel, Landry?”
 
   “I’m alive.”
 
   “That is good.”
 
   “Could be worse.” He got to his feet, placed the helmet down on the toboggan. As he did so, he noticed a ragged tear on the left hip of his EVA suit. He dug his fingers inside and saw that the suit’s integrity had been compromised.
 
   He thought of the dull ache he’d felt after the fall, and realized that the fabric must have been torn as he’d scraped against the sharp section of wall. Cool air had been flowing in through the hole, inadvertently supplying oxygen to him while the OXEE had been inactive.
 
   “That might be the first break I’ve caught today,” he muttered.
 
   “Landry?” HAIRI said.
 
   “Never mind. That’s one problem solved. But why is there oxygen here?”
 
   “Unknown.”
 
   “Is this all part of the Toad’s plan? To make me want to go deeper?”
 
   “That would seem pointless. If the Argoni’s objective was to lure you here, then it has already succeeded.”
 
   “True. So you’re saying I should keep going deeper.”
 
   “That is up to you.”
 
   Landry thought about it. “I still need that antenna, so I guess I will.” He began to walk again, towing the toboggan behind him. The HUD lights from his suit were projecting flashes of green over the ceiling in the absence of the helmet. The place still creeped the heck out of him, so he decided to whisper quietly to HAIRI to avoid attracting too much attention. “So. Let’s think about this. What possible reasons could the Toads have for creating an atmosphere so similar to Earth’s down here?”
 
   “It is a perplexing question. Could it be that they are using it for study purposes?”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “It could be that they are experimenting with chemical weapons, or something similar, and observing how they interact with the environment.”
 
   “So you’re saying that, any minute now, I’m going to start bleeding from every orifice?”
 
   “It is a possibility.”
 
   “Why do you always come up with the worst alternative?”
 
   “I have several theories that are worse than this one. Would you like to hear them?”
 
   “No. I’m good.” He negotiated his way over one of the black tubes that was threaded across the floor. “But why would they travel all the way out here to create a lab in a backwater like Proc-One? Why couldn’t they just do it on their home world?”
 
   “That part does not make much sense.”
 
   “Maybe this is just one big honeypot.”
 
   “I am not familiar with this term in the context that you are using.”
 
   “A honeypot,” Landry said. “A trap. Like I was saying before, the Argoni make a nice cozy cave down here to lure in unsuspecting humans. For all we know, the Toad might have left that arm over by the crash site on purpose. Maybe it wanted us down here.”
 
   “I still believe this is unlikely. There are other means of capturing a specimen that are far simpler.”
 
   “Right. It could have just taken me by force and shoved me under its arm. It’s surely strong enough to drag me down—”
 
   He stopped suddenly. There was light coming from up ahead.
 
   “Look at that. Do you see it?”
 
   “I am not receiving visual input, Landry. The camera mounted to your helmet has been disconnected.”
 
   “There’s light up ahead.”
 
   “Is it sunlight?”
 
   “I don’t think so. It looks greeny-yellow, like some kind of grotto.”
 
   “If you put your helmet back on, I might be able to analyze it.”
 
   “No. Just keep quiet.”
 
   Landry edged forward, sliding the toboggan as quietly as he could. He paused to listen, but there was no sound in the tunnel, not even the slightest whisper.
 
   It sounded deserted, but he knew that wasn’t true. The Argoni had to be down here somewhere, he thought, maybe more than one, judging by the size and complexity of this tunnel network.
 
   So where are they?
 
   He moved onward, and moments later he found the source of the glow.
 
   It was a large chamber, far wider than the tunnels that Landry had seen thus far, with a relatively low ceiling that was once again covered in twisting black tubes that extended down across the walls and part of the floor. Within the walls themselves, however, emanated a phosphorescent glow, the origin of the light Landry had seen earlier. As he moved closer, he could see that these were lines, or perhaps cracks in the rock that created the illumination, almost as if the glow was coming from behind the walls and filtering through these tiny fissures. He reached out a gloved hand to touch one of them, but then retracted it again, thinking better of it.
 
   There was something else on the walls now that he could see. It was scattered with reddish tinted plants of some kind—thin, tapering tubers with smaller branches or roots sprouting from the sides.
 
   Landry turned in a slow circle, surveying the cavern. There must have been a hundred or more of the plants rooted in amongst the black tubes.
 
   “It’s some kind of nursery,” he said, bewildered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 41
 
   PSD 29-213: 1733 hours
 
   “A nursery? What do you mean by this statement, Landry?” HAIRI said.
 
   “There’s a room full of plants here, attached to the walls. I think these tubes must be . . . some sort of irrigation system? The plants are growing out of them.”
 
   “What kind of plants?”
 
   “Nothing I’ve ever seen before. Definitely not from Earth.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “At least a hundred, just in this one cavern.” He looked around again. “Enough to feed a whole army.”
 
   “Do you think that might be the purpose of this place?”
 
   “Maybe. Or maybe it’s like you said, an experiment. They’re figuring out how to grow their plants in an Earth-like environment. Practice for when they take over Earth.”
 
   “But once again, the question remains—why do it here? Why not somewhere closer to their home?”
 
   Landry didn’t answer. He reached out and put his hand around the stalk of the nearest plant. There was the slightest amount of give in its trunk, like a ripe banana. He drew his hand down sharply, and the entire plant snapped off at the base.
 
   A trickle of clouded liquid spilled onto the floor, both from the plant and from the spot on the black tube where it had broken off. Landry leaned closer to investigate.
 
   “Ohhh!” he exclaimed after a moment.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “This juice smells amazing. Sweet, like a mango or something.” Landry was suddenly reminded of how thirsty, and how hungry he was. He hadn’t eaten in two days. His mouth began to water.
 
   “I have to try this.”
 
   “That is not advisable. Alien plant life could quite possibly be harmful when consumed by humans. It may be poison.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll just take it to the nearest lab for analysis first, huh?”
 
   “That is an excellent idea.”
 
   “Look, I’m going to die of thirst anyway, so what’s it going to hurt to try a little bit? It’s not like I’m going to find a stash of chocolate rolls out here.” He leaned down and touched the tip of his tongue gingerly against the fluid, then drew back, smacking his lips. There was no numbness, no reaction from his skin. And the stuff was delicious. He assumed this was just extreme hunger and dehydration at work, but it might have been the best thing he’d ever tasted.
 
   Giving in to temptation, he sucked on the juice, getting a good mouthful. Then he swallowed it.
 
   His knees almost buckled in ecstasy.
 
   “Landry, I hear slurping noises from your comms.”
 
   “You better believe it. This stuff is amazing.”
 
   He examined the rest of the plant, then went ahead and took a bite from its bulbous top section. The flesh was unlike any fruit he had ever eaten—coarse and a little stringy, but the flavor was exceptional. There were tougher sections, like some sort of rind, that he had to spit out. Even so, he had to force himself to chew each bite a few times before swallowing.
 
   “If you are going to eat the plant, you should rub a small amount on your lip first, then wait an hour to see if any adverse reactions arise.”
 
   “Yeah,” Landry said between mouthfuls. “Might be a bit late for that.”
 
   At that moment Landry heard noises emanating from deeper within the tunnels for the first time. A scraping, sliding sound in the distance followed by a rhythmic thud.
 
   Something was coming in his direction.
 
   “Landry—”
 
   “Not now,” Landry whispered hoarsely. He looked around, searching for a place to hide, but the cavern was far too exposed to offer any hope of concealment. He only had two choices: stand where he was or run.
 
   He wanted to plant his feet in the ground, face up to whatever it was that was headed his way. He wanted to show it that humans weren’t pushovers, that they could fight.
 
   But he was afraid. He was terrified. He knew that he didn’t have the strength to overcome it, that standing against it would end in disaster.
 
   He dropped the plant and tugged at the toboggan, headed for the nearest exit tunnel. The footsteps were getting louder in the opposite direction. He tried to run, but his gear felt like it was made of lead, and at best he could only manage a fast walk. His arms strained as the toboggan jostled and bounced across the uneven floor. It snagged and ground to a halt like a recalcitrant dog refusing its walk, and Landry was forced to go back and pull it free again.
 
   The footsteps behind him were gaining in tempo. The thing was running.
 
   It knows I’m here.
 
   Landry struggled on, venturing along a corridor he had not traversed before. Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew that he was going to become disoriented, but there was nothing he could do about it. He was running blindly and he didn’t care where he ended up. He just had to get away.
 
   A short distance later he found another glowing cavern, this one with more of those strange plants growing from the black tubes, although they were decidedly larger—more mature, it seemed. As he ran, Landry vaguely noted that the branches were thicker, their trunks sagging downward under their own weight. Some of them had grown to a meter or more in height, and now presented rounded nodules in places.
 
   He made it through to the next tunnel, but he could already hear his pursuer in the cavern behind him.
 
   It is literally within spitting distance, he thought. So close.
 
   Landry struggled and strained, grunting as he tried to haul the toboggan, and for a moment he considered ditching it, cutting it loose and continuing on without it, but as he looked back, he saw a monstrous shape looming out of the darkness.
 
   He heard that awful sound like stones grating together, and his blood went cold.
 
   He screamed, tried to turn and run, but something hit him across the back, and then the floor was rushing up at him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 42
 
   PSD 29-213: 2223 hours
 
   Cait allowed the hot water to flow over her, scalding her skin and seeping into her bones in a kind of delicious agony. It was a purifying torrent that washed away the aches and pains of the day and made her feel human again, if only for a little while.
 
   In the midst of her enjoyment the water suddenly went cold, and she gripped the faucet to shut off the flow, muttering to herself under her breath.
 
   She stood there staring at the steel floor of the shower, feeling unsatisfied. Again. There was never enough hot water in this place. Every night was the same.
 
   She should have been thankful that she had the luxury of even a brief moment of indulgence, she knew. Water wasn’t always easy to come by out here, and nor was the energy to heat it. Everything was regulated, monitored, cut up into miniscule quantities and distributed among the masses.
 
   There were some outposts where conditions were even worse. She shouldn’t complain.
 
   Yet, as she stood there, one hand on the tiles and her hair wet and dangling, dripping water as she stared at the floor, she didn’t feel thankful. She was angry at everything and she wasn’t even sure why.
 
   She stepped out, toweled off, and slipped into a nightie. She was exhausted and figured she could use a good night’s sleep. She sat on her bed and began flicking through channels on the cyber-display. They were all reruns, and she hadn’t liked most of them the first time around, so she turned it off again.
 
   She picked up her omni-device and began to flick through it, hoping to find a diversion there. The first thing she saw was the notification in her message center, and she knew immediately what that was. It was the contact details for Barakula, the guy from Outpost Control who had interviewed her yesterday about Landry’s disappearance.
 
   Landry. Here she was, thinking about him yet again. Reminders of the guy seemed to be everywhere. He was inescapable.
 
   She ignored the notification and found herself looking through her photo folder. Here she finally found a way to divert her attention. As she flicked through the contents she found dozens of pictures of the insides of various machines: the engine block of a Groundswell T1-X; the exposed nacelle of a Silverwing Raven; another Groundswell vehicle, this one the smaller S2, sitting on mounts with its wheels removed.
 
   Cait had developed a habit of taking these photos during her time at the workshop. To her it was like documenting her life at the outpost, one maintenance task at a time. Even though she had never bothered to flick back through them again, she figured that one day she would sit down and look at them and remember what it was like to have worked here.
 
   How pathetic, she thought ironically. Some people travel and take pictures of the rings of Saturn, an eclipse over Proxima Centauri. I snap images of broken machines in some dusty workshop. Oh, the excitement.
 
   She kept going, and found a photograph of Pasternak, a selfie that he’d taken without her knowledge. She deleted it, then saw that the next one was an image of his naked buttocks—a smiley face etched by a black marker pen on one cheek.
 
   She felt horrified and violated, but laughed out loud at the same time. “You gross imbecile,” she muttered. She deleted it, then found another butt pic, this time from a different angle. There were more than ten in all—including four that were zoomed in on the smiley face—and she removed them all, still laughing.
 
   She wondered how long ago Pasternak had taken them, how long he’d been patiently waiting for her to notice and mention it. Maybe she would ignore it, just to annoy him.
 
   Cait continued through the album, and the next photo was one that included Landry in the shot.
 
   Great. Just what I needed to see.
 
   He was working on a Himura Seagull, like the one he’d disappeared in, sitting in the cockpit as he did something to the avionics panel. His expression was one of surprise. Cait remembered the photo. She’d been teasing him that he secretly wanted to be a pilot, and that this was as close as he was going to get. Landry had given her a patient smile but refused to join in the banter, as usual.
 
   He had always been so distant, she thought. Caught up in his own little world.
 
   She exited the photo album and sighed. Dodge wasn’t going to do anything about Landry, that much was obvious. Someone in his position surely should have shown more responsibility toward those under him. A real manager would have handled this whole situation very differently, no doubt about it.
 
   As that thought stuck in her head, an idea came to her. Maybe there was someone in authority here at the outpost who would do the right thing.
 
   She brought up Barakula’s details and called his number. It was late, and his office would be unattended, but at least she could leave a message.
 
   I can tell him what I know. After that, I can rest easy knowing I’ve done what I can. I–
 
   The call connected almost immediately, and Barakula’s handsome face appeared on the screen.
 
   “Ms. Underwood,” he said. “Nice to see you again.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, taken aback. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think anyone would answer. I was going to leave a message.”
 
   “I work late hours,” Barakula said with a wry grin. “Too late, most of the time, but unfortunately this outpost won’t run itself.”
 
   “Yes. I see.”
 
   “What can I do for you, Ms. Underwood?”
 
   “Uh, yesterday you told me to contact you if I found out anything more about the Landry Stanton situation.”
 
   “Yes?” He seemed to edge forward, as if eager to hear what she had to say. “Have there been any developments?”
 
   “Kinda. I’m not sure. I’ve been trying to get through the paperwork—organizing a death certificate, notifying kin, and so on. This afternoon I came across something weird.”
 
   “Really? What is it?”
 
   “We had a maintenance request come through to the workshop today. It was about an array tower a few hundred clicks east of here. It’s been inactive recently, but today it came back online and started behaving erratically.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Well, here’s the thing. Usually the towers work or they don’t. If there’s a faulty component, they fail. They don’t tend to magically come back online by themselves if that happens. But this one, it started coming back online, then began shifting its frequency modulation back and forth. And there was a pattern. When I put it through a graph, it was like Morse code for an SOS signal.”
 
   “An SOS signal?” Barakula said thoughtfully. He leaned back in his chair. “Could this be some kind of glitch?”
 
   “Not one that I’ve ever heard of. I haven’t been getting any help from Mr. Dodge at all on this. He’s really dropped the ball, like he does on most things. That’s why I thought I’d get in touch with you.”
 
   “Very curious.”
 
   There was silence for a moment, as Cait waited for Barakula to put the pieces together. When it appeared that wasn’t going to happen, she said, “I was wondering if that might be Landry and his pilot Gus out there. If this is a cry for help.”
 
   Barakula watched her carefully, tapping his finger on his wrist as he considered. “It seems unlikely to me.”
 
   “But, I just told you—”
 
   “You’ve impressed me, Ms. Underwood. Do you know that? The way you’ve handled yourself throughout this whole ordeal has been exceptional.”
 
   Cait was a little taken aback. “Well, uh . . . thank you.”
 
   “You’re just the kind of person who’d do well in Outpost Control, I think. You know how to get the job done, and you don’t mind being ruthless when you have to. I can really see you going places.”
 
   “Outpost Control?” She’d never even considered working there and wasn’t sure what to make of the suggestion.
 
   “Absolutely. But let me explain something to you,” he said. “This outpost is a government-funded operation, as are all the outposts, and money is tight. We don’t have many luxuries out here, as you know. We can’t afford to. The war effort is like a black hole for cash. It’s my job to help run Proc-One on a shoestring budget, and that takes a lot of work. A lot of planning.” He shrugged. “And even cutting a few corners here and there.”
 
   “I’m not sure I understand.”
 
   “Although it’s a tragedy that Mr. Stanton and his pilot have perished out there in the wasteland, there’s still a silver lining for this outpost. Those two men were engaged in criminal activities. They stole a scout-class vehicle and presumably destroyed it in the process. This means that we can bring charges against them. We can recover the cost of our losses through legal avenues.”
 
   So that’s what this is about, Cait thought bleakly. Money.
 
   “We’ll recover the cost of the scout through Mr. Stanton’s and his pilot’s estate. There will also be hefty fines levied against them, and various other administrative fees.”
 
   Cait thought of how Landry had given away most of his salary to charity. “But what if Landry didn’t have much money? You might be trying to get blood from a stone, so to speak.”
 
   “Not at all. We have the power to seek compensation through his family back on Earth. He won’t get out of it that easily.”
 
   Cait thought of the woman with the red hair, and felt sick to her stomach. She pictured her sitting in a house back on Earth, a baby cradled in her arms, as the news came in that she was about to lose everything she owned.
 
   “We can’t just do that—”
 
   “I think we should just let sleeping dogs lie on this one, Ms. Underwood,” Barakula said, offering her a smile that did not touch his eyes. “I appreciate the thoroughness of your investigation, but there’s no need to go any further.”
 
   “‘Let sleeping dogs lie?’” she said, a note of incredulity in her voice at his flippant dismissal of the issue.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re really going to—?”
 
   “Is that all, Ms. Underwood?” he said more firmly. “Is there anything more I need to know?”
 
   “No. I guess not.”
 
   She hung up the call, sat there stunned for a few moments. Then she went to her wardrobe, slipped on jeans and a low-cut top. She was still tired, but there was no way she was going to hang around the apartment all night by herself, stewing over the day’s events. And thinking about Barakula’s cold brush-off of Landry.
 
   Cait had done what she could for Landry. She was out of ideas, and now she just wanted to forget about him. She wanted to get on with her life.
 
   She needed something to divert her attention from everything that had happened, do something that made her feel better about herself. Maybe if she went to the Cross, she thought, and had that rematch with Pasternak over at Dive . . .
 
   No, that’s not the way. You’re only staving off the inevitable. Tomorrow morning you’ll be right back where you started.
 
   She had to deal with her problems, and as she stood there contemplating, she realized that she knew exactly where to start.
 
   She strode to the door and headed out into the darkened tunnel outside, headed for the Infirmary.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 43
 
   PSD 29-214: 0306 hours
 
   The world had become a great ball of glue. No matter which way he tried to move his arms, his legs, his head, Landry couldn’t budge. He was like an insect writhing on flypaper. A pathetic little creature caught in the grip of something far stronger. Something pitiless and hateful, he thought, something that enjoyed watching him squirm—
 
   He came to suddenly, finding that reality was not much better than the dream.
 
   He was sitting in a chair—or something—a cluster of charcoal-black resin that had hardened around his arms, his legs, his torso, holding him firmly in place. He was in a room that was lit by the same greeny-yellow glow of the nursery caverns, the walls and ceilings thick with the ubiquitous black tubes he’d seen elsewhere. The room was perhaps a few meters square, at the end of a broad tunnel that fell into darkness a short distance away.
 
   Along the walls of the tunnel, Landry could see more plants growing from the walls. There was also a flattened ridge that protruded horizontally, upon which were a cluster of objects that stood in stark contrast to the blackened surrounds, glinting white and silver in the queer light. Metal objects.
 
   The parts from the scout, Landry thought, allowing himself a brief surge of hope. They’re here. This is where it’s been taking them.
 
   He couldn’t see the parts well enough to identify them with any kind of surety, but he thought he could see the antenna module. It was right there, almost within spitting distance. Now he just had to get himself free, go over there and pick it up, and get out of this place.
 
   Easier said than done, he thought.
 
   He struggled at his bonds again, wheezing and gasping with effort, but it was no use. They continued to hold firm.
 
   Where are the Argoni? he wondered. Are they nearby? Are they watching me struggle? Or have they gone back to their business already?
 
   He glanced around the room again, and then cried out.
 
   There was a creature standing close by.
 
   How had he not noticed that thing before now?
 
   He looked over it with revulsion. It was predominantly light-grey, black in parts, with a thin torso and a flat wedge for a head. It stood about waist high, and its skin was bumpy and irregular, glistening as though it had been smeared in grease. There were no facial features to speak of, other than a black orifice in the top corner, gaping stupidly, ringed with sharp protuberances that might have been teeth. It almost looked like a mutated Venus flytrap. However, he doubted it was a mouth, since it was situated in such an irregular position on the far corner of the wedge, closer to where one might expect to find an ear.
 
   But this isn’t human biology, Landry thought.
 
   “Hello?” he said after a moment. His voice echoed dully down the tunnel. “What do you want?”
 
   The thing did not move, made no response at all, and Landry realized that it did not have any arms or legs. It was basically a block on the end of a stalk.
 
   He thought of the Argoni dogfighter, how their technology seemed to be entirely organic.
 
   Could this thing be some kind of machine?
 
   Landry tried to sit up and felt a stinging pain on his left wrist. He looked down.
 
   He didn’t cry out on this occasion, but he wanted to. He wanted to open his mouth as far as it would go and just scream, but he didn’t. He somehow held it in check.
 
   His hand had been secured, palm up, and there was something on his wrist. No, not on his wrist. In his wrist. A patch of blackened tissue with a milky, shiny exterior was embedded in his own flesh, as if it had been grafted there. Dried blood was caked around it, and as he stared at it, he could feel it start to throb with pain.
 
   They’ve operated on me. They’ve done something to me.
 
   He struggled to break free again, ignoring the pain in his arm. He was repulsed by what he saw, he felt ill. Violated. He needed to get out of there.
 
   There was a sound in the tunnel, and he looked up to see something moving slowly toward him out of the darkness.
 
   It was the hulking shape of one of the Argoni.
 
   Landry felt that familiar grip of ice around his heart, the same feeling he’d had whenever he’d encountered one of the Toads. The thing lumbered toward him, and Landry was too terrified even to struggle. He just sat there, quaking as it approached.
 
   It stopped before him, its face looming close. Landry looked between the black, chitinous ridges that ran vertically up its visage and saw its cold, dark eyes staring back at him. He saw the scar over its left eye.
 
   This is it. The one that’s been following me.
 
   The Argoni paused there a moment longer, then straightened. It moved over and slid the organic machine—assuming that was what it was—across the floor toward Landry. It made wet sucking sounds as it moved.
 
   Landry licked his lips. They were completely dry. “What do you want with me?” he said hoarsely. “What are you doing?”
 
   The Toad did not look at him. Instead it reached into the grotesque little mouth on the machine and began to slowly extract a thick string of disgusting stuff, something that looked like resin, or a glistening strand of snot. As Landry watched, he saw the bony exterior of the Argoni’s wrist drawback, revealing a scaly arm beneath, and then the Argoni lifted a loose flap of skin to expose a section of milky flesh, much like the grafted section on Landry’s wrist.
 
   Ugh . . . no! That’s what they did. They grafted a piece of them onto me.
 
   Landry watched in horror as the Argoni attached the resin to the patch of flesh on its wrist. It stuck there like glue. He had the absurd notion that the Argoni had just ‘plugged’ itself into the machine, as if the patch of skin were some kind of interface and the stringy, rubbery resin the cable. Moments later, light began to flicker across the head of the machine, weird patterns that might have even been images, although Landry couldn’t seem to interpret them. They moved too fast and were too random for him to process.
 
   The Argoni stepped across to the wall, the resin stretching out behind it, and rubbed its tentacle-like fingers across the black vines, in short, deliberate motions, like it was kneading a wad of dough. Something seeped outward, a dark, glistening substance that might have been fluid, but which quickly seemed to harden. The Argoni continued to work at it, like an artisan molding hot glass, and when it turned back to Landry, he could see that it had created a sharp cutting or stabbing instrument. A shiv.
 
   Landry wrestled desperately at his bonds again, getting nowhere. “Hey!” he shouted at the Argoni. “Hey, get back! Get back!”
 
   The Argoni moved over to him, and he continued to struggle. It bent over the wrist on which the graft had been made, and Landry saw the resin that was holding him in place began to draw back. His arm began to free up.
 
   It can control the resin with its thoughts somehow.
 
   He took a feeble swing at the Argoni, but it brushed the blow aside and forced his arm back down—
 
   —it’s skin is cold, so cold—
 
   —and pressed the patch on its wrist against Landry’s.
 
   Something happened to Landry’s mind. There was an explosion of images, of sensations: hurt, fear, loathing, confusion. There were others that he couldn’t even begin to label. They felt like they weren’t even his, that he was experiencing a reality that wasn’t his own.
 
   He opened his mouth to scream but no sound came out.
 
   The sense of violation he’d felt upon seeing the graft embedded in his wrist now seemed insignificant. The new sensation was a hundred times worse. A thousand. He felt as though the Toad were cracking open his mind, the very essence of him, and digging around inside. Turning him upside down and shaking him by his ankle, seeing what fell out.
 
   With effort, he opened his eyes, saw the patch on his wrist pressing against the counterpart on the wrist of the Argoni. Saw the resin stretching from its other wrist to the machine.
 
   The thing was analyzing him. Acting as an interface to the machine so that it could catalogue the things that were in his head.
 
   He didn’t understand how he knew that with such clarity. He just did.
 
   The shiv was still in the Argoni’s other hand, and now it lowered it toward Landry’s exposed arm.
 
   “Wait! Stop!” he shouted.
 
   The shiv bit into the flesh of his forearm, drew blood. Landry screamed again. The shiv twisted.
 
   Agony.
 
   A moment later the shiv was withdrawn, and the Toad stepped back. It had not looked at him once. It had eyes only for the machine. Watching the data pour in, Landry thought. Assessing the result of its actions.
 
   Blood ran freely down Landry’s arm and dripped on the floor. He panted, his face slick with sweat.
 
   The creature had no compassion. No mercy. It was going to do things to him for as long as it wanted. And it would not relent.
 
   He knew that with an awful certainty that filled him with unbridled terror.
 
   Suddenly Landry knew that his hunch earlier had been right. The Toad had wanted him down here. It had wanted him alive. It was studying him, trying to find out what made him tick. Uncovering his weaknesses.
 
   Learning about its enemy.
 
   It had been toying with him all along. Heck, the act of stealing the scout’s components had probably just been its way of luring him down here. It knew he would come looking to retrieve them.
 
   If it had tried taking him by force up on the surface, his EVA suit would probably have been ruptured. Maybe it had learned that much when it had killed Gus. Maybe it had even tried to take Gus alive first, and he’d simply been killed in the struggle.
 
   The Argoni put the shiv down on the edge of the machine. Then it reached up to the ceiling, where a slender tube hung loose below the others. It drew the tube downward, and Landry saw that there was a hole in its end. It looked hollow.
 
   Oh, no. What now?
 
   “Stay back!” Landry snarled, writhing ineffectually. “Stay back or I’ll mess you up—”
 
   Something began to dribble from the end of the tube, an acrid yellow liquid, and droplets sizzled as they fell on the floor.
 
   Acid.
 
   The Toad linked wrists once again, and as the droplets fell upon his arm, Landry opened his mouth wide again.
 
   This time, he found his voice.
 
   Landry screamed in agony, and the Argoni watched.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 44
 
   PSD 29-214: 2255 hours
 
   The Infirmary was not busy in the early hours of morning, although there were still medics and a handful of Marines wandering the corridors. Many of the latter bore the telltale signs of very recent blood augmentations—a “wired” look about the eyes and a spring in their step, like they’d been drinking too much coffee. By contrast, the medical staff seemed too weary to notice Cait, trudging around with their eyes on their omni-devices as they moved from task to task, and she was able to move through the corridors relatively unhindered.
 
   As she neared Fraxa’s room, Cait began to worry that she would find nothing but an empty bed, that the child had been discovered by Cole and taken away for questioning. She wasn’t sure why, but since she had rescued her, Cait felt somehow responsible for Fraxa’s welfare. Perhaps it had simply been the harrowing tale of the girl’s past that had affected her so greatly. In any case, the feeling of protectiveness was almost overwhelming.
 
   When she reached the door, her fears proved to be unfounded. Fraxa was alone in the room, sitting on the side of the bed in a hospital gown with her head down and her dark hair hanging across her face.
 
   “Fraxa?”
 
   The girl looked up suddenly, and Cait saw both relief and surprise in her eyes. “Cait! I didn’t think you were coming back.” She dropped to the floor and took a couple of steps forward, then stopped suddenly.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   Fraxa lifted the gown, and Cait saw the silver bracelet Dr. Nagarkar had placed around her ankle. “I tried to leave before and this thing zapped me. I can’t go any further.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Cait said, stepping over to her and guiding her back toward the bed. “It’s just a precaution.”
 
   “No, it’s not. The medics think I’m one of the bad guys.”
 
   Cait took her by the shoulders. “Listen, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Just tell them the truth, like you told me, and everything will be fine.” Cait wasn’t sure if that was strictly true, but Fraxa seemed placated, climbing back on the bed of her own volition.
 
   “Well, they’re not the ones I need to worry about, anyway. Archer is out there somewhere.”
 
   “No,” Cait said. “That’s what I came here to tell you. Dion Archer is dead.”
 
   The girl’s eyes lit up. “How do you know that?”
 
   “I went back to the breach. Marshal Cole was sniffing around out there, and he showed me a mug shot of Archer. I recognized him from earlier, back when I found you. Archer was exposed to atmosphere. He’s gone.” She placed a hand on Fraxa’s shoulder. “He’s not coming for you. Ever.”
 
   “What about the other two?”
 
   “The same. Was that the whole crew?”
 
   “Yes. There were three of them.”
 
   “Then you’re safe.”
 
   “But I’m still an illegal here. What are they going to do to me?”
 
   “I’ll make sure you’re protected, Fraxa. I promise.”
 
   “I just want to go back to my Grandma. I don’t belong here. I want to go back to Earth.”
 
   “I know. I just—” She was about to say, I don’t think that’s possible, but the words lodged in her throat. Instead, she forced herself to smile. “We’re just having rotten days, both of us.”
 
   “Why? What happened to you?”
 
   “Well, it started off okay. I got a new job. A promotion, actually. Things were going great, but then I found that maybe it isn’t going to be as easy as I thought it would be. One of the other Optechs went missing, and then there was the breach, and there’s so much work to do with the Marines leaving in a couple of days.”
 
   Fraxa reached out solemnly and touched her arm. “You have to give a new job three months before you decided you don’t like it, Cait.”
 
   Cait raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”
 
   “That’s what my mum said, before we left Earth. She said her new job was going to be tough, but that she needed to give it three months to figure things out. She said starting a new job is always rough. You just need to hang in there.”
 
   Cait smiled. “That sounds like good advice. Wish my dad had passed on a few pearls like that.”
 
   “Your dad?”
 
   “Yeah. I don’t get along with him.” Cait paused, wondering if she should take the conversation further. Like before, Fraxa seemed more at ease when Cait was talking, so she decided to keep going. “That’s why I moved all the way out here, to get away from him and his backward ideas.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Ever since I was a kid, all I ever wanted to do was get my hands dirty fixing machines. I liked the feel of metal under my fingers, the way every job presented a new problem to solve. It was a challenge for me. But Dad . . . he didn’t like that. He hated the idea that I thought I was good enough to do ‘a man’s job.’ He used to sabotage my studies, my car, my sleep schedule—all to try to get me to fail.” She shook her head. The words were pouring out unbidden now. “He told me I should find an office job somewhere. He’s the most backward person I know. Those kind of ideas went out a hundred years ago. More.”
 
   “Yeah. Even I know that.”
 
   “But he couldn’t admit the truth, that I could never be what he wanted me to be. And when I decided to go in my own direction, he derided me for it. He told me I’d never make it.”
 
   “What happened in the end?”
 
   Cait thought back to the day when she had last seen her father, and some unfamiliar emotions began to bubble through her anger—sadness, regret. This was something she had avoided remembering for a long time, with good reason. After it happened, she’d spent many nights crying herself to sleep and cursing his name.
 
   “It started out as a good day,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. She was surprised at herself, but couldn’t seem to stop, once she’d started. “I’d been hanging around the local workshop for months, running errands and doing every crummy job you could imagine. Draining oil reservoirs and mopping floors, hauling tires out the back for recycling. I had every reason to quit that place, but I stuck at it. And eventually, they made me an apprentice Optech.
 
   “I went running home to tell Dad. I was so excited. He hadn’t known that I’d been working there, but I figured that when he heard that I could do the job, that I’d made a success of it, he would realize that he’d been wrong about me.
 
   “But I was the one who was wrong. He was enraged. He flew into a temper like I’d never seen before. He told me that if I wasn’t going to live by his rules, that I could get out. I think he expected me to give in, but I didn’t. Instead, I started carrying my stuff out the door, and he . . .” Cait took a moment to collect herself. “He told me to stay outside. He began throwing my stuff outside after me.”
 
   Fraxa looked up at her sorrowfully. “Did he calm down after a while?”
 
   “I don’t know. I took my things and left. I haven’t seen him since.” With an effort, Cait pushed her father from her mind. “Anyway, the point is, you shouldn’t let anyone else tell you what you can or can’t do.”
 
   Something seemed to occur to Fraxa. “Why are you telling me all of this stuff?”
 
   Cait laughed. “Maybe I just need to get it off my chest. You’re cheaper than hiring a psychiatrist.”
 
   There was movement at the door, and a young male medic appeared with an omni-device in his hands. He scowled when he saw Cait standing next to the bed.
 
   “Who are you?” he said.
 
   Cait got up and moved over to him, taking him by the elbow and leading him back out into the corridor. “I brought this little girl here this morning,” she said, lowering her voice. “She was injured. I just wanted to check on her.” Her eyes dropped to his nametag. “I hope that’s okay, Dr. Welker.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s not,” Dr. Welker said. “As it turns out, this girl is an illegal.”
 
   “Dr. Nagarkar told me her records were missing. I was hoping that maybe they’d been located by now.”
 
   “They haven’t. We’re keeping her detained until Outpost Control can advise us what should be done.”
 
   “What’s going to happen to her?”
 
   “That’s not up to me to decide, but I imagine they’ll place her in detainment until they figure something out.”
 
   “What?” Cait said, incredulous. She thought of Administrator Barakula’s cold dismissal of Landry’s situation, and wondered if he would apply the same attitude toward Fraxa. “They’re going to lock her up? They can’t do that. She’s not a criminal—”
 
   “That’s not for me to say,” Dr. Welker said. “I’m a medic. I don’t make those kinds of decisions.”
 
   She couldn’t do nothing. Not when the girl’s future was on the line. “Look, I’m happy to take care of her until—”
 
   “You’re going to have to take that up with OC. Now, I’m going to have to ask you to leave. You shouldn’t be here.”
 
   Cait was about to protest, but she realized it was futile. The guy wasn’t going to budge, and the last thing she wanted to do was to make a scene. She knew that wouldn’t be good for her, or for Fraxa.
 
   She had to let it go. For now.
 
   “All right. Give me a second.” She walked back to the door. “Fraxa?”
 
   The girl looked miserable. “You’re leaving again.”
 
   “Yes. The medic says you need some rest, and I agree with him. You’ve been through a lot today.”
 
   “It’s okay. I understand.” She smiled sadly. “You didn’t dump me. You came back to see me. That means a lot.”
 
   “Of course I wouldn’t dump you, Fraxa.” She wanted to go and hug the girl, but she was aware of Dr. Welker watching impatiently nearby. “Not in a million years.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I’ll come back and check on you tomorrow, okay?”
 
   “Okay.” Cait began to move away, but the sound of Fraxa’s voice made her stop. “Cait?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “You were right. There are good people here. I wish there were more like you.”
 
   Those words should have brought Cait immense pride, but instead something else stirred in her belly—a feeling of shame and guilt all rolled into one. That made her wonder whether she was really deserving of praise such as that. After all, how could she call herself “good” when she’d bought into the apathy of people such as Dodge and Barakula? When she’d been prepared to turn a blind eye to Landry’s plight, despite the obvious parallels to Fraxa’s situation? Wasn’t that the exact kind of behavior she’d found so contemptible in others?
 
   Even though she’d never thought of herself as being like them, she couldn’t deny that in some ways, she was. And perhaps that meant, in reality, that she was unworthy of the girl’s adoration.
 
   Embarrassed by the look in Fraxa’s eyes, Cait could only smile awkwardly in return. She nodded, then gave a little wave as she turned and left.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 45
 
   PSD 29-214: 0414 hours
 
   Landry must have passed out, because he awoke to the sound of the Argoni coming down the tunnel toward him again.
 
   Instinctively, he tried to move. He tried to get away. But he was still stuck fast. Looking down, he saw that the resin was coating his arm again, all the way down to the graft on his wrist. He was completely immobilized.
 
   He didn’t remember the Argoni leaving. He just remembered the acid dripping on his skin, the searing, indescribable pain of it, and then he must have passed out. His arm was stinging with pain, and a part of him wondered how much of it was left. Maybe it was a good thing the resin was covering it again, he thought. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see his own burnt, disfigured flesh right now.
 
   The Argoni stepped up to him and gave him a cursory examination, those cold eyes poring over his face. Landry held firm, returning its stare, but inside he was wilting. He’d never been so afraid.
 
   “So,” Landry forced himself to say. “You’ve had your fun. How about we call it quits now?”
 
   If the Toad understood him, it gave no indication. Instead, it simply turned away, extracting another string of resin from the ghastly mouth of the machine and attaching it to its wrist.
 
   Landry knew what was coming.
 
   “Don’t do that,” he said, his voice cracking. “Please. Don’t do that.”
 
   The Toad ignored him, reaching out to link itself to his wrist. Distantly, he noted that there were no devices of torture in its possession this time; no shivs, no pipes of searing acid. He only had a moment to consider that before he felt the creature probing violently into his consciousness again. Assaulting his mind. And it hurt. The Argoni was forcing itself into him in a way that was so profound it almost defied description.
 
   Images appeared in his mind. He saw Earth, the beautiful blue globe suspended before him in space, and for a moment it looked so real that he thought it was actually there, that he’d been somehow transported home. Then the image shifted, and he saw cities aflame. London, New York. Skyscrapers burning, people screaming. He saw Argoni warriors in the streets, hacking at terrified citizens with wickedly curved blades, limbs parting from bodies. Human blood everywhere. He was standing before a young woman, her torso ripped open, saw her gasping for breath. Then she was still.
 
   Is this the past? Or the future?
 
   The vision shifted again, and Landry saw Argoni dogfighters skimming across the skies of Tokyo, their energy weapons blowing UEM ships into oblivion. Their numbers increased, until there was a great swarm of them, so thick that they blocked out the sun. They descended upon the city, reducing buildings to rubble, vaporizing people in the streets.
 
   Somewhere in the back of his mind, he began to understand what was happening.
 
   It tortured me physically, analyzing my response to pain. Now it’s testing me mentally. It wants to see how I react to this horror.
 
   There were more visions, and the bloodshed only increased. He saw human heads blown apart, Argoni warriors walking unchallenged through the Red Square in Russia, their opponents vanquished. They came so rapidly that he could barely keep up.
 
   Landry forced himself to concentrate through the pain. Something told him that in order to survive this torment, he had to find a way to block it out. He had to find a way to overcome the hurt and the fear, to rise above it.
 
   He wasn’t sure how long he tried. It might have been hours. He felt as though his mind could unravel at any moment, that he would slip into insanity and never return. But somewhere along the line, he sensed a pattern. A cadence, a flow of thoughts emanating from his tormentor that he was able to lock into. And when he did, he began to sense the briefest stirring of thoughts that weren’t his own.
 
   Something was bleeding out from the Argoni, a part of its consciousness flowing backward through the mental link and into Landry’s mind.
 
   Sometimes communicatin’ is done without no words being exchanged.
 
   He heard Grandpa’s words in his head again. And although it was not exactly what the old man had meant, Landry thought it was still somehow applicable.
 
   While it was busy scouring his mind, Landry was learning something about the Argoni in return.
 
   Not much, mind you, he thought. The images that assaulted him weren’t making much sense. They were so utterly alien that he could barely begin to piece them together.
 
   But it was a start. It was something to work with.
 
   The Argoni relented for a moment, breaking the link between them, and Landry shivered in revulsion at the sensation of it withdrawing itself, like a giant, slimy tentacle sliding out of his body. It was hunching over its machine in what Landry could only assume was an attempt to analyze the data it had collected, and Landry took the brief moment of respite to catch his breath again.
 
   The thoughts that had leaked into Landry’s mind were beginning to coalesce. He fought with every fiber of his being to make sense of them, to organize them into a pattern he could recognize—much as his enemy was doing as it manipulated its machine, he supposed.
 
   Those tubes on the wall . . . there was no direct human translation for the term used by the Argoni, but the most appropriate label he could apply was rhizome. Its relationship with the Argoni was far too complex for him to understand just yet, but he believed that it was some kind of nutrient delivery system; that its black tentacles reached far into the soil, extracting the trace elements therein and converting them into nourishment for . . .
 
   For what?
 
   Landry glanced down the tunnel, where numerous plants grew from the rhizome, and saw one of the larger specimens bent over by its own weight. The nodules on its upper portion seemed to move, and Landry realized something that made his skin crawl.
 
   The nodules were eye sockets. The plant wasn’t some kind of fruit, after all. It was a creature.
 
   More than that, it wasn’t just any creature. It was one of them. The Argoni.
 
   They aren’t growing plants to feed an army down here, he realized. They’re growing an actual army.
 
   The misting rain he’d encountered had been a kind of irrigation for the larvae. The rhizome drew in moisture from the surrounding soil and exuded it from tiny pores in its epidermis, providing water vapor that kept the skin of the larvae supple and moist.
 
   And this Argoni before him, the one with the scar . . . it was the curator. The overseer, the one who established the hive and who made sure things ran smoothly.
 
   Landry knew all of this for certain, because the knowledge had come directly from the Argoni itself.
 
   He also knew that the Argoni was unaware of the leakage of information through the mental link. It viewed humans like Landry as inferior creatures. Dumb animals to be studied and manipulated, but in the end, no real threat.
 
   It had underestimated him. Maybe that was the only advantage Landry had right now.
 
   Something else occurred to Landry as he saw the larval Argoni close its eyes and return to sleep again.
 
   I ate one. I ate one of the freakin’ Toad larvae.
 
   He felt bile in his throat, and he thought he was going to puke all over himself, but somehow he kept it down.
 
   The Toad finished its manipulations with the machine, and then it moved to initiate the mental link once again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 46
 
   PSD 29-214: 0606 hours
 
   The Argoni probed forward again, and Landry felt the familiar surge of disgust as its thoughts scraped against his.
 
   Curiously, the sight of its lumbering form hovering above him did not cause him terror anymore. He wasn’t sure why that was. Perhaps it was because the things it could do with its mind were far more abhorrent than its physical manifestation. Or maybe Landry was simply becoming accustomed to the sight of it, and it had now lost its power to scare him in that way. Like the boogeyman rattling around in the closet who finally jumped out, only to reveal itself as something far less terrifying when seen in full view.
 
   Whatever the case, Landry was still afraid of what it could do with its mind. Despite the agony inflicted by the shiv and by the droplets of acid, the Toad’s ability to crack open his skull and look inside was somehow infinitely worse. He felt that, even should he somehow escape this predicament, he would never truly be rid of the Argoni, even if he lived another hundred years. The places it was creeping inside his mind, the things it was uncovering . . . those thoughts were Landry’s, and Landry’s alone. No living thing should ever have the ability to delve that deeply within another, he thought miserably. It’s not right.
 
   And yet, he knew that right and wrong were concepts that did not apply to the Argoni. Their species operated under a different set of rules. Morals, justice, fairness . . . these were human concepts, of which the Argoni knew nothing.
 
   He understood with an awful certainty that this creature would torment him, torture him for as long as it wished, and it would never feel any sense of contrition. It would never feel as though it had done something wrong. To an Argoni, these acts of mental intrusion, of physical hurt, were as natural as eating or drinking or sleeping was to a human. The torture of another sentient being was simply a task to complete, one of many.
 
   It had brought Landry down here to study him. To find his weaknesses. And it would not stop until that was done.
 
   Landry knew this because the Toad itself had told him. Not through words or any attempt to directly communicate, but through that bleeding of information Landry had sensed through their shared mental link. That accidental leakage from its consciousness through to his.
 
   He’d seen images of Gus, too, stumbling from the wreck of the scout. The Argoni had confronted him after the crash, attempting to capture him and bring him down into the hive, but Gus had fought back. Gus’s EVA suit had been sliced open by the Argoni’s blade, ruptured during the struggle.
 
   You killed my only friend, you cretin, he thought distantly.
 
   That was why the Argoni hadn’t directly confronted Landry. It hadn’t wanted to lose another live specimen. Evidently understanding more about human engineering than Landry realized, it had taken parts of the scout instead, hoping to lure him down into the hive of his own volition.
 
   It had left the limb in the sand over by the dogfighter, allowed Landry to observe it when it entered the hive.
 
   It had been manipulating him the whole time.
 
   And Landry had stumbled right into its trap. He felt so stupid.
 
   There was no time for further consideration. The Argoni pushed into him, harder than before, subjecting him to more images.
 
   This time, however, the visions were different. There was no Tokyo, no New York. No hypothetical destruction of Earth.
 
   Instead, Landry saw his own Grandpa, smiling and pushing a swing, the sun shining overhead.
 
   No, Landry thought desperately. Stay out of there. Stay out—
 
   Now his Grandma appeared. She was wearing her favorite oven mitts, the ones with little cartoon mice in hats embroidered on the back. Landry watched as she pulled a cake from the oven and placed it on a cooling rack. She tugged at the mitts and placed them down on the counter, a satisfied look on her face.
 
   “Your favorite chocolate rolls,” she told Landry.
 
   He opened his mouth to respond, to tell her to get out of there, that they were in danger, but suddenly Landry saw Grandpa lying motionless on the floor, a bottle of pills scattered around him on the checkered green and black linoleum.
 
   These two memories didn’t fit together, he knew. They’d occurred years apart. The Argoni was manipulating him, searching for a reaction.
 
   “Get out of my head!” he roared, but he wasn’t sure if he’d even made a sound, and if he had, whether the Toad had heard. “Get out!”
 
   The Argoni did not understand this concept of family, of interpersonal relationships. Of emotional bonds. The discovery was exciting to it. It yearned to know more. Landry sensed it push harder, and in turn, the leakage increased. It was allowing more of itself through the link.
 
   Landry was walking along a hospital corridor. Nurses with clipboards passed him, an orderly pushing an empty bed. An elderly patient standing outside her room clutching an IV drip stand, watching him with watery eyes.
 
   No, not this. Don’t you dare—
 
   He could see the room up ahead. The one he had visited in his dreams so many times before. The one where the tiny, frail woman in the bed awaited him.
 
   Turn around. Go back.
 
   But he couldn’t turn around. The Argoni was in the driver’s seat. It was in complete control. Landry continued to walk forward, and when he reached the door, he did not stop. He kept walking toward the bed, where Freida lay on her side, facing away from him.
 
   Stop! Get out of here!
 
   She sensed him, then. Her head shifted slightly. As he made it to her bedside she turned, and her face was pale and gaunt, just as he remembered, but her eyes were inky black, just like those of an Argoni. Landry tried to claw himself away from her, but he was frozen in place, forced to stare into those dead eyes.
 
   There’s a part of me that will live on, she said, her voice hollow.
 
   Not like this, he thought desperately. He was crying. I don’t want to remember you like this. Not with this thing watching over us.
 
   The hospital room dissolved, and Landry was standing inside Dr. Daley’s room at the clinic. The doctor was staring down at his desk, his arms braced and his knuckles white as he stared at a space where the clutter had been swept aside apart from one small object.
 
   A tiny transparent disc.
 
   The embryo was inside.
 
   Landry couldn’t see it, but he knew that it was there. Somehow, he knew.
 
   “Dr. Daley?” he said.
 
   The other man said nothing. He simply stood there, his face bowed and his eyes turned downward as if the weight of the world were on his shoulders. Landry turned to look around, trying to find a way out, and when he turned back, it wasn’t Dr. Daley standing there any more—it was the Argoni.
 
   The creature stared at him, and even though he could see no mouth, he could swear that it was smiling at him. Grinning cruelly, enjoying itself. It lifted one arm and, still staring at Landry, slowly brought it down on the disc.
 
   There was a splintering, cracking sound, and then nothing.
 
   Landry screamed at the Argoni, tried to leap at it and claw its eyes out, but he was still rooted to the spot. He bellowed and cried, struggled, but he felt like he was in a straightjacket. Everything he did was futile.
 
   Tears were coming freely now. He cried for Freida, for his unborn child. For all of the stupid decisions he’d made in his life that had led him to this point.
 
   “You broke me,” he wailed. “Are you happy now? You broke me.”
 
   But he could sense the Argoni pressing in harder, lapping up the torrent of emotions that were flowing from its victim. This was just the beginning.
 
   Things were going to get worse.
 
   Landry saw himself in the chair, back on that day he’d discussed his future with Dr. Daley. He remembered his own thoughts all too well.
 
   What’s the point of bringing a life into the world when no one cares anymore? What is one life even worth?
 
   He wasn’t sure why, but he finally knew the answer to that question. Maybe it was his heightened emotional state, the fact that the Toad had stripped him raw and made him turn the mirror upon himself, bringing everything out in the open. Whatever it was, he knew.
 
   One life is worth everything, he thought. Because it’s my son.
 
   And now Freida’s words came back to him more keenly than ever before.
 
   There’s a part of me that will live on.
 
   He’d always told himself that she’d simply been asking him to remember her, to keep the thought of her alive, but he knew now that he’d been lying to himself all this time. She’d been trying to tell him in her own gentle way that she’d wanted him to bring the child into the world, to raise it. To carry forward the last little piece of her that was left.
 
   Her son.
 
   Their son.
 
   Landry felt something stirring within his belly, a fire that had been absent for so long that he’d forgotten it was there. Love and hope and rage all bundled into one.
 
   For the first time in years, he felt something aside from fear and self-pity.
 
   He unleashed it at the Toad with everything he had, screaming and thrusting every part of his consciousness back at his tormentor. Every minute, every second of hurt he’d endured over the last few years was flung back at the creature like the detonation of a nuclear warhead.
 
   The Argoni was caught off-guard, buried deep within Landry’s consciousness, and it took the full brunt of the emotional barrage like a hammer blow to the face. The mental link between them snapped like a rubber band stretched too far, and the Argoni physically recoiled from Landry, snatching back its wrist as if it had been stung. It caught its foot on the base of the analysis machine and stumbled, landing in a heap on the other side of the room.
 
   Uh-huh, Landry thought as he fought to gather his wits. That is, without doubt, the most satisfying thing I’ve seen today.
 
   Visibly rattled, the Argoni got to its feet and snatched the string of resin from its wrist, flicking it away as if it couldn’t wait to be rid of it, then hastened from the room and along the adjoining tunnel.
 
   Yeah. Take that, you jerk.
 
   The Argoni disappeared into the darkness, and Landry convulsed involuntarily, expelling a huge breath of air. He’d been holding it in, he realized, but he wasn’t sure for how long. There were spots before his eyes, and he felt as though he might pass out.
 
   Something caught Landry’s eye, and he looked over to see the string of rubbery resin that had detached from the Argoni’s wrist swinging idly beside the machine, moving back and forth like a pendulum. Its motion had been accentuated by the Argoni’s hasty retreat, and now it arced toward Landry’s wrist, almost close enough for him to feel the wind of it passing his skin. Then it fell away again.
 
   It reached the far end of its swing, then started back again. He thought of the Toad using the link to manipulate the machine, how the stringy substance seemed to act as a kind of control interface through the patch on its wrist. Looking down at his own arm, Landry realized that he was now in possession of the same kind of organic interface.
 
   Was there a chance that Landry could control the machine in the same way the Toad had, he wondered? Could he use it to get out of this predicament?
 
   He had to reach it. He had to take the link into his possession. It might be his last chance of getting out of here.
 
   Landry braced himself and strained his wrist toward it with all of his might.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 47
 
   PSD 29-214: 0717 hours
 
   The Argoni had not reappeared from the darkness, but Landry wasn’t even thinking about that now.
 
   He was still straining toward the stringy glob of resin that was swinging back and forth, tantalizingly just out of his reach. He was pushing so hard that the skin on his forearm felt as though it was about to peel back from his flesh. It was excruciating.
 
   But he knew that he couldn’t call out. He couldn’t attract the attention of the Toad.
 
   This is it, he thought. My only chance of escape.
 
   He had to make it out of here, right now, or he would die. Simple.
 
   In truth, he wasn’t sure what was going to happen if he should manage to reach the resin. As far as long shots went, this was a doozy. For all he knew, making contact with the machine might fry his brain. Or do nothing; it might not respond to him at all. Or if it did, he might not be able to interface with it or understand it.
 
   But he had to try. What else could he do?
 
   He was biting so hard on his lip that he could taste blood. He continued to stretch with his arm.
 
   Then he realized he didn’t need to necessarily free up more of his arm to touch the resin; he just had to change the orientation of his hand. He had to twist. So that was what he did.
 
   This time he couldn’t help but cry out. His skin was being positively flayed under that resin. He expected that should he see his arm again, there would be nothing left but a swath of raw meat loosely attached to bone. He chanced a glance up the tunnel, but the Argoni had not returned.
 
   If it had heard him, it was paying him no attention.
 
   Was this another test, he wondered? Was it trying to give him hope, only to crush him once again?
 
   He felt something against his hand, and when he looked down, the string of stiff resin was there, dangling from his fingers. His grip upon it was so tenuous that he didn’t dare even breathe, for fear of having it slip from his grasp.
 
   It felt disgusting—wet and slimy, but he tried not to think about where it might have come from.
 
   Slowly but surely he worked his fingers, drawing it more gradually into his grasp. There. It was in his palm. His grip was firm.
 
   His eyes flicked to the tunnel. Still no Argoni.
 
   He worked the resin forward, edging ever closer to the graft on his wrist. He thought he heard something behind him, gasped, but did not let go. Panting, he manipulated his fingers, and then the resin touched the blackened patch of skin and seemed to stick there like glue.
 
   At first, nothing happened. Landry watched expectantly as the resin clung to him, waiting for the images to assault him as had happened with the Argoni, but the experience seemed different. A few moments passed, and Landry sensed a subtle presence awaiting him, like a silent visitor shrouded in darkness. It was as if the link to the machine was a more passive one, as if the device—or creature, or whatever it was—were waiting for Landry to stimulate the connection.
 
   He allowed his thoughts to flow out of him, tentatively at first, but then with more strength. He asked the machine to release him, to remove his bonds. The response he got was baffling; imagery that seemed to bear no relationship to the conversation he wished to initiate. Strange, dreamlike visions.
 
   He wasn’t sure how long he sat there, allowing the thoughts to wash over him, but in time he realized that the machine spoke only in symbols. There was no language, as such. No words or phrases, no commands, only representations of those things.
 
   Landry imagined himself walking along the pier on the day Freida had tried to teach him how to fish. He remembered the creak of the boards under his feet, the shimmer of the ocean. The sheer magnitude of it, stretching out to the horizon. Never-ending. He felt the wind in his face, the colour of Freida’s eyes as she watched him, smiling.
 
   That was freedom. He couldn’t encapsulate the concept any better than that.
 
   He must have passed out at some point, because the next thing he knew, he was lying on the floor. Landry looked back, saw the curved wedge of resin upon which he’d been sitting, saw the machine looming over him, the resin still attached to his wrist.
 
   He was practically naked, he realized. The Argoni had stripped him out of the EVA suit before coating him in the resin. His underclothes were practically shredded, his skin red from rubbing against his confinement.
 
   He didn’t even want to look at his arm. It was a mess, pockmarked with acid holes, caked in dried blood. Great chunks of his flesh were raw.
 
   He tried to get up and couldn’t. He lay there for a moment, trying to gather himself, then managed to haul himself to his feet.
 
   He looked around.
 
   The shiv the Argoni had used on him was still sitting on the edge of the machine, and he took it and grasped it in his hand. He wasn’t sure how much good it was going to do him, but he figured it was better than nothing.
 
   Okay, what now? How do I get out of here?
 
   He figured his options were limited at this point. The Argoni would undoubtedly return soon. When it did, he could try facing it one on one, but he didn’t like his chances in his weakened state. Similarly, hiding down in the hive wasn’t going to get him very far. Sooner or later the Argoni would find him.
 
   No. The only viable option was to find the parts of the antenna, get back in his EVA suit, and get out of there. With any luck, he could contact the outpost before the Argoni hunted him down again.
 
   He blinked, glanced over at the parts of the scout ship that had been strewn along the horizontal wedge that ran along the wall. As he stumbled toward it, there was a tug at his wrist, and the resin snapped.
 
   He screamed in pain at the awful sensation, but kept going. He had to find the antenna. Nothing else mattered. He had to find the antenna and—
 
   He stopped as he reached the wedge. The components from the scout were there, all right, but they had been gouged and chopped almost beyond recognition. Many of the fragments had been laid out carefully, however, as if there had been method in the madness.
 
   This Toad was quite the curious one, it seemed. Not only had it tried to rip Landry apart, both mentally and physically, to find out what made him tick, but it had done the same to the components from the scout. Landry thought he could locate most of the pieces from the antenna, but they had been damaged too badly in the process, and the disparate segments were covered in a viscous black goo that was eating into the metal.
 
   There was no way he could put it together again. Not with the tools he’d brought with him.
 
   Disconsolately, he kept searching. Beneath the wedge, Landry found something else. It was his EVA suit, but as he dragged it out into the open, he saw that it too had been dissected. The visor was smashed, and the suit itself had been slashed open, bits ripped out.
 
   Not even gaff is going to get me out of this one.
 
   He was stuck down here. He was never going to make it to the surface again.
 
   The toboggan was underneath the suit, and he began to flick through the parts there, even though he could no longer see the point. He was simply going through the motions, like a man on death row sorting through his belongings on the morning of execution.
 
   Then he heard a noise. Footsteps.
 
   The Argoni was on its way back.
 
   Instinctively, he turned and began to make his way back down the tunnel. Past the machine and the resin chair was another darkened section of tunnel. If he made it there, he thought, he might be able to hide. He might be able to—
 
   There was a horrible grating sound, and over his shoulder he saw the Argoni standing there, its feet planted in much the same way as it had done on the day he’d first seen it, back at the wreckage of the scout.
 
   Only this time, something was different. As it stood there, the rhizome that coated its body began to quiver, almost as if it were pulsating.
 
   Landry realized he knew what that meant.
 
   It was angry. Furious.
 
   Landry was overcome by a wilting sense of fear. He struggled toward the tunnel, whimpering, but as he reached the chair, he stopped.
 
   He stared at the tunnel. A part of him was telling him to run, that there was no other chance for survival, but then something else occurred to him.
 
   He was tired of running. He was sick to death of it.
 
   And he hadn’t just been running since the moment the scout hit the dirt the day before last. No, it had gone on for much longer than that.
 
   You ran from your grief, he told himself. You ran from your life, from the whole planet. You ran from the child who’s waiting to be born—the child who represents the only remaining fragment of the woman you loved.
 
   He heard Freida’s voice again.
 
   There’s a part of me that will live on.
 
   He turned back to the Toad and lifted the shiv.
 
   It was time to stop running.
 
   “Come at me, you piece of dirt,” he rasped. “This is it. I’m done with you.”
 
   The Argoni watched him, offering no response. Landry glanced down at the shiv, knowing that there was no way it would penetrate the thing’s armor.
 
   He didn’t care anymore. Only one of them was leaving this tunnel alive.
 
   “I said come at me!” Landry bellowed, and suddenly he was back on the school playground, waiting for the bully Harry Spring to charge him. He was a little kid again, pitched into a no-win contest with an opponent who would offer no mercy. He’d stood his ground that day, and he’d do it once more. He wouldn’t turn away.
 
   “Do you think I’m scared of you?” he screamed. He reached to where one of the larvae jutted from the rhizome, wrenched downward and snapped it off. “I eat you scumbags for breakfast!” he roared. He bit deep into the larvae, tore a chunk from its head, spat it on the floor. “Literally!”
 
   The Argoni roared its own challenge, a snarling, inhuman sound, and then it swept forward, bounding toward him in great strides. Landry stood firm, white-knuckling the shiv, watching it come.
 
   Wait, he told himself. Not yet.
 
   It was ten paces away. Five. Three. It practically filled his vision, blocking out everything else.
 
   It lunged.
 
   Landry’s free hand snapped upward, gripping the acid tube that dangled from the ceiling, and he yanked it downward with all of his might. He swung the shiv, slicing through the tube in one motion, and then turned his face away as the acid arced outward, splashing across the path of the oncoming Toad. The creature shrieked and tried to stumble out of the way, but it was too late. The acid showered over it, coating it in yellow goo, and then the Argoni collapsed to floor, writhing and screaming in pain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 48
 
   PSD 29-214: 0729 hours
 
   Landry watched the Argoni crawl feebly across the floor. A strange, high-pitched keening sound emanated from it as it scratched for purchase and tried to pull itself away from Landry.
 
   All the while, the acid ate deeper into its flesh. The creature was melting before Landry’s very eyes.
 
   Landry stood stiff and alert, the shiv clutched in his fist as he waited for the Argoni to make some sort of miraculous recovery. He half expected it to shake off its injuries and bound to its feet, ready for round two, but after a few moments, it became clear that wasn’t going to happen.
 
   It was done. It wasn’t getting up ever again.
 
   In addition to that, something strange was happening to it. A transformation of some kind. That bony outer layer of chitinous armor seemed to be shrinking, peeling away like rotten folds of skin. Beneath, Landry could see softer, scaly skin, riddled with acid marks, crimson ooze seeping from the wounds.
 
   As he watched, the outer portion of the Argoni, that inky-black coating of armor, completely fell away, revealing a much smaller creature inside. It was perhaps a meter in length, had two arms and two legs, although these seemed boneless, or at least multi-jointed, as they writhed like tentacles as the thing struggled. Its face was elongated, its features squeezed up toward the top of its head, and there were three small orifices under its glinting black eyes, which were contracting and dilating rapidly. Landry could hear air rushing in and out, and he had the distinct impression that it was breathing through the holes—that they were nostrils.
 
   He glanced over at the larvae hanging from the wall, then back at the Argoni. Somewhere in the back of his mind, connections were being made. The thoughts and memories that had transferred from the Argoni to himself during the interrogation were far more numerous than he’d first realized. They swam tantalizingly just out of reach. Slowly, one by one, he was gathering them back in, making sense of them.
 
   The rhizome wasn’t just a nutrient delivery system, he realized. It wasn’t just a system of pipes that conveyed food and water. The Argoni used it for armor as well. It could somehow take on a malleable form, adjusting to the contours of the Argoni’s bodies and then harden to that incredibly resilient bone-like exterior. An exoskeleton of sorts. And they were able to communicate with it, control it, the same way they interfaced with everything else—through the links on their wrists.
 
   He wondered if, perhaps, this might be his ticket to survival. Could he somehow extract water from the rhizome, using the graft on his wrist, the same way he had somehow drawn mental imagery from the Argoni, he wondered? Could he prolong his survival down here by feeding the same way the Argoni did?’
 
   But what about all the other Argoni present in this hive? Surely this wasn’t the only curator—
 
   He stopped, racking his brain. He already knew the answer, he realized.
 
   This Argoni was the only fully matured specimen in the hive. There had been one other, but it had been aboard the dogfighter that had hit Gus and Landry’s scout the day before last. The one that had been surprised by Gus coming in low and fast as he attempted to avoid the outpost radar.
 
   But where had that Argoni been headed in the dogfighter?
 
   With a start, Landry realized he knew the answer to that as well.
 
   To tend to another hive.
 
   One of many that were spread across Proc-One.
 
   Oh no. No.
 
   Landry had to get out of the hive. He had to warn the others at the outpost. They were in great danger.
 
   He stumbled across to his EVA suit again and spread it out across the tunnel. He tried to think of a way that he could possibly make it hold air again, maintain a steady pressure, but there was no way. It was shredded. That simply wasn’t going to be an option.
 
   His head was pounding. He ached all over. He couldn’t think straight.
 
   You need to rehydrate. You’re delirious.
 
   He turned to the rhizome that coated the walls like thick, ropey vines. He took a deep breath.
 
   What did he have to lose?
 
   He reached out and touched his wrist against the rhizome, his hand shaking. He could see it pulsing again, like a gigantic and grotesque artery pumping who knew what. It was cold and supple, but not slimy as he had expected. He immediately sensed it responding to him. Impressions were coming through the link in his wrist. He detected what he thought was a formal greeting of some kind, or in machine terms, a handshaking protocol. It almost seemed like a programmed response.
 
   But Landry understood now that it wasn’t a machine. It wasn’t a tool created by the Argoni—it was alive. Not just alive, but sentient. Now the touch of his wrist against its cool skin elicited a flash of images, hundreds of them. Thousands. Too many for Landry to process.
 
   Amongst the chaos, he was somehow able to pull out clues. Piece together the puzzle.
 
   The rhizome possessed some kind of race memory. It harbored knowledge of itself that stretched back eons, like an endless pool of recollections gathered by its ancestors and passed on through time.
 
   Landry saw it all unfold before him.
 
   The Argoni and the rhizome were symbiotic. They were two separate species that had evolved together on the same world—a world with a remarkably similar atmosphere to Earth’s—hiding underground to escape the fearsome predators that had roamed the surface. Over the millennia, the physical forms of the two species had even begun to merge. The Argoni, the smaller reptile-like creatures that sprouted like plants, provided intelligence and mobility, including the ability to cover great distances and seed new hives. The rhizome, on the other hand, contributed sustenance, nurturing, and the protection of hard outer shells to the inherently weaker Argoni.
 
   Landry marveled at the strangeness of the concept, trying to imagine how two species could embark on a partnership like that, but it was beyond him. It was so alien that he could barely get his head around it.
 
   He focused on the rhizome again, and realized it could do something else. Landry saw an image of an alien world with three suns in the sky, strange plants and trees stretching up into the blue sky. He saw massive predators, something akin to Earth’s dinosaurs, ruling the surface. One particular species, with huge claws and teeth like icepicks, was equipped with a massive club on its tail, which it bashed against the soil as it searched for subterranean prey. Landry watched as it listened for vibrations through some sort of proboscis under its chin, finding an anomaly beneath its feet. It used those fearsome claws to dig, uncovering and devouring a giant snake or perhaps a worm.
 
   But the rhizome had its own defense mechanism. It was able to somehow absorb the vibrations in the soil, masking its presence. This in turn had allowed it to avoid the predators that sought to find it, keeping itself and the Argoni safe.
 
   This is why the UEM can’t locate them underground, Landry thought distantly. They’re practically invisible to ground penetrating radar.
 
   The memories evaporated, and Landry gasped. They had felt so real that he’d imagined himself hiding under the soil from those predators on that far-distant world. He could almost taste—
 
   All of these thoughts came to him in a split second, the first moment he’d brushed against the rhizome.
 
   Now something was scratching at his consciousness. He forced himself to focus.
 
   The rhizome. It was attempting to communicate with him, trying to establish a connection.
 
   It sensed something wasn’t right about him. Although Landry possessed the graft of Argoni flesh on his wrist, effectively a piece of their DNA, the rhizome could tell that there was something different about it. About him. He felt it begin to withdraw.
 
   Don’t let it go, he told himself. You need to interface with this thing if you want to survive. There’s no other way.
 
   He had to think like an Argoni. But how?
 
   He recalled the patterns he had sensed bleeding through from the Toad as it had tortured him, that strange cadence in the way it thought. He’d been able to fall into step with it before, while using the machine. Perhaps he could do it again.
 
   He concentrated, going over the pattern again and again in his mind. He tried to forget everything else. The only thing that mattered was replicating that pattern, fooling the rhizome into thinking he was something that he wasn’t.
 
   He was so close. The rhizome would obey him, he knew it would, if only he could get the pattern right.
 
   He felt a spark of excitement. He felt as though a kind of limitless power were almost within his grasp.
 
   Then the rhizome withdrew further, and a moment later he lost the link entirely.
 
   As he came back to himself, he heard a scratching sound behind him.
 
   While he’d been interrogating the rhizome, the Argoni had managed to haul itself across the floor. It was at the machine, the resin reattached to its wrist.
 
   “You dirty piece of—”
 
   Landry bounded across to it, kicked at its arm, dislodging the resin link. He gripped the shiv again, prepared to finish off the Argoni once and for all, but it was no longer breathing.
 
   The light had gone out of its eyes.
 
   Whatever it had planned to do, it had left it too late. It had died before—
 
   Landry glanced about. Something had changed in the room. It was almost as if the pressure had gone up. He worked his jaw, trying to pop his ears.
 
   Then, simultaneously, every single larva that was attached to the wall dropped off and fell to the floor.
 
   “What the . . . ?”
 
   The smallest and most fragile of them fell with a wet splat, breaking open and leaking fluid in many cases. Ruined. Further up the tunnel, however, Landry could see larger specimens had remained intact. Worse, their eyes were opening. They were slowly getting to their feet.
 
   He counted six—no, seven. Their movements were sluggish, and dribbles of fluid seeped from the places on their backs that had been connected to the rhizome. There was a surety about them, however, an intelligence. These were not helpless babes who knew nothing about the world around them.
 
   They got up and turned to Landry one by one, as if sensing his presence, then stood there staring malevolently at him. He could see in their eyes that they knew exactly who he was and what he represented.
 
   They would tear him apart if he gave them the slightest opportunity.
 
   That son of a . . . It initiated some sort of emergency release for the larvae.
 
   Landry shifted uneasily, the shiv raised before him. Although physically smaller than he was, there was something unsettling about the newly birthed Argoni, something creepy and ghoulish. They were like carbon copies of the Argoni that Landry had just killed, brimming with hatred and fury.
 
   “Back off, you ugly little critters!” he shouted, but, unsurprisingly, they did not heed his words. Instead, they turned to the rhizome and touched their wrists against it. In response, the ropey tubes began to flow over them, like rapidly spreading vines, winding over their tentacle-like arms. Their torsos. Their faces.
 
   They’re suiting up, he thought with horror. Putting on their armor.
 
   He thought of the hive in which he now stood, and wondered if this same thing might be happening elsewhere. Were these larvae hatching in the other caverns? Was he about to be trapped down here in this nightmarish pit with a hundred, or maybe a thousand, fully armored Argoni warriors?
 
   “Holy crap,” he breathed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 49
 
   PSD 29-214: 0738 hours
 
   Landry had to get out of the hive, and he had to do it in a hurry. He knew that much.
 
   However, he was still in the same predicament as before—he wasn’t going to survive out on the surface of Proc-One. Here in this regulated, Earth-like environment, the conditions of the Argoni homeworld, he could survive indefinitely.
 
   That is, if it weren’t for the legion of blood-curdling creatures who are coming to kill me right at this very moment.
 
   Down the tunnel, the Argoni were still attached to the rhizome, standing patiently as the protective black vines snaked over them and surrounded them like cocoons.
 
   The process would finish at any moment. Then they would come for him.
 
   Landry turned hurriedly and almost tripped over the dead Argoni. He gave it a sharp kick in its ruined midsection. Not because he needed to, just because it felt good to vent his frustrations on something.
 
   He knew that his trick with the acid tube wasn’t going to work against five or ten more Argoni, let alone a hundred. He needed another solution.
 
   He had to manipulate the rhizome, either to disguise himself or to use it as an extra layer of defense. Just like they did.
 
   He stepped over to the wall, thrust out his wrist again. The link with the rhizome initiated almost instantly. Once again he sensed that strange, formal greeting, but this time he adjusted his thoughts to the cadence of the Argoni immediately. The result was a far smoother transition than before, a more natural bonding that resulted in a far greater sense of immersion than he had previously experienced. He felt more in control, like he and the rhizome were not necessarily in conflict as they had been before.
 
   The link was not perfect, however. He could still sense a degree of caution in the creature, as if it could vaguely sense that, behind the mask, all was not as it seemed.
 
   And he had no idea what to do. He had no idea of how to command it.
 
   Down the tunnel, the Argoni had almost completed the metamorphosis to their cocooned state. The long tendrils of the rhizome were fluctuating in their appearance, becoming almost like liquid, then spreading and fusing with one another to form that chitinous exterior with which Landry was now all too familiar.
 
   Time was running out. He had to get this done.
 
   Think. How did you control the machine?
 
   Symbols. That was it. He needed to communicate in symbols, just as he had done when he’d freed himself from his bonds.
 
   Closing his eyes, he imagined himself in a medieval suit of armor, complete with a sword and shield in his hands. He tried to fill in the details: the shine of the steel, the strength. The way it covered him from head to toe. He pictured himself staring out of the visor, confident and strong.
 
   The rhizome seemed to withdraw, just like it had before.
 
   Nonono. Don’t do that.
 
   He looked ridiculous in the knight’s armor, he realized, like a skinny kid playing dress-ups.
 
   He could only imagine how the rhizome must be interpreting that.
 
   That wasn’t the right approach. It was far too alien for the rhizome to recognize.
 
   He tried again, imagining something far less specific. This time, he pictured himself as one of the Argoni larvae, newly fallen from the vine, his skin scaly and black, his face elongated, two black eyes set inside his skull. As he lay there, he drew around himself a protective cloak, a barrier between himself and the world outside. He could feel the warmth of it, the feeling of security. Of being home. It almost felt like—
 
   His eyes flung open, and he saw tendrils of the rhizome snaking out across his arm, across his shoulder. They expanded, began to wrap around his torso.
 
   Hold that thought, he told himself. Don’t let it slip.
 
   He closed his eyes again. In the back of his mind, he was putting together more of the information that had bled through to him from the Argoni. Mixed with that came more of the race memories, fed into him directly from the rhizome. He understood the origin of the acid now. It was created by the rhizome, the result of a chemical reaction that was instigated when the Argoni died. It was another evolutionary trait, designed to thwart predators seeking a meal. When the Argoni perished and the link of the symbiosis was broken, the acid was released by the rhizome, effectively melting both organisms into an unsavory goo that was inedible to prey.
 
   As he felt the rhizome spread down and over his legs, around his neck, he felt a moment of panic at the thought of the acid being released while he was still inside. What if the rhizome detected that he wasn’t really an Argoni, he thought, and decided to terminate the threat by smothering him in the stuff? What then?
 
   Then, you die, he thought simply.
 
   It was beginning to cover his face. He had to bite back on the urge to break free, to tear this monstrosity from his body before it could suffocate. With an immense effort, he remained steady. He allowed it to take him.
 
   Then understanding came. The rhizome was like an EVA suit for Argoni, protecting them from the elements whilst maintaining a stable environment within. Startled, he realized that the rhizome had even extended into his nostrils. He could feel it there, snug against his skin, but he was breathing perfectly. There was only one explanation. The rhizome had the ability to filter the oxygen through itself to the Argoni—or in his case the human—inside.
 
   Whether it could do this outside in the CO2 environment of Proc-One, he wasn’t sure, but he suspected it could. It was like an organic version of the OXEE. That was how the Argoni, who naturally breathed oxygen, could survive in that harsh environment outside the hive.
 
   He opened his eyes and turned his head.
 
   A gap in the rhizome had formed around his eye sockets, allowing him to see, but he could feel something covering his skin and eyes. A thin film that gave a slight tint to his vision. That resin-like substance, perhaps?
 
   He blinked, then saw that the other Argoni had completed their metamorphosis. They were coming down the tunnel toward him.
 
   A little longer, he thought frantically. Just a little longer.
 
   The rhizome was wrapping around his feet now, under them. He could no longer feel the dirt beneath his toes. It crawled over his head and down his back like snakes, sending a shiver down his spine.
 
   The Argoni were almost upon him, their footsteps thunderous.
 
   Landry felt the rhizome morphing, becoming doughy as it hugged the contours of his face, then began to harden. He felt it harden across the rest of his body.
 
   The first Argoni reached him, made that awful grating sound as it swung its arm at him.
 
   Landry ripped free of the rhizome at the last second, swinging his arms and deflecting the blow as it arced toward his face. The Argoni screamed in frustration as Landry knocked it to the side and took a faltering step toward it.
 
   He felt like he was on stilts. Controlling his limbs was difficult. Glancing down, he saw his own chitinous body and felt utterly detached from what was going on.
 
   Is this real? Am I really doing this?
 
   As he stood contemplating his situation, another Argoni clouted him from behind, knocking him off his feet. The rhizome absorbed much of the impact, but it was still enough to take his breath away. He scrambled to his feet and narrowly avoided a subsequent attack.
 
   There were more headed down the tunnel. Too many for him to take. He had to get out of the area.
 
   He barreled forward, knocking a third Argoni out of the way. The fourth snapped its wrist outward, and Landry saw a chitinous blade heading for his neck. It caught him flush, gouging out a great wad of his armor and sending him sprawling on the floor.
 
   That one did hurt, he thought.
 
   He looked up and saw the toboggan right beside him. Without pausing to consider, he grabbed HAIRI’s circuit board from the top and ripped it clear, then began to run, or, more appropriately, stumble. He felt like he was at sea with the rhizome coating his body, like he was covered in bindings that hindered every movement. He shouldered past another Argoni in his way, then tripped and fell under the blade of the next. He continued scrambling on his hands and knees.
 
   He got up and found himself moving into a darkened section of the tunnel. He had another problem. He had no idea how to get out of the hive.
 
   Up. Just keep going up.
 
   He tucked HAIRI’s board into one of the ridges of rhizome in his midriff as he careened along the tunnel like a drunkard. He could hear the others coming behind him.
 
   After a short while he saw light ahead once more, and he tried not to think about what was behind him, concentrating on the task at hand.
 
   He was entering another nursery. And he could see movement there.
 
   He burst into the cavern at full speed. He was beginning to become accustomed to the presence of the rhizome. Initially he had felt like a toddler learning to walk for the first time, but as time had passed, his footing became more assured. He was still shaky, off-balance, but improving.
 
   If he lived long enough, he might actually get the hang of this thing.
 
   The newly-birthed Argoni were milling around, seemingly confused by what was going on. Some had attached themselves to the rhizome and were beginning to metamorphose. Others had stooped to check on their smaller brethren lying dead on the floor, scraping pathetically at them with their tentacles.
 
   When Landry arrived, they suddenly became alert.
 
   Any hopes he had of fooling them with his disguise were immediately dashed. They saw through him in an instant.
 
   One of them was stupid enough to try to get in his way without its armor, and Landry steamrolled it as if it were a snail, stampeding over it and sending blood and guts squishing everywhere.
 
   “Take that, scumbag!” he whooped, although he could barely move his mouth inside the rhizome, and it came out as “Tmm hmm, hmmhgg!” Then he was into the next tunnel and surrounded by darkness once again.
 
   The tunnel branched out and began to descend, so he backtracked and tried the next one. On his way he encountered one of his pursuers, slamming it in the chest and avoiding its grasp as he broke free again.
 
   In the next cavern, more of the Toads were waiting.
 
   The ones here were more organized. Perhaps they’d been given warning somehow. He couldn’t be sure. All he knew was that there were almost a dozen armored Argoni here, forming up into a barricade of sorts.
 
   Landry didn’t slow down. He couldn’t. He was dead if he stopped.
 
   He screamed as he bore down on the nearest Toad. As it reached for him, he gripped its arm, swinging it around. He put everything he had into it—all of his pent up fury, his grief for Freida and their unborn child, for Gus, for the whole god-awful war. Suddenly, he felt monstrously strong, like he could lift mountains. He swung the Argoni so hard that it was lifted from his feet. He swung the thing like a baseball bat, scattering his attackers like ninepins. At some point the arm broke off, and he continued to swing it at anything within reach.
 
   He realized he’d been screaming the whole time. The Argoni seemed to fall back, hesitant, as if they’d never seen anything like it before.
 
   He stumbled his way out of the cavern, kept heading up. He bashed his way through more of the Argoni waiting for him in the next cavern. This time they almost snared him. His strength had given out as his fury waned. He knew he might not make it much further.
 
   He found a ledge in his path and scaled it.
 
   Was this the place where I fell on my way down? Am I near the surface?
 
   Miraculously, a shimmering yellow film appeared across the tunnel ahead, and he realized that he was right. This had to be the exit.
 
   He plunged through the film, and as he began to scramble up the incline, the boulder above moved aside. He waited for maybe five excruciating seconds as the boulder rotated, sure that his pursuers would catch him.
 
   Then he was outside, back on the surface of Proc-One. There was no sound of the Argoni behind him yet. He’d opened up a lead on them, it seemed.
 
   He stood panting and took a moment to gather his bearings. The dawn of Procyon had just arrived, the first rays of sunlight slanting across the landscape. There were no immediate threats that he could see. No bad guys.
 
   If he could somehow make it 300 clicks west, he would reach the outpost.
 
   But there was a problem, he realized. He could sense the rhizome starting to withdraw from him again, in the same fashion as the first time he had tried to bond with it. He had fooled it for a time, but at some point, his guard had slipped. He steadied himself, tried desperately to reign it in, but he was fighting a losing battle.
 
   Within a minute or two he was going to be exposed to Proc-One’s atmosphere. He was going to die.
 
   He couldn’t go back inside the hive. Not with those things hunting him. They would recapture him, probably force him back into the torture chair and begin experimenting on him again.
 
   Only, they wouldn’t underestimate him this time. They wouldn’t give him another chance to escape.
 
   He looked about desperately for ideas. He could see the remnants of the scout on the ridge, but knew it wouldn’t do him any good. If only he could—
 
   There. Something was glinting in the early morning sun, over toward the array. For a moment he thought it was a part of the array tower, an angular piece of metal that had caught the sunlight, but then the shimmer diminished.
 
   It was the windshield of a vehicle that was crawling slowly across the terrain, turning in an arc. As he watched, he saw another section of it flash in the sunlight as it changed direction.
 
   It was a ground scout, possibly a mudhopper.
 
   Someone had come to investigate the array.
 
   This is it. My last and only chance of making it out of here alive.
 
   Landry’s heart surged, and he began to run.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 50
 
   PSD 29-214: 0203 hours
 
   Cait wandered the empty corridors for an hour, maybe even two. She was listless, unable to calm her nerves after the day she’d just endured. After initially heading for her apartment, she’d realized that she couldn’t abide the thought of returning there. She knew that she would get no rest if she lay down to sleep in the dark stillness of her room, that thoughts of Fraxa and Landry would have free reign to occupy her mind.
 
   So instead, she just walked. Late at night there was no one to bother her as she roamed, and she found that she could simply let her mind drift as she shuffled from place to place.
 
   She had no destination in mind, no route to follow, but in time she somehow ended up back at the doors to the workshop.
 
   I must be going crazy, she thought to herself, staring uncertainly at them. She considered moving on, but she somehow felt compelled to enter.
 
   Something told her that it was the only place she might find solace tonight.
 
   She thumbed the bio-door and went through.
 
   Even before her eyes adjusted to the gloom, the familiar scent of the workshop hit her nostrils—a combination of grease, scored metal, and the arcjet vapor that was literally soaked into the walls.
 
   It almost brought a smile to her face.
 
   She checked her watch. It was a little after midnight. The other Optechs wouldn’t be showing up for hours yet.
 
   She made her way over to her desk and slumped into the chair, then flicked on the desk lamp. Things were just as she’d left them a few hours before—the omni-devices stacked in one corner, the work list sitting ready for the day ahead. Movement caught her eye from below, and she reached for the aluminum trash can beside the desk. Inside was a stack of junk she’d cleared out earlier, and something was flickering.
 
   She reached in and pulled out the digital photo frame she’d been carrying during the day, the one that belonged to Landry. For what must have been the hundredth time, she saw Landry kissing the redhead with that goofy smile plastered on his face.
 
   She felt a pang of guilt.
 
   So that’s it for Landry, huh? Swept into the garbage like so much trash.
 
   She hadn’t meant to throw the photo away. At least, she didn’t think she had. It had simply ended up lost in the clutter, and when she’d dumped the rubbish it had inadvertently gone with it.
 
   Kinda poetic. Isn’t this pretty much what happened to Landry himself? Got himself in the wrong place at the wrong time and ended up being cast aside?
 
   She felt her cheeks flush with shame.
 
   She knew. Out of all the people here at the outpost, she was the only one who knew Landry was still alive out there. Or perhaps that wasn’t entirely true. Administrator Barakula knew. She’d seen it in his eyes when she’d told him about the SOS. He’d understood the situation perfectly well but was only interested in profit margins. He was only interested in turning the whole incident into a grab for cash.
 
   It was that apathy that was eating at Cait. The apathy of this entire outpost, the fact that no one seemed to care that Landry and his pilot were in need of help.
 
   And that was the crux of the matter. Until yesterday, Landry had been nothing more than an obstacle in the way of her climbing the ladder. Then, as she’d begun to gather his belongings, sort out his affairs, she’d uncovered much more. She’d found a real human being underneath. She couldn’t just pretend that he meant nothing, that no one would miss him. And she couldn’t pretend that the rules and regulations of the outpost were standing in the way of her helping. They weren’t fair, she knew. Look at how they’d treated Fraxa, for example.
 
   You should clean up this stuff and just get on with your life. You got your promotion. You’re on the path to success.
 
   She thought of the way Fraxa had looked at her with such admiration. Would that Cait, the one Fraxa believed in, care more about a job than a human life?
 
   Then, she saw her father’s face in her mind, his disapproving glare. His voice telling her she’d never make it out here.
 
   She thought of how much she’d always wanted to prove him wrong.
 
   Is this how you wanted to show dad what you were made of? she thought bitterly. By ratting out your workmates, backstabbing and manipulating your way up the ladder?
 
   I thought you wanted to be the best Optech this side of Alpha Centauri.
 
   “I didn’t manipulate anything,” she told herself. “I earned this promotion on my own merit.”
 
   Yeah, you earned it. That’s why Dodge gave you the job right after he got through patting you on the back for spilling your guts about Landry. And Barakula, standing behind him, obviously having told him about how much money they could make by leaving Landry and the pilot out there to rot.
 
   Quite a coincidence how that all worked out, huh?
 
   All of a sudden, her skin was crawling. She felt an intense wave of loathing, not just for herself, but for the whole outpost. For the fact that no one seemed to care.
 
   What have I done? I’ve spent all this time trying to prove dad wrong, and it’s brought me nothing but misery. It’s turned me into a person I don’t even recognize anymore.
 
   Fraxa’s words came back to her: I wish there were more like you.
 
   How would the girl feel if she knew Cait had let an innocent man die out in the wasteland?
 
   Cait thought about her father again, and she realized that she’d been wrong all this time. She hadn’t proven anything by running all this way to Proc-One, and she sure wasn’t going to prove anything by simply being a supervisor.
 
   She had to return to Earth, face up to him. Show him the woman that she’d grown into. Prove it to his face what she could do. Talk to him, make him listen.
 
   Shaking, she checked her wristwatch again. There were approximately five hours until Procyon A dawned in the east. If she went to the hangar, took one of the mudhoppers and drove toward the sun, she could reach the array tower by dawn. She could finally put this thing to rest. Whether she found Landry or not, she could at least live with the fact that she’d tried, that she hadn’t left him out there to die.
 
   She wouldn’t have his shadow hanging over her for the rest of her life. She could look Fraxa in the eye and know that the admiration she saw there was deserved, because Cait Underwood wasn’t the kind of person who would let another human being die simply because she couldn’t be bothered to help.
 
   After checking on Landry, she would come back to the base. They’d charge her for leaving the outpost without authorization, she knew, and probably ship her back to Earth.
 
   That was fine. That was exactly what she wanted. Even if they didn’t throw the book at her, she would leave of her own volition, and she would take Fraxa with her. She would take responsibility for the child and see her returned to her grandmother back home.
 
   She was finished with Proc-One. She was going to leave here and never come back.
 
   She suddenly felt elated, like a great burden had been tossed from her back. She was finally free of the negativity that had consumed her all these years. She was ready to start again, turn over a new leaf.
 
   With a final glance around the workshop, she headed to the door and then proceeded toward the hangar.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 51
 
   PSD 29-214: 0759 hours
 
   Cait watched Procyon A appear over the horizon. Out in the wasteland, far from the outpost, there was a certain serenity about the place. A peacefulness that she found oddly appealing. She’d never driven out there on her own before, and she wondered if perhaps that was why she felt that way. Maybe it was simply the fact that she’d had four or five hours alone with her own thoughts, time to contemplate what she was doing.
 
   She came to a dip in the terrain and swung the mudhopper to the right to avoid a large boulder. The vehicle jostled and bounced as it slammed across the dirt, then roared as it powered up the other side of the gully. The mudhopper really ate up the clicks. It was the most versatile of the Groundswell vehicles, a modernization of the old dune buggy design, with an enclosed cabin and a storage area at the rear for hauling equipment and rock samples. It was built to handle rough terrain, with a mean set of adjustable coilover shocks, aircraft grade aluminum rims and 3-ply casings on the tires. In fact, despite their high usage, Cait rarely saw mudhoppers turn up in the workshop for anything other than a tune-up. They were built like tanks.
 
   Although the mudhopper maintained its own environment within the cabin, she’d donned an EVA suit before leaving the hangar, just to make sure. After all, she’d come out there to rescue Landry. To do that, she would have to exit the vehicle at some point. Plus, it was a standard safety procedure. If the mudhopper were to roll down an embankment and the windshield cracked, she would be in a whole world of hurt without an EVA suit.
 
   She was feeling somewhat reckless, but not that reckless.
 
   The array tower was just ahead, starkly outlined against the dawn. She glanced around, searching for any sign of the Himura Seagull that Landry and his pilot had stolen from the hangar. It would be easy to spot if they’d landed it there, shiny and white against the terrain.
 
   If they landed it here, she reminded herself. There’s no guarantee they ever came this way.
 
   She slowed the mudhopper as she neared the tower. There was no sign of a hab-tent deployed or any other indication that Landry or his pilot had tried to make camp there. She drove the vehicle in an arc, surveying the perimeter. She could see footprints around the base of the structure, but they didn’t necessarily belong to Landry. Given the right weather conditions, particularly a lull in wind activity, footprints could remain visible for several weeks. The prints might have been left by a previous maintenance crew who had been working on the array.
 
   She stopped the mudhopper, craning her neck. There was certainly nothing obvious around the tower to indicate Landry had been here. A part of her had almost expected to find his body here, crumpled pathetically against a boulder or the tower itself, his oxygen supply having long given out. Maybe that would have at least given her some closure, she thought. She could—
 
   She stopped, staring up at a nearby ridge. Something was glinting up there, an object she hadn’t noticed before. Perhaps it had been hidden by shadow, and the steadily rising Procyon A had only just risen high enough for it to catch the light.
 
   It was a ship, she realized, although it looked too small to be the Seagull. She thought she recognized part of the VTOL assembly there. Perhaps it was only the back end she was seeing, with the front end buried by sand.
 
   She put the mudhopper into reverse, scanned the ridge to locate a path she could follow up to investigate.
 
   Then something else caught her eye, away from the ridge. Something was out there. Something was running toward her, across the flat toward the east.
 
   She hadn’t noticed the movement in the glare of the sunlight, and they had come close enough for her to make out a few details.
 
   For a moment, her heart leapt. She felt for sure that it was Landry.
 
   Then a ball of ice settled in her stomach.
 
   It wasn’t Landry.
 
   It wasn’t even human.
 
   It was one of the Argoni, a vile, hulking black creature that lumbered across the sand in great strides toward her.
 
   She cried out involuntarily, shoved the mudhopper into gear, spun the wheels as she tried to get away.
 
   The thing was fast. It leapt across boulders and anything else that was in its way, and as she picked up speed, it changed course to intercept the mudhopper.
 
   No doubt about it, she thought. It was coming for her.
 
   Panicked, she kept glancing out the window at it as it closed in, and as a result, she did not see the large boulder looming before her until it was too late. She swerved, slamming against the edge of the rock, and the mudhopper ground to a halt. Panting, she reversed again, extricating herself from the boulder, then gunned forward.
 
   But it was too late. The Argoni leapt, flying through the air as the mudhopper picked up velocity, landing on the hood so heavily that the whole vehicle rocked. Cait screamed and began veering left and right in an attempt to dislodge it, but the Argoni had dug in tight. It wasn’t letting go.
 
   She jammed her foot on the accelerator, driving altogether too fast considering she couldn’t see where she was going. They dropped into a gully, the mudhopper groaning as it jarred against the bottom and then thundered up the other side.
 
   Still the Argoni clung to the hood.
 
   Something was happening to it, she realized. It was shrinking, or transforming. Peeling its outer skin, revealing sickly, pale flesh beneath.
 
   Was that . . . was that a person under there, she thought? Was that Landry?
 
   Is that thing eating him?
 
   She jammed on the brakes. The thing looked at her then, and she could see that it was him. It was Landry. He wore no EVA suit, and in fact looked almost naked. He was staring at her, opening and closing his mouth, his face turning blue as he suffocated in Proc-One’s toxic atmosphere.
 
   He reached for her.
 
   Am I really going out there? With that thing crawling all over Landry?
 
   The black creature, or whatever it was, had withdrawn more. Landry had almost become fully visible now, as if it had tried to eat him and then decided to spit him out instead. It writhed, amorphous and grotesque, and attached itself to the mudhopper, spreading across the hood like a ropey, misshapen black spider web.
 
   Landry’s eyes had become glazed. He was about to pass out.
 
   Cait glanced beside her, pulled a wrench from the storage bay in the back seat, then opened the door. She got out and ran around to the front of the hood. The black creature had stopped moving, and sat there, splayed out across the mudhopper, seemingly dormant. Cait dodged forward and cracked the wrench against the hood, hoping to scare it away, but it didn’t so much as flinch. She tried again with the same result.
 
   “Gah!” she muttered, slipping the wrench onto a hook on her EVA suit. She reached for Landry, linking one of his arms over her shoulder, then dragged him around to the passenger side of the mudhopper. She opened the door and bundled him inside, then circled around the other side and got behind the wheel again.
 
   She hit the button for rapid environment stabilization, and the cabin hissed as it filled with oxygen.
 
   “Landry?” she said, reaching over and slapping him with her gloved hand. “Landry, are you with me? What’s going on?”
 
   Landry lay still for a moment, comatose, then convulsed and dry retched. Startled, he glanced around as if he had no idea where he was.
 
   “Cait,” he gasped. “What the . . . what are you doing here?”
 
   “Yeah, you’re welcome,” she said sourly, but she couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “Where did you come from?”
 
   “I came looking for you, you idiot,” she said. “Do you think I came out here to watch the sunrise?”
 
   Landry began to draw himself up in his seat. “No, I—”
 
   “And what exactly is that thing on the hood? Where’s your EVA suit? How are you still alive?”
 
   He struggled for breath as he tried to reply, and it was only then that she noticed what a mess he was. There were rivulets of dried blood all over his body, and patches where his skin was worn away, revealing raw flesh beneath. And one of his arms was horribly disfigured, marked with several deep wounds, and a patch of skin at his wrist seemed to have turned black and necrotic.
 
   “Landry, what the . . . ?” she said. “I mean it, man. How are you still alive?”
 
   “Cait,” he said, glancing outside fearfully, craning his neck, “don’t worry about that now.”
 
   “We need to get the first aid kit before those wounds get infected—”
 
   “I’ve got a lot to tell you,” he said, turning back to her, “but right now we need to get out of here. We need to go.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because they’re coming, Cait. I’ve seen things. I know things. The Argoni are coming.”
 
   She glanced about, confused. “What Argoni?”
 
   He looked at her, and something in his eyes sent a chill down her spine. She saw within him an unfathomable sense of fear, as if he’d witnessed horrors that he couldn’t even begin to describe. After a moment he turned away, toward the expanse of wasteland that surrounded them, and when he spoke, his voice was as hollow and desolate as the world outside the mudhopper.
 
   “All of them.”
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