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      “The universe is not for man alone, but is a theatre of evolution for all living beings. Live and let live is its guiding principle.”


    

    
      - Virchand Rhagavji Gandhi
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  THE LANDER

  
  




Sam opened his eyes, then squeezed them shut again, overwhelmed by painfully bright light. He waited a few seconds then opened them more cautiously, peering upwards through slitted eyelids to see that the light came through a small, square window set barely an inch or two above his nose.

Waking felt like surfacing from a long, deep dive into an ocean, as if he’d slept a thousand years. He discerned somewhat groggily that the window was set into a flat expanse of burnished metal.

He tried to lift a hand and press it against the glass, only to feel it bump against the same metal ceiling into which the window was set. Twisting his head from side to side revealed walls made from that same, silver-grey metal pressing in close against his shoulders.

It was unpleasantly like being trapped inside a coffin. Or maybe, Sam thought with a lurch of terror, it was a coffin.

And that raised the question of how he’d wound up here when he’d been…

Where had he been?

The last thing he remembered, he had been walking through a crowded street market in some Asian city composed of slab-like conurbs, their rooftops obscured by low clouds. The air had smelled of kimchi and spiced tofu, and he recalled how close and warm and humid the air had been, and how his shirt stuck to the small of his back in the sweltering late evening heat.

And now he was here, wherever the hell here was, without any clear sense of how he had got from one place to the other. And if not for the—sunlight?—streaming through that tiny window, he’d have had every reason to think he’d been buried alive.

The thought filled him with a kind of despair he’d never before experienced. Sam pushed his hands hard against the lid of the coffin—if coffin it was—in his desperation to escape.

The lid felt cool and hard and utterly unmovable.

This can’t be happening.

It had to be a dream, if an unpleasantly vivid one. Who, after all, could possibly want to put him through such a terrifying ordeal? He had made enemies back in the refugee camps—it would have been hard not to. But to do this to him…? This was insane.

Then he tried to swallow, only to discover that something was jammed deep into his throat, forcing his jaws apart. He started to hyperventilate, but managed, with some considerable effort and a lot of twisting around, to worm one hand up between his chest and the lid of the coffin to his mouth. His fingertips brushed what felt like a corrugated tube extending from between his jaws before curling, so far as he could judge, around the back of his head.

He came very close, then, to losing himself entirely to panic. He gagged as if he were choking. Managing to hook two fingers around the tube, he violently twisted his head from side to side, working the tube free. Its rough texture scraped against his tongue and the roof of his mouth as he kept tugging at it.

At last, coughing and gasping and his heart pounding so furiously he feared it might burst from his ribcage, the tube slid all the way out and fell to one side. For a few moments, Sam lost himself to a coughing fit.

Was the air getting warmer, he wondered? How long did he have before it ran out? How—?

The fingers of his other hand found something that felt like a latch or switch set into one wall of the coffin. As soon as he touched it, the lid swung upwards along one side with a faint hiss of hydraulics.

Strange, alien smells rushed in on Sam, carried on a wave of humid heat. He sat upright with a lurch, greedily sucking at air that tasted warm and sticky and blinking furiously in brilliant sunlight. Looking down, he saw that he was naked, a catheter clipped to his penis, while further investigation revealed a second catheter snaking out from between his buttocks.

He pulled both of them free, one after the other, swearing under his breath at the discomfort. Then he levered himself over the side of the coffin and onto the ground, stalks of grass pressing against his naked flesh.

His panic slowly subsided, replaced by short-lived elation. He was free…but where was he?

Licking lips that were dry and gummy, Sam looked up to see smoke trailing overhead. He swallowed, his throat still painfully raw from the breathing tube, and tasted gritty ash carried on a breeze.

Looking around revealed that he was in a wooded glade. Except the trees all around him were quite unlike any trees he’d seen before: they resembled trees insofar as they had upright trunks and branches that spread horizontally, but starting from a point a few meters above the ground their trunks bristled with sharp-looking spines. And the colours of the leaves were…wrong, somehow.

Nor, he now discovered, was the grass on which he sprawled any kind of grass he had seen before. In texture and appearance, it looked and felt more like woven matting.

The surprises didn’t stop there. He stared, baffled, at his hands. They were pink and baby-soft, the hands of a teenager or a man in his early twenties—not a man approaching middle-age. His belly was flat and firm in a way it hadn’t been since at least his mid-twenties. Newly youthful skin stretched over smooth musculature.

Then another memory came to him and with it a vague fragment of purpose: he had been looking for someone in that city of conurbs. But as to who, he had no idea. All he knew was that nothing mattered more than finding them…whoever they were.

An insect—or rather, some hallucinatory abstraction of an insect—buzzed past him on wide gossamer wings. Sam stared after it, watching as it darted between the weird-looking trees and out of sight.

Then he tried and failed to stand upright. He felt as weak as a newborn, as if his muscles were unused to the simplest of tasks. It took three consecutive attempts before he was finally able to stand upright, albeit somewhat unsteadily, and black dots edged his vision for several minutes after.

He became aware of the harsh whine of a drill and the clatter of what sounded like machinery from somewhere out of sight amidst the trees. Looking around, he saw more coffin-like boxes identical to his own scattered all across the glade. Including his own, Sam counted fifteen. All but one stood open and empty.

Hearing a metallic click, Sam glanced down in time to see a drawer slide out from one side of the coffin from which he had emerged. It contained what looked like clothing. Shaking it out, he found underwear, soft but durable-looking slip-on shoes, and a light brown jumpsuit.

After a moment’s hesitation, he pulled the clothes on. His hands shook as he pulled up the zip on the front of the jumpsuit. It was enough to calm his nerves a little.

Turning in an unsteady circle, Sam tried to figure out from which direction the sound of machinery came. Then he glimpsed one corner of what might be a building past some bushes that appeared blackened by fire: their branches dripped with foam, while the column of black smoke he had earlier seen rose up above the trees from some point beyond them.

Sam made to move towards the building, hoping he might find someone there who could tell him where he was, and why. Then he hesitated, catching sight of a face through the window of the only coffin that remained sealed.

It occurred to him that coffin probably wasn’t the right word for them: they looked more like emergency medical pods of the type used to evacuate critical patients from war zones, their exteriors partly hidden beneath a myriad of tubes and life-support mechanisms.

Peering through the unopened pod’s window, Sam saw the face of a young Asian woman, a ribbed plastic tube extending from between her jaws. Her eyes were closed as if in sleep.

He tried banging on the lid. Her eyelids flickered, but she showed no signs of awakening. He tried feeling around the edges of the lid, hoping he might find some way to open it from the outside, but without success.

In that instant, Sam became sure he was being watched. Looking over his shoulder, back in the direction of the half-burned bushes, he was startled to see a young man—a boy, really—wearing a jumpsuit identical to his own. The boy leaned out from behind a fire-blackened tree trunk and started when he saw Sam looking his way.

‘Hey!’ Sam yelled, raising a hand.

The boy turned without a word and darted back towards the building and out of sight.

Sam set off after him. He couldn’t manage much more than a weak, stumbling jog that set the blood roaring in his ears. Rounding the smouldering remains of a bush, he very nearly collided with a construction robot similar to the ones he’d once used to build refugee camps.

The machine stood almost two meters tall, with half a dozen flexible limbs that gave it the appearance of a mechanized octopus. Several of its limbs grasped a canister and hose, from which it sprayed chemical foam onto blackened trees.

Sam backed away, not wanting to get hit by the foam spray, and stumbled up against a tree.

He caught movement from out of the corner of one eye and turned to see a spider the size of his hand clinging to the trunk, just inches from his face. He stumbled away from the tree with a yell, then stopped to stare at the thing.

It wasn’t a spider, he saw now…but what it might be was a lot harder to say. It resembled a starfish more than anything else. Except, so far as Sam knew, starfish didn’t climb trees.

He turned, hearing voices from the direction of the building. The boy Sam had seen moments before reappeared, now accompanied by four others, none of them looking older than their late teens or early twenties. All wore the same style and colour of jumpsuit.

Was it possible, Sam wondered, that they were the ones responsible for locking him inside a medical pod?

In which case, he thought, maybe they were coming to put him back inside it.

He backed away, wondering if he had the strength to make a run for it. Perhaps if he could find his way to a road he could flag down a car. Or—

Turning to flee, he crashed straight into a young Asian woman coming the other way. She let out a scream, her eyes wide and terrified.

He saw then it was the girl from the last unopened pod. It seemed he had managed to wake her after all. She had been in the act of zipping up her jumpsuit when he had very nearly knocked her to the ground.

‘Please,’ she asked in heavily accented English, her voice trembling so hard she could hardly get the words out, ‘where am I?’

‘You’re the last two,’ said a voice from behind them.

Sam turned. The first boy—the same one he’d seen watching him—had come to a halt a few paces short of them. He was short, with pale, straw-coloured hair, and eyes that darted here and there as if never quite sure where to settle. His companions hung back a little, regarding both Sam and the girl with a mixture of curiosity and fear.

‘Who the hell are you?’ demanded Sam.

‘Joshua Fuchs,’ said the first boy. ‘And you?’

‘I…Sam Newman.’ He regarded Joshua with uncertainty. ‘What am I doing here, Joshua?’

‘Jesus,’ said one of the other boys, his tone reproachful. ‘Doesn’t anybody know a damned thing?’

Joshua shrugged. ‘Can’t tell you, Sam. We were all kind of hoping maybe you could tell us why we’re here.’

Sam looked at the girl by his side, then back at Joshua. ‘Why would you think I’d know?’

‘Because you’re the last to wake up,’ Joshua explained. ‘And none of the rest of us knows why any of us are here.’ He nodded to the girl. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Sun Ae Sok,’ the girl replied, her voice still trembling and her arms wrapped tight around her shoulders despite the heat. She didn’t look older than twenty or twenty-one.

‘How about you, Sun?’ Joshua asked. ‘Can you tell us where we are? And why?’

She shook her head. ‘The last thing I remember, I was asleep on a long-haul flight to Vancouver.’

Joshua grimaced. ‘Join the club. The last thing I remember until a couple of hours ago was sitting in my office in Geneva.’

Sam swallowed. ‘So there were people in the other coff—I mean, the other pods? Who are they?’

Joshua shrugged. ‘Sure. They’re all sorts. And as far as any of us know we’re supposed to be anywhere but here.’ He cast a look around and shrugged. ‘Wherever the hell this is.’

‘How many people?’ asked Sun.

‘Fifteen altogether,’ Joshua said to her, ‘including you two, now you’re awake.’

No, thought Sam. It had to be some kind of trick. He pushed a hand through hair that was thicker than it had any right to be. ‘There has to be—’

‘An explanation?’ Joshua finished for him. ‘I’m sure there is. But we haven’t found it yet.’

‘All right,’ said Sam, ‘in that case, do any of you have a phone? Online access? Or even some idea what part of the world we’re in?’

‘Nope,’ said one of the others, stepping closer. ‘No phones, and no damn idea.’

‘What about that building back there?’ asked Sam, nodding past them. ‘What’s in there?’

Joshua frowned. ‘Building…?’

‘I think he means the lander,’ said one of the others.

‘Right.’ Joshua nodded. ‘Easy mistake to make, I guess.’ He turned back the way he’d come, signalling to Sam and Sun to follow. ‘Come see.’

Sam hesitated at first, then followed Joshua past the blackened trees, Sun trailing behind. When he glanced back at her, he saw that her lips were compressed into a thin line, her gaze constantly darting around like she was utterly terrified.

Which, on reflection, she had every right to be.

They passed out of the trees and into a wide clearing in the forest. Sam saw, at last, that what he’d taken for the corner of a building was instead part of a huge, fat-bellied aircraft with oddly stubby wings. It was easily forty meters in length, its wingspan casting long shadows over the not-quite-grass.

And judging by the black smoke billowing up from its rear, it had suffered a very bad landing. Foam had been liberally sprayed all over its fuselage as well as most of the nearest trees.

Then Sam looked again and realized it wasn’t precisely an aircraft after all.

‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘It looks like—’

‘A spaceship,’ said one of the two boys who had accompanied Joshua. ‘Specifically, an orbit-to-ground lander, but not of a kind I’ve seen before. We think something went wrong when it tried to land, and it crashed against some boulders over on its far side.’

‘The fire had mostly burnt itself out by the time I woke up in my own pod,’ said Joshua. ‘But it must have been pretty hairy when it first got going.’

Sam nodded, too numb at the sight to think of anything much to say. A couple more construction robots, identical to the first but armed with cutting torches, clambered around a part of the craft’s upper hull, where a long gash had been torn.

Sam felt an insistent pressure building up somewhere behind his eyes and pressed one hand to the side of his head. Dizziness washed over him.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Sun, sounding concerned.

‘I’m fine. I just…’ He shook his head.

‘Feeling okay?’ asked Joshua.

‘All this is just a little…overwhelming.’

Joshua nodded, his expression sympathetic. ‘Trust me when I say I know exactly what you mean.’

Sam stumbled after him, and they made their way past the lander and over to the far side of the clearing. A number of other boys and a few girls sat or stood together on the not-grass. They all wore the same brown jumpsuits. He wondered if they were as young as they looked, or if like him they had woken up to find themselves staring at smooth-skinned hands and unexpectedly flat bellies…

One, a round-faced girl with blond hair and skin so pale it was almost translucent, sat red-eyed and sobbing, while others had the faraway blank expressions of people dealing with varying levels of shock. A few sat together in a tight cluster separate from the rest, facing each other and talking quietly but animatedly.

All of them turned to look at Sam and Sun as they approached, and the conversation gave way to silence.

‘Hey!’ A broad-shouldered boy with light bronze skin and a panicked expression stood up quickly, his face full of desperate hope. ‘Do they know anything?’

‘Not a thing,’ Joshua replied with a wry shake of the head. The boy—if boy he was—sat back down with a defeated look on his face.

They came to a halt. ‘Who are you people?’ asked Sun, her voice quivering. ‘Did you bring us here?’

A thin-faced blond kid with deep-set eyes laughed sourly.

‘All I can tell you is my commanding officer’s gonna kill me when he finds out I’m AWOL,’ said another boy, tall and muscled with dark hair, squatting on the ground and pulling up the not-grass with his fingers.

‘So you’re military?’ Sam asked the boy. ‘US?’

The kid nodded. ‘I was driving back to base in Wichita and stopped at a motel for the night. Next thing I know I’m in one of those fucking boxes back there.’ He squinted at Sam. ‘You?’

‘Civilian,’ said Sam. ‘But I worked with the US Army from time to time, mostly in Korea after the war.’ Some of the tension in his chest loosened: it was good to talk about something real and familiar, like the words were anchors in a sea of unreality.

‘Korea?’ asked one of Wichita’s companions. ‘You fought in the war?’

Sam shook his head. ‘Civilian. Admin stuff, after the North surrendered.’

‘Admin stuff?’ the same kid asked. ‘What does that even mean?’

‘The UN put me in charge of North Pyongyang province following the surrender,’ Sam replied.

‘Seriously?’ said Joshua, looking back at him. ‘How did you wind up doing that?’

‘I used to work as an advisor in conflict resolution,’ Sam explained, once again relieved to talk about something real. ‘I helped set up refugee camps in Malaysia and elsewhere, and that led to them giving me the job after the war ended. It was temporary, until the new government was in place.’

‘I have a more important question,’ said a gangly-limbed Asian boy who had stood at Sam’s approach. ‘What’s the last thing you remember before you woke in your pod?’ The boy nodded to Sun. ‘I’d like to ask you the same question, Miss.’

‘I was on a plane to Canada,’ said Sun.

‘I was in…’ At last, the memory floated up from the depths of Sam’s memory. ‘Taipei.’

‘Taipei? As in Taiwan?’ said the kid with deep-set eyes. ‘That’s where I was, too. Last I remember, anyway.’

Sam regarded him with curiosity. Maybe there was a connection there, something that might explain how the two of them had wound up in this place. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

The kid’s expression grew suddenly wary. ’Who wants to know?’

‘Sam Newman.’

The kid shrugged in acknowledgement. ‘Vic Traynor.’

Vic Traynor.

Like a sluice gate opening, the rest of Sam’s memories came flooding back, including the fact he’d taken a sabbatical from work just when they needed him the most—and all so he could find a man with that very name.

But this couldn’t possibly be the same Vic Traynor who’d been behind Jahaar’s murder. This was some kid barely out of his teens, if even—

Sam looked down again at his smooth and unblemished hands.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ Traynor scowled.

’Sorry,’ said Sam, dropping his hands back to his sides. ‘I’m…a little disoriented.’

Traynor eyeballed him, then turned to the girl on his left, muttering something Sam didn’t catch.

‘As are we all,’ said the Asian boy.

Sam turned to him. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Disoriented,’ he explained, extending one hand with a nervous smile. ‘It’s hardly surprising given our circumstances.’

Sam reached out tentatively and shook his hand. Probably he wasn’t really a kid, after all, but how could he be sure?

‘Kim Hanh Banh.’ The Asian maybe-kid took his hand back and pressed it against his chest. ‘I’ve been speaking to everyone as soon as they wake up. I’m hoping I can find some causative correlation to explain how we all came to be here.’

He talked, thought Sam, as if the fact of them being stranded in the middle of nowhere next to a burning wreck constituted little more than an intellectual puzzle to be solved. ‘So you’re looking for some connection between us all?’

Kim nodded. ‘If one exists, I haven’t found it yet.’ He flashed another nervous smile, as if afraid Sam might somehow blame him for their predicament.

‘And what about that thing?’ Sam gestured towards the lander. With the robots crawling all over the gash in its hull like so many mechanized scavengers, it resembled the gutted corpse of some forest behemoth. ‘Did we come here aboard that?’

‘Presumably,’ said Kim.

Sam looked at him. ‘You mean you don’t know?’

‘We all woke up in those pods, same as you did. We know as much as you do.’

‘What about inside the lander?’ Sam asked in a rush of agitation. ‘Maybe there’s information on its flight deck we can use.’

‘We haven’t been able to get very far inside it,’ said a girl sitting next to the kid who might, or might not, be the same Vic Traynor he’d been looking for. ‘If there’s a crew in there, they haven’t shown their faces.’

‘I still don’t think there is a crew,’ said someone else. ‘A bird like that can probably fly on automatic.’

‘There’s a lowered ramp that leads inside a cargo bay,’ Kim explained, ‘but that’s as far inside as anyone’s been able to get. There’s a door leading further in, but nobody’s been able to find a way through it.’

‘Yeah, but where are we?’ someone else shouted. ‘How about that for the biggest fucking question of the day?’

Kim ignored the question. ‘Can you tell me the date?’ he asked Sam.

Sam stared at him, puzzled. ‘28th of August. Why?’

‘And the year?’

‘Oh, come on—!’

‘Please,’ said Kim. ‘Humour me.’

‘2050. Happy?’

Kim nodded thoughtfully. ‘Yes, thank you.’

Something about the question unnerved Sam. ‘How about the rest of you?’ he asked, looking around at them all. ‘How long has it been since you woke up?’

‘I was the first,’ replied a tall, fragile-looking Indian man who sat cross-legged next to a rock. His accent was American, with a slight Californian lilt. ‘I’d estimate that was half a day ago,  judging by the sun’s movement. The day as it’s locally measured, of course.’

‘What’s your name?’ asked Sam.

‘Amit.’

Half a day. Had they really all been sitting around that long without doing anything? ‘How about getting something organized,’ Sam asked, ‘so we can at least figure out some answers?’

‘We’re taking care of that,’ said Traynor, indicating the half-dozen men and women clustered around him.

Sam regarded him with unease. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ he said, ‘but nobody looks like they’re doing a great deal of anything.’

‘You only just woke up,’ Traynor replied. ‘You don’t know what we’ve been doing.’

‘Fine,’ said Sam, ‘then what about shelter, water and food? If we don’t know where we are, those are going to be our main priorities, in that order. I used to run refugee camps, so believe me when I say I’ve got a pretty good idea how to—’

‘I already told you not to worry about it,’ said Traynor, cutting him off.

A skinny black kid, with a wary, unsettled expression and grey, piercing eyes, listened to all of this with an angry scowl. ‘You know what,’ he said, stepping closer to Traynor, ‘I am sick and tired of hearing you say how you’ll take care of everything like someone put you in charge!’

‘I didn’t see you doing much,’ Traynor shot back.

‘I agree with Ethan,’ said the broad-shouldered boy. ‘You’ve been shooting your mouth off from the moment you climbed out of your damn pod, Vic, but I’m not seeing much happening.’

The black kid stepped closer to Traynor, his hands curling into fists at his sides. Sam quickly moved towards him and extended a hand. ‘Ethan, right?’

Ethan blinked, taken aback. ‘Uh…yeah.’

‘Good to meet you, Ethan.’

Ethan glared past Sam’s shoulder at Traynor, then shook his head, the fight clearly gone out of him. ‘Same,’ he replied, grasping Sam’s hand.

‘Look,’ Traynor groused, ‘somebody has to figure out what the hell’s going on with the rest of you running around like headless chickens. And that’s what I’ve been doing.’

Sam turned to look back at him. ‘So what have you figured out?’

‘Me and Vic and a couple of others scouted out the terrain,’ said another girl with messy blonde hair sitting close by Traynor. Her accent sounded Midwestern, most likely Texas. ‘Did a circular sweep out to a couple of kilometres around the lander, but we didn’t see or find any signs of civilisation. We didn’t even see any contrails or nothing.’

Sam shook his head. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’ve got experience dealing with…well, not exactly things like this, but emergencies, yes. I can help figure some way out of this.’

Somebody laughed, low and derisive.

‘Shit,’ said the round-faced girl. ‘He doesn’t know. He thinks we’re just a bunch of kids.’

‘I know you’re not,’ Sam said quickly. He realised he’d been talking to them like they were kids when they might very well not be. ‘I mean, I assume you’re not kids any more than I am.’ He pushed a trembling hand through his hair. ‘It’s just that—’

‘It’s just that none of this makes sense, you mean,’ said Joshua.

Sam licked suddenly dry lips. ‘So just to be clear,’ he asked, ‘you’re all older than you look…?’

Joshua nodded. ‘Most of us. Did you get to wondering what you look like now?’

Sam reached up to touch his face again. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to know the answer to Joshua’s question. ‘Yes.’

‘C’mon,’ said Joshua, nodding to both Sam and Sun and then gesturing towards the lander. ‘You might as well find out and get it over with.’
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‘What’s the deal with you and that guy Traynor, exactly?’ Joshua asked Sam as they made their way back across the clearing.

Sam gave him a sideways look. ‘What are you talking about?’

Joshua laughed. ‘The way you looked at him when he told you his name. Like he’d grown a pair of fangs or something.’ Joshua studied him frankly, and Sam looked away. ‘You sure you’re not familiar with him?’

‘No,’ Sam lied.

‘It’s just that if you were,’ Joshua continued, ‘it would have been nice to know whether he’s always been such a presumptuous asshole. I figured maybe it was the shock of finding himself here along with the rest of us, but maybe he’s always been that way.’

‘Did I hear you say you used to work in the relief camps?’ Sun asked Sam. ‘The ones in South-East Asia?’

Sam nodded, grateful for the change of subject. ‘I was still running a camp in Indonesia until two years ago.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? I visited several such camps not so long ago.’

‘Yeah?’ Sam looked at her. ‘What took you there?’

‘I was part of a UN delegation,’ she explained. ‘I’m a senior epidemiologist with the Seoul CDPP, heading up a study of toxic shock syndrome.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Joshua.

‘The Indonesians depend heavily on fishing,’ said Sun. ‘The algal blooms off of their coast are poisoning all their fish, so when they eat the fish, they get poisoned too. It’s a serious problem.’

Understatement of the century, thought Sam. He was more than a little familiar with the toxic blooms: they’d turned half of South-East Asia into a disaster zone by the time he’d got involved, building camps to house those fleeing the disaster. Nothing gave you a fresh perspective on life, he had found, like taking delivery of tractors to dig mass graves large enough for all the bodies waiting to be buried.

‘If you don’t mind me asking,’ he asked Sun, ‘how old are you, really?’

She hesitated a moment, then said: ‘Forty-nine.’

Sam blinked and shook his head. ‘How about you?’ he asked Joshua.

‘Don’t even ask. Older than either of you, put it that way.’

Sam looked again at his hands. ‘Are we supposed to be grateful for this?’

‘Mostly,’ said Joshua, ‘I’m just scared.’

They passed under the shadow of one of the lander’s wings before coming to a halt next to a cluster of enormous boulders against which the lander’s rear fuselage had been crushed. The soil underfoot felt muddy, and Sam saw that a thin stream emerged from amongst the boulders before meandering off into the forest.

Joshua stepped towards a small pool adjacent to the stream and hunkered down next to it, a few flecks of fire-retardant foam floating on its still, flat surface. ‘Take a look,’ he said, gesturing at the water.

The strength seemed to have gone out of Sam’s legs, but he forced himself to walk up beside Joshua. A cramp seemed to be building in his stomach, like some great black insect was trapped under his skin, probing at the soft tissues of his organs.

He knelt by the pool and stared down at the reflection of a face he hadn’t seen in nearly two decades. But it was, at least, a face he recognised. He remained quite still for several seconds, then sat back, wondering if everything he had experienced from the moment of waking might be nothing more than some kind of psychotic break or mental breakdown. Perhaps he was tucked up in his room in the Taipei Hilton, suffering a stroke, his mind granting him this last, brief fantasy before he slipped into a coma and, finally, death.

But even as he knelt on the not-grass, staring down at the wide-eyed boy looking back up at him, he felt the wind in his hair, and a slight ache from a stubbed toe, and knew that whatever was happening, it was real. Very, very real.

And yet…

‘It’s not possible,’ he said, looking over at Joshua.

‘How old are you, Sam?’ asked Joshua. ‘Or how old do you remember being?’

‘Thirty-seven.’ Sam stood and let Sun take his place. She held her hair out of the way as she peered down at her own reflection in the dank water.

Joshua chuckled. ‘About half my age. Last I remember I had grey hair, I was twenty kilos too heavy, and I got tired walking down a flight of stairs. Now I feel like I could run rings around this whole damn forest and still have energy…hey, are you okay?’

Sam’s heart beat wildly, his throat feeling as if it were stuffed with cotton balls, making it hard to breathe. He stepped past Sun, still kneeling over the pool, and sat on a grey boulder slick with moss.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Sam, clutching at his chest.

‘Can you breathe?’ asked Joshua with evident concern.

‘A little. It’s just…’

Past Joshua’s shoulder, Sun looked over at them, her skin turned winter-pale.

‘I can fetch Ethan,’ said Joshua. ‘He’s a doctor, but in my opinion, you’re having a panic attack. Try to take it easy for a minute.’

Sam nodded, and the pounding in his heart gradually abated. ‘I could do with some water,’ he said and looked over at the pool. ‘Think that’s drinkable?’

The other man shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t risk it. It’s probably contaminated all to hell from that foam. How are you feeling now?’

‘Better,’ said Sam. ‘I don’t know what happened.’

‘You’re not the first to freak out, you know. Things are a lot calmer now than they were a couple of hours ago.’

Sam glanced over at Sun, who had perched on the edge of another boulder, her hands locked tightly on top of her knees. He could see her arms were trembling.

Joshua followed his gaze and took a step towards Sun. ‘You okay?’ Joshua asked her.

‘I…I think so.’ She pushed the heel of one hand against an eye. ‘I just…need a minute.’

Focus, thought Sam, listening to their exchange. He pushed himself back upright, filled with a sudden determination to take action, to take control of this…this situation, or whatever it was.

Everything would be better, he thought, if he could concentrate on doing something.

‘So to be clear,’ asked Sam, ‘we don’t have any drinkable water?’

Joshua looked back over at him and shook his head. ‘Not that anyone’s found yet, no.’

‘What about following the stream back towards its source? That way we could find water that isn’t contaminated.’

Joshua raised his eyebrows. ‘Sounds like a good idea.’

‘I’m surprised someone didn’t already think of that,’ said Sam. ‘Especially if a few of them have already done some scouting.’

‘Well,’ said Joshua, ‘maybe someone could have suggested it to them if the ones doing the scouting had bothered to tell anyone where they were going.’

Sam picked up on the note of irritation in Joshua’s voice. ‘Traynor and some of those others seem to be sticking pretty close together,’ he said.

‘I noticed that too,’ said Sun, from where she sat nearby.

Joshua glanced towards the far end of the clearing and back. ‘Those are the ones who all have military backgrounds. Traynor too, or at least that’s the vibe I get from him.’

Sam recalled Ethan’s outburst at Traynor. ‘How many of them are there? Vic Traynor and the others with military backgrounds, I mean?’

‘Seven, according to Kim,’ Joshua replied. ‘He’s been finding out everyone’s names and occupations and where they last remember being before they woke up here.’

Sam made a mental note to talk to Kim as soon as he had the chance. ‘And the rest?’

‘All civilians,’ said Joshua. ‘Ethan’s a doctor, and we’ve got two engineers, a geologist, a biologist, and a shrink—that’s me. Plus you two.’

Scientists, engineers, and soldiers. Sam wondered if that was significant.

‘One thing I’ve picked up,’ said Joshua, stepping closer to Sam, ‘is that most of them—the military types, I mean—are nearly as young as they look. I don’t think any of them are older than their mid-twenties back in the real world, with the possible exception of Traynor. He acts like he’s older.’

‘About water,’ said Sun, her face still pale with shock. ‘Maybe there’s some inside the ship?’

‘Maybe,’ said Joshua, ‘except there’s no way inside it.’

‘Kim mentioned something about a bay being accessible,’ said Sam.

Joshua nodded. ‘Inside the bay, there’s a door that won’t open.’ He nodded along the underside of the lander. ‘You can take a look yourself if you like.’

Sam followed the direction of Joshua’s gaze towards a lowered metal ramp that led inside the lander’s lower fuselage. At that moment, one of the construction robots appeared at the top of the ramp, laden with what looked to him like sliced-up sections of the fire-damaged hull.

‘So if there’s a door in there that won’t open,’ asked Sam, nodding towards the robot, ‘how did that machine get through it? Because I’m guessing all that junk it’s carrying came from somewhere  further inside the ship.’

Joshua stared after the robot as it slowly lumbered the rest of the way down the ramp. ‘Well, shit,’ he said under his breath.

‘Maybe I will take a look inside,’ said Sam. He looked at Sun, then back at Joshua. ‘You coming?’

They both nodded, and Sam made his way towards the ramp, giving the construction robot a wide berth as he passed it by. Then he noticed something floating to one side of the machine and keeping pace with it: a softly glowing ball of ruby light about the same size as his thumb.

He reached out to touch it without thinking. He was startled when the ball of light suddenly expanded into a flat panel featuring the outline of a hand. The robot meanwhile came to a sudden and jarring halt.

‘Sam?’ asked Joshua. ‘What is it?’

‘Can you see that?’ asked Sam, nodding at the panel.

Joshua shook his head. ‘See what?’

Sam reached out and laid his hand on the panel, which was clearly a virtual projection of some kind. The panel flared an angry red before shrinking back into a tiny sphere.

Sam blinked and drew his hand back. The machine heaved back into life and resumed lumbering away from him.

‘You didn’t see that?’ asked Sam, staring after the machine.

‘All I see is a mechanical octopus thing,’ said Sun.

‘No.’ Sam shook his head. ‘There was a…a projection, like an AR display, floating right next to it.’

‘What did it look like, exactly?’ asked Sun.

‘Like a security panel. The kind with handprint identification. I touched it, but nothing happened.’

‘You must be wearing live contacts,’ she suggested.

‘I haven’t used live contacts in years,’ said Sam. Even so, he reached up and tried to pinch out a contact lens he was pretty sure wasn’t there. It didn’t feel like there was anything there, at any rate.

‘All right,’ said Joshua, staring at him, ‘file it under weird and inexplicable, along with pretty much everything else I’ve seen and heard today, and we can worry about what it means some other time.’ He nodded up at the top of the ramp and the dim interior of the lander beyond. ‘Shall we?’

* * *

The ramp terminated inside a cramped cargo hold about the size of a domestic garage and filled with empty metal shelving. A single, featureless door, surrounded on both sides by more shelving, was set into a bulkhead at the rear of the hold. The door had no handle or visible means of opening it, although Sam saw another virtual projection floating next to it, about level with his shoulder. It looked the same as the one he’d seen floating along beside the robot.

‘I guess you don’t see that either?’ Sam asked.

They both shook their heads. Sam described what he could see.

‘Try seeing what happens when you touch it,’ suggested Joshua. He hung back near the top of the ramp, as if afraid to come any further inside.

The ruby ball expanded into another hand identification panel. Sam laid his fingers and palm against it and got the same result: it flashed once, then shrank back into its original state.

Sam shook his head. ‘The same thing happened.’

He tried pushing at the door, in case he’d triggered some hidden switch without knowing it. It didn’t move, even when he put his shoulder to it; it felt solid enough to withstand a battering ram. He pushed at it again anyway, feeling a growing sense of frustration. There could be a radio inside, or something else that could tell them why they were here.

‘Okay,’ said Joshua, sounding tired. ‘At least that’s something we didn’t know before.’

The robot they’d passed earlier reappeared at the top of the ramp behind Joshua, clanking noisily, having apparently divested itself of its cargo of junked metal. Joshua moved to one side, but instead of continuing the rest of the way inside the bay, the machine remained where it was.

‘What now?’ asked Sam, his frustration flowering into anger.

‘Maybe,’ said Joshua, speaking slowly as if thinking out loud, ‘it’s waiting for you to move away from that door.’

Or maybe someone’s controlling it and laughing their socks off, watching us get all worked up, thought Sam. But he did as Joshua suggested and stepped back.

The machine moved the rest of the way inside the bay, but stopped just short of the door.

‘Damn it,’ Sam shouted. ‘What the hell’s wrong with the thing?’

‘I give up,’ said Joshua, turning to make his way back outside. ‘Let someone else try and figure it out.’

Sam resisted the urge to kick the machine and followed Joshua and Sun back down the ramp. As soon as their feet touched the ground, they all heard the machine whir back into life.

Sam raced back up the ramp in time to see the machine pass through the door. He briefly glimpsed a corridor on the other side in the instant before the door slid back into place from a hidden recess within the bulkhead.

He pressed his hands against the surface of the door. It would be so easy, he knew, to give into his anger. All his emotions felt wound up almost beyond control, rage shifting into despondency, then back again like the throw of a switch.

He pushed at the door, trying to get it to go back into its recess, but it didn’t move. He leaned forward until his forehead rested against the cool metal, feeling a faint vibration that spoke of active systems. The ship was alive, however badly damaged it might be.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said carefully, ‘about where we are.’

‘And?’ said Joshua from behind him.

‘It’s going to sound stupid.’

Joshua waited a moment before replying. ‘The kind of thing you don’t want to say out loud?’

Sam turned to see both of them standing at the top of the ramp. ‘When I look at what’s out there,’ said Sam, ‘I see trees that look like they were made by somebody who tried to invent a tree from scratch without ever having actually seen one. It’s the same with that matted stuff that looks a little like grass, but isn’t. I started to wonder if maybe…’ The words stalled in his throat.

‘That maybe,’ said Joshua, ‘we’re a lot further away from home than you want to admit to yourself.’

‘What are you suggesting?’ Sun snapped, her face twisted up in an angry scowl. ‘That this isn’t Earth? Because if you are, you’re both out of your minds.’

‘I’m not saying that’s what it is,’ Sam said quickly. ‘There’s got to be some explanation for all this that makes more sense, but then we have these…these bodies, and there’s this lander, and…’

‘Here’s an idea,’ suggested Joshua. ‘Maybe we’re in some private reserve for genetic experiments. Some place they kept out of the news, some place nobody knows about.’

‘Is that what you think this is?’ asked Sun.

‘It’s a lot better than finding out we’re lost on some alien world, doesn’t it?’

‘Or perhaps we’re all dead,’ said Sun, her voice low and flat. ‘Perhaps I died mid-flight in my sleep, and I woke up here with the rest of you in Hell.’ She looked between them. ‘Or didn’t you think of that?’
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It didn’t seem like there was much else for them to say or do, so they made their way back down the ramp and walked across the clearing to join the rest of the stranded, as Sam was coming to think of them. The sun had started to dip towards the horizon and the air already felt considerably cooler.

In their absence, some of the others had got busy digging a small pit, filling it with dry branches and tinder collected from the surrounding forest. Sam watched as a woman with short, messy blond hair pushed a stick amidst the tinder, expertly twirling it back and forth between her hands in a practised rubbing motion that suggested a life spent largely outdoors. Before long, pale smoke billowed upwards.

‘Nice work, Jess,’ someone said to her approvingly.

Jess flashed a lopsided grin at the man who had spoken. Most of the stranded, however, were directing their attention at Traynor, who stood addressing them.

‘All I’m saying,’ Sam heard Traynor say, ‘is that our priority has got to be finding our way back to civilisation, and I figure that means putting someone in charge. Otherwise—’

‘Your priorities are all wrong,’ said Sam, coming to a halt across from him, the newly-built campfire between them. Flames crackled amidst the tinder, growing brighter.

Faces turned towards Sam.

‘How so?’ asked Traynor, clearly unhappy at his interruption.

Sam looked around and tried to make eye contact with as many of the stranded as possible. He again noticed how some of them were bunched around Traynor on one side of the fire, the rest sprawled out on the other. 

‘For one,’ Sam said, ‘we don’t even know where we are.’ He nodded to a woman sitting near Traynor. ‘Sorry, we spoke earlier but I didn’t catch your name.’

‘Piper.’

‘You said when you went scouting through the forest around here you didn’t see so much as a contrail. Has anyone else seen any sign of aircraft or anything else since they woke up?’

Heads shook all around the fire.

‘In that case,’ said Sam, ‘wherever this is, it’s a long, long way from civilisation.’

‘It wasn’t much more than a quick reconnoitre,’ Traynor pointed out, a touch defensively. ‘If we don’t try and get back to civilisation, we’ll all die here.’

‘Wait a minute,’ said someone on Sam’s side of the campfire. ‘What if someone’s coming to rescue us? What if they find the lander, but we’re not here?’

‘The way I see it,’ said Traynor, ‘the only people who could possibly know where we are, are the same ones who kidnapped us and stuck us in those pods. If they’re looking for us, I figure that’s a pretty good reason not to stick around.’

Sam listened to the murmurs of assent from all around the campfire. ‘That doesn’t change the fact we’ve got no way of knowing if we’re ten miles from civilisation, or a hundred, or even a thousand,’ he insisted. ‘We don’t know what kind of dangers are out there. If somebody’s bitten by a poisonous animal or gets an infected cut, there’s nothing we can do to help them, and we can’t leave them behind. We’ve got nothing to carry water in, and no way to protect ourselves from the heat and humidity. We wouldn’t get a hundred kilometres.’ 

He glanced up at the sun, dropping now behind the trees, and felt a shiver at how orange it looked, how bloated and unlike the sun he knew. He remembered what Amit Subarash had said, about half a day having passed as it was locally measured. He pushed the thought away, still unwilling to explore its implications. 

‘We have more immediate needs,’ Sam continued. ‘It’s getting dark and the temperature is already starting to drop. We’ve got a fire going, which is good, but we need to talk about shelter and where we’re all going to sleep tonight.’

‘Not to mention food and water,’ said Joshua, ‘unless there’s something hidden away inside that lander.’

Sam nodded. ‘That’s another thing: since the water over by those boulders is probably contaminated from the chemical foam the robots were spraying, we should follow it back upstream to where we can get a fresh supply. Otherwise I don’t see us lasting more than a couple more days.’

There were more murmurs of assent this time, and several nodding heads. Traynor muttered something under his breath and sat back down. Sam tried hard not to show his satisfaction.

‘While we’re at it,’ Sam continued, ‘why build the fire here? Why not under the lander, where there’s shelter from the rain?’

‘I tried doing that before,’ said Jess, ‘except one of those machines went and sprayed foam all over it soon as I lit the damn thing.’

This time, Sam couldn’t help but grin. ‘In that case, maybe we can make a shelter to cover the fire over when we need to.’ He nodded towards the setting sun and again pushed away his growing sense of unease. ‘We should set a watch for rescuers or signs of predators.’

‘I’m all for finding water,’ said a man next to Joshua, ‘but damn it if I’m not hungry. What about finding something to eat?’

‘If we end up stuck out here long enough,’ Piper mused, ‘we could always try hunting.’

‘I would prefer we avoid killing anything regardless of the circumstances,’ said Kim, his voice strained.

‘I agree,’ said Amit. His expression was just as stony as Kim’s. ‘I find the idea of consuming animal flesh deeply objectionable.’

‘What,’ said Traynor disbelievingly, ‘you’d rather starve?’

Amit locked eyes with him. ‘I am a lifelong practitioner of Jainism, Mr Traynor. I will not be a party to violence against animals or sentient creatures of any kind.’

‘Oh God,’ Jess groaned. ‘He’s one of them. A Mannite.’

‘As am I,’ said Kim, ‘and very proud of it, Miss Underwood.’

‘Me too,’ said Sun.

‘Count me in as well,’ said Joshua. ‘Although I’m kind of agnostic as far as meat goes, at least in an emergency like this. But in principle, I’d prefer to avoid having to eat it if we can find alternative sources of food.’

‘Fucking Greens,’ someone beside Traynor muttered, their voice barely audible, but Sam didn’t see who it was.

‘Well, I’m not a Mannite myself,’ said Sam, ‘although the only meat I eat is the lab-grown variety. We can always try foraging for wild plants and roots, but with any luck, we’ll be back home before it comes to that.’

‘What kind of wild plants and roots?’ Ethan asked with a worried expression.

‘Wild carrots, I guess,’ said Sam. ‘Yams, too. Hard to say, without knowing just exactly where we are.’

Kim regarded him levelly. ‘I believe, Mr Newman, you’ll have a very hard time finding any such thing here.’

‘Why?’

‘Surely,’ said Kim, ‘I’m not the only one who’s prepared to accept the evidence of his eyes?’

Sam felt his face grow warm. ‘Let’s not jump to any conclusions about where we are until we’ve got a better idea of what’s happened to us.’

‘Denial is all very well,’ Kim spat, ‘but if we’re going to make plans of any kind, they’re going to have to be extremely long-term ones.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ muttered Jess, ‘you’re not back to this alien planet bullshit, are you?’

Kim stared at her in apparent disbelief. ‘Look at the forest around you, or your own body, Miss Underwood, should you need to remind yourself. You’re all fighting over how we should get back home, as if we’re still on Earth—as if we haven’t all been reborn much younger than most of us remember. Maybe you should start thinking instead about how we’re going to live the rest of our lives on this world, however we got here.’

This world. The words hit Sam in the soft tissues of his gut.

‘I admit there’s something very weird going on,’ Jess insisted, her voice quavering slightly, ‘but just because we don’t understand what it is doesn’t mean—’

‘It’s almost night,’ Kim interrupted, something hard and unyielding in his gaze. ‘When the stars come out, you’ll all have to face the truth.’

Jess opened her mouth, then closed it again, looking away from him.

The only sound Sam could hear were the cries of some strange bird or animal deeper in the forest. All Kim had really said was the same thing they’d all been thinking, when they allowed themselves to.

‘Tell them,’ said Sun, ‘about the door.’

Sam saw that she was looking at him.

‘What is this?’ asked Amit, looking over at Sun.

‘We went up into the lander,’ Sun explained. ‘Sam saw one of the robots go through the door.’

Ethan stood and stared at Sam, clearly excited. ‘Did you go through it?’

‘The door wouldn’t open for the robot if we were anywhere near it,’ Sun explained. 

‘I heard it opening once we went back down the ramp,’ Sam added. ‘I ran back in, but the robot had already passed through and the door had closed again. I did catch a glimpse of a corridor on the other side.’ He looked around at them all. ‘There’s something else as well—I could see a virtual access panel next to the door, but Sun can’t see it and neither can Joshua. And I’m quite certain I’m not wearing augmented contacts.’

More murmurs spread around the fire. ‘Why the hell didn’t you tell us this straight away?’ Traynor demanded, getting back on his feet.

‘Well,’ said Sam, ‘I’m telling you now.’

Another of Traynor’s group stood. ‘If we can get in there, we can find out where the hell we are!’

Within seconds, nearly all of them were headed back towards the lander. Sam watched Traynor say something inaudible to Jess and found himself picturing a limousine tumbling end over end.

He walked over to them, his veins flush with adrenaline. ‘I have a question,’ he said to Traynor. ‘Why were you in Taiwan?’

Traynor regarded him with mild bafflement. ‘That’s none of your business.’

‘May 7th, 2048,’ said Sam. ‘Does that date mean anything to you?’

Traynor hesitated just the barest instant before replying. ‘I can’t say it does,’ he replied, a touch too guardedly. ‘Why?’

While working for relief agencies in Indonesia, Sam had, on rare occasions, been required to liaise with interrogators trained by the CIA or by Mossad—individuals with an extraordinary ability to prise the truth out of those who had drawn the wrong kind of attention. Once, he had bonded with a gangly French-Sudanese ANSSI investigator over their shared taste for antique wristwatches, and he had told Sam about the many subconscious twitches and tells that revealed themselves in a suspect’s face when confronted by a particularly challenging question.

Sam, while far from an expert in such matters, nonetheless felt sufficiently confident in his abilities to be certain Traynor was lying in his teeth.

‘How about Mohammed Jahaar?’ Sam persisted. ‘Perhaps you’re familiar with that name?’

This time, the surprise on Traynor’s face was barely concealed.

Jess glanced between them with a frown. ‘What’s going on?’

Sam turned to her. ‘Mohammed Jahaar was the Indonesian Minister for the Environment until someone put a bomb in his limousine.’

Traynor’s face had become a smooth-featured mask. ‘And what does that have to do with me?’

‘I think,’ said Sam, ‘you had something to do with it.’

Traynor’s body language became a shade more relaxed, like a chess player spotting a winning gambit. ‘So why were you in Taiwan, Mr Newman?’

‘As a matter of fact,’ said Sam, ‘I was looking for you.’

Traynor shook his head and forced a laugh. ‘So what are you going to do,’ he asked, ‘carry out a citizen’s arrest?’

Sam felt his face flush with heat. ‘I still don’t hear you denying it.’

‘You didn’t hear me admit it either,’ said Traynor, his expression souring. He leaned towards Jess as if sharing a confidence. ‘For a second there I was afraid I really had done something wrong.’ He looked back at Sam. ‘You’ve got the wrong man, Mr Newman.’

Somehow, this wasn’t going the way Sam had imagined it. ‘The rest of them might not know what kind of man you are,’ he said, feeling somehow off-balance, ‘but I do. And I don’t trust you one fucking inch.’

‘Fine.’ Traynor spread his hands. ‘You’ve got just about enough people here for a jury, if that’s what you want.’

‘Maybe,’ said Jess, moving between them and facing Sam, ‘you need to take some time out before you start making accusations. You were the one insisting on priorities back there.’

Traynor put a hand on her arm. ‘It’s okay,’ he said, then turned to Sam. ‘But she’s got a point. What is it you want to do, exactly? Do you even have evidence related to any of this?’

Sam stared balefully back at him. ‘All I know is—’

‘In other words, you don’t.’ Traynor shook his head dismissively. ‘We’re all a little scrambled after waking up and finding ourselves in this place. Maybe your memories got a little scrambled as well.’

He held Sam’s gaze for another moment, then resumed his journey towards the lander with Jess by his side.

Sam realised he’d been holding his breath and let it out slowly. You should have waited, he chided himself. You’re supposed to be a diplomat.

But the whole confrontation had been the very opposite of diplomacy; the very opposite of everything he had learned in his years working for the UN.

He rubbed his hands together against the growing chill and found they were shaking.

* * *

Just before he passed back under the lander’s broad wing, Sam caught sight of Amit standing alone on the craft’s far side, staring up at the smoothly curving hull with something like longing. He thought about asking him what he was doing, but before Sam could do anything, he was distracted by shouts coming from close by the ramp.

He forgot about Amit and headed for the ramp, passing by a growing pile of burned and twisted wreckage; judging by its size, the robot had already made several more return trips from the lander’s interior.

The others were gathered in a loose knot around the base of the ramp, gesticulating and pointing at the robot, which had come to a halt at the ramp’s base. Ethan was yelling at the rest of them to get out of the machine’s way.

The message finally sank in, and they moved aside. The machine lurched back into motion, quickly ascending the ramp before disappearing inside the lander.

Joshua hurried up the ramp in its wake and peered inside the bay. ‘It’s stopped right outside the door again,’ he called down. ‘I’m going to try and get through there if it kills me.’

‘You’d better run fast,’ Sam called up to him. ‘I barely got a look inside before it slammed shut.’

‘Well, I used to be a pretty good runner,’ Joshua replied.

Sam gave him a look as if to say it’s your funeral.

Joshua walked backwards down the ramp until they all heard the inner door sliding open. Joshua threw himself forward again, leaping up the ramp and disappearing inside the bay.

Sam hurried up in his wake, followed by everyone else, and found Joshua facing the closed door and rubbing one shoulder while swearing profusely.

‘You okay?’ asked one of the other men.

‘Nearly made it,’ Joshua groaned, his face twisted up.

Jess pushed past Joshua, then knelt by the door, pressing her fingers around its edges. ‘Did you see anything more?’ she asked Joshua.

‘Just a short corridor,’ Joshua replied, ‘the same thing Sam saw. Nothing else.’

She stepped back, slamming the open palm of one hand against the door. ‘Damn it,’ she shouted, before wheeling on Joshua. ‘I just want to know why we’re here!’

‘Easy,’ said Joshua. ‘We’re all friends here.’

‘I am not your fucking friend!’ she raged, then snapped her head around to look at Sam. ‘If I thought for one second any of you knew why we were here, I’d…’

‘You’d what?’ asked Sam, squaring up to her.

She stared back at him, lips curled in mute rage. ‘Fuck you,’ she muttered at last, then pushed past them and outside.

Sam remained where he was for a moment, staring hopelessly at the door. Then he made his own way out, preceded by Ethan and Joshua. The rest of them had begun to drift back over to the campfire in ones and twos.

Ethan stopped and put a hand on Sam’s shoulder. ‘Let me take a look at your eyes.’

Sam stared at him. ‘Why?’

‘Just humour me. And remember I’m a doctor.’

Ethan reached out and gently took hold of Sam’s chin, turning his head this way and that while staring into his eyes at close range. Sam could see Joshua watching the proceedings from nearby with an expression of curiosity.

Ethan reached out to pinch at one of Sam’s eyelids and Sam swatted him away. ‘Just tell me what this is,’ he demanded.

Ethan put up his hands. ‘Looking for intra-ocular augments. You said you weren’t wearing augmented contact lenses, right?’

Sam nodded.

‘It occurred to me,’ Ethan continued, ‘that if you had implants, and the rest of us didn’t, that might explain why you can see virtual projections the rest of us can’t.’

Sam reached up instinctively to touch his face, then stopped himself. ‘I’ve never had any kind of implant.’

Ethan gave him a look. ‘You never woke up twenty years younger before, either.’

Sam frowned, considering the possibility. ‘Is that possible? That I’ve got implants I don’t even know about?’

‘There’s a rational explanation for everything,’ said Joshua. ‘I agree with Ethan. It has to be something like that.’

‘Straight up, Sam,’ asked Ethan. ‘You sure you’ve got no idea why we’re here?’

Sam looked at him in surprise. ‘What makes you think I would?’

Ethan shrugged. ‘It just seems a little weird you’ve got this advantage the rest of us don’t.’ The way he said it somehow implied Sam might have been less than candid with him.

Sam fought to keep his voice level. ‘I swear I have no more idea than you do what’s going on.’

Ethan held his gaze for a moment longer, much as Sam had with Traynor, then stepped back with a sigh. ‘See, I believe you,’ he said. ‘But some of those others? They might take a little more persuading.’

* * *

The light was fading fast now. They went to join the others by the campfire, and Sam saw Amit still standing alone beneath the lander. He seemed to have hardly noticed the rest of them crowding up the ramp.

‘Forget him,’ said Ethan, seeing which way Sam was looking. ‘There’s something off about that guy. I’m starting to think he’s a little cracked.’

‘Is that your professional opinion,’ asked Sam, ‘or just your personal one?’

‘People react to shock in all kinds of ways,’ Joshua suggested. ‘Give him time.’

It looked like the rest of them were getting ready to bed down for the night close by the campfire—unsurprising, given it was their only source of heat and they had no idea how much colder the night might get. Ethan went to talk to some of the others, leaving Sam and Joshua alone.

‘About Vic Traynor,’ said Sam.

Joshua gave him a careful look. ‘Is this where you tell me you do know him?’

Sam felt his face grow warm. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lie to you, I just—’

Joshua waved it off. ‘Doesn’t matter. I saw you talking to him and it didn’t look too friendly. So—who is he?’

Sam hesitated before answering, then decided to trust his instincts and confide in Joshua. ‘He could be dangerous. His name came up as part of an investigation.’

Joshua’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’re a cop? I thought you said—’

‘No.’ Sam shook his head. ‘I’m a bureaucrat, nothing more. But someone I knew through my work died under suspicious circumstances. The police never figured out who was responsible, but Traynor’s name came up  in connection with the case.’

‘Really?’ Joshua glanced over at Traynor, who had resumed his previous spot by the campfire. 

‘But that’s all I had,’ Sam added quickly. ‘His name, and nothing else. There was no real evidence to connect him to what happened—at least, not the kind of thing that would stand up in court. But there was enough I decided to go looking for him myself.’

‘And now you’ve found him,’ Joshua said dryly.

Sam nodded. ‘Perhaps not quite the way I expected.’

‘And that’s why you confronted him back there?’

‘It didn’t go very well.’ Sam winced inwardly, remembering the way he’d acted. ‘Ever since I opened my eyes inside that pod, I feel like I’m always on the edge of losing my temper.’

‘Hormones,’ said Joshua.

‘What?’

‘We’re all young again,’ Joshua explained. ‘That’s not necessarily a good thing.’ He lifted his hands and examined them, flexing his fingers. ‘It’s the same for me. I feel like I want to fuck or punch everything in sight. It’s amazing and kind of horrible all at the same time.’ He lowered his hands again. ‘It’s bad enough having to deal with this situation, whatever it is, but throw in a bunch of teenage hormones and I’m amazed we’ve kept it civilised at all.’

Sam gaped at him. ‘I never thought of that.’ No wonder he, Jess, Ethan and all the rest of them were flying off the handle.

‘Why tell me all this about Traynor, Sam?’

‘Because somebody else needs to know about him. The way he talks about putting someone in charge, it’s obvious he means himself, and I can tell you that’s a bad idea.’ He fixed Joshua with a look. ‘And you seem like one of the cooler heads around here.’

‘All right, fine,’ said Joshua. ‘Let’s just keep all this between us for the moment. But you’re going to have to quit provoking him, or it’s going to be even harder for us all to figure a way out of this mess.’

Sam forced himself to nod. ‘Agreed.’

‘As for him wanting to take charge of things, well…’ Joshua studied him. ‘I don’t know what you can do about that unless you think you can do a better job than him. Can you?’

‘I don’t know,’ Sam replied truthfully, ‘but I can try.’
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The temperature dropped further as the sunlight faded, and they huddled close to the flames and each other to keep warm.

Exhausted, Sam curled up on one side and closed his eyes, his senses full of the scent and sound of people pressed in close around him—but sleep would not come. Eventually, he rolled onto his back and watched the stars come out, a night-time vista like nothing he could ever have imagined, and nothing, he felt sure, that had ever been seen in Earth’s skies. Great whorls of stars rose above the horizon, streaked here and there with black tendrils of dust that might be light-years in length.

He sat up and searched for familiar constellations, but there were none. He glanced around, seeing shell-shocked faces lit by the flames, also staring upwards.

Piper stood wordlessly and walked off into the forest. After a little while, Sam stood as well, feeling restless, and made his way over to the tree line. He urinated into a bush, then heard what sounded like weeping coming from nearby.

He followed the sound and discovered Piper crouched in the hollow made by the roots of a tree, her face twisted up and bright with tears lit by starlight.

Something cracked under Sam’s foot. She looked up, startled, then stood before fleeing into the darkness before Sam could so much as say a word. He stared after her, wondering if she felt the same emptiness he did, deep within his gut.

He turned to make his way back the way he’d come, the campfire casting strange shadows against the boles of the trees. He saw a figure come towards him, silhouetted by the flames; when it drew closer, he saw it was Sun.

‘The Moon,’ she said, her eyes wide and unfocused. ‘It’s not there.’

‘I guess it’s true,’ he said, his voice cracking with emotion. ‘This really isn’t…’

The words stalled in his throat and he stood there, numb and somehow lost.

She reached out and took his hand in hers. Her skin burned like fire against his own. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ she said. ‘There isn’t a spacecraft in existence that could have carried us all the way to some other star. A journey like that would take centuries, surely. Maybe…even longer.’

‘That’s not the kind of thing I even want to think about right now, Sun.’

She locked her fingers through his and moved close enough he could feel her warm breath on his cheek. It was hard not to think of her as just a girl, despite what he knew of her true age. His blood pulsed at her touch.

‘I was on my way to Canada,’ she said, her voice a soft murmur, ‘to see my daughter and her new husband. I should be there now, with them. I’m forty-nine years old, but I feel and look like I’m eighteen again.’ Sam saw in the dim light of the stars that her cheeks, too, were damp. ‘I’ll never see my daughter again,’ she added. ‘I realise that now.’

She turned, then, fingers still locked through his, and led him deeper amidst the trees until they could hardly see the flickering orange of the campfire. She leaned back against a tree and pulled him close before pressing her lips against his.

Sam felt a powerful urgency wash over him, his new and youthful body quickly asserting itself. He moved his hands down to her waist and pushed himself up against her, feeling the curve of her body inside her jumpsuit.

She slid away from him then and he watched, dry-mouthed, as she undressed quickly. The air was cold enough to turn their breath to mist, but she clearly didn’t care.

He began to struggle out of his own clothes, the night air cool and sharp against his skin. She helped him, and then they were on the ground, the not-grass prickly against his elbows and knees and somehow smelling faintly of lime.

Her thighs parted beneath him and he pushed inside her, filled with a desperate urgency. He heard her gasp, her hands kneading his shoulders and the back of his neck as he thrust deeper and deeper.

For a short while, there was only the sound of the wind in the branches, and of Sun’s soft moans and his own laboured breaths. When it was over, they quickly dressed again, shivering from the cold. Sam sat back against the tree, and Sun lay back against him, and when he closed his eyes, he fell asleep immediately.

* * *

He woke, disoriented, to grey morning light, and looked around in a panic before remembering where he was.

It’s all real, he thought, bitter disappointment welling up inside him. The lander, the alien stars…all of it real.

Sun was gone. He pulled his knees up close to his chest and shivered, his tongue heavy with thirst and his muscles aching. The cold had worked its way deep into his bones. It took an effort of will to clamber back upright and make his way back to the clearing. His stomach rumbled audibly.

He came across Joshua and Kim, apparently headed the other way. Both their eyes were rimmed with red, and he guessed neither of them had managed to get any more sleep than he had.

‘There you are,’ Joshua exclaimed, looking relieved. ‘We were wondering where you’d got to.’

‘I’m fine,’ said Sam, pushing one hand through hair that felt unruly and stiff. ‘Why? Were you looking for me?’

Joshua nodded. ‘You look like you could use some heat.’ He gestured in the direction of the clearing. ‘Jess kept the fire going all night.’

‘How are they all coping?’ Sam asked the two men, letting them lead him back to the clearing.

Joshua gave him a significant look. ‘Traynor and some of his new buddies went off on their own again at first light. I tried asking them where they were going, but they just ignored me.’

‘We need to do something about Traynor,’ said Kim, with a surprising display of emotion for one typically so reserved.

They entered the clearing, and Sam saw only a few of the stranded still sat or lay by the campfire. Sun sat alone, watching the flames rush upwards as Jess added a bundle of sticks. Sun glanced up at the sound of their approach, but when Sam nodded to her, her cheeks coloured, and she stood, hastening towards the lander.

Jess, who had been watching, caught Sam’s eye and shrugged, a small smile curling up one corner of her mouth.

Sam tried to put it out of his mind. He motioned to Joshua and Kim, and the three of them sat together close by the campfire. Sam warmed his hands until some of the chill had left him, then turned to Kim.

‘You talked to everybody yesterday, right?’ he asked the Korean. ‘How much do you remember of what they all said?’

‘Everything. What do you want to know?’

‘Their names, for a start.’

The way he rattled off the details led Sam to suspect the Korean had an eidetic memory.

Apart from Vic Traynor, six others had military backgrounds. These were:

Jess Underwood,

Wardell Brooks,

Angel Hickson,

DeWitt Thomas,

Karl Gabarro,

and Piper Rubin.

Kim went on to explain that DeWitt and Karl had both mentioned working freelance for different private security contractors—which, in Sam’s experience, usually translated as mercenaries. The rest, while technically military, had primarily technical and support backgrounds; Jess, for instance, was a qualified aerospace engineer. The only pure grunt amongst them was Angel Hickson, a tall, blond fellow with broad shoulders. His apish, rolling gait led Sam to suspect serial steroid abuse had played a significant factor in his previous life.

The civilians turned out to be a little more varied. Kim himself was a biologist. Kevin Amaro was another aerospace engineer, working on autonomous robot systems for asteroid mining conglomerates. Irish Wilson was a geologist, Sun an epidemiologist, Ethan a doctor, Joshua a shrink, and Amit Subarash…

Kim came to a halt just then because, he explained to Sam, he still wasn’t sure just exactly what Amit’s profession actually was. It seemed both Amit and Traynor had been extremely reluctant to divulge any personal details beyond their names; the most Kim had gleaned from a few conversational clues was that Amit might be yet another aerospace engineer. 

The average true age of the military was twenty-four, confirming what Joshua had said about them not being much older than they now appeared. The average age of the civilians, by contrast, was closer to forty-five.

Sam’s gaze wandered towards Kevin Amaro and another man moving around beneath the lander, each taking turns to point up at the fuselage. The man with Kevin was tall, with drooping shoulders and a permanent hangdog expression. Kim identified him as Wardell Brooks, one of the military.

Sam looked around the campfire. Apart from the three of them and Jess, no one else was around.

Someone had once given Sam the advice that the best way to convince people you were in charge was by acting like you already were. It had worked in the camps and in Korea, and he was pretty sure it’d work here too.

‘People can’t keep wandering off,’ Sam said quietly, once Kim had finished telling them everything he’d found out.

Joshua grunted. ‘Look who’s talking.’

‘I know,’ said Sam. ‘Under the circumstances, I can’t blame anyone. But we don’t know how safe it is until we know more about what’s out there. Who else is missing?’

Kim thought for a moment. ‘Ethan went off some place with Irish. They said they were going to do some exploring.’

‘I think they did a whole lot of mutual exploring last night when they went off into the woods together,’ said Joshua. He caught Sam’s eye. ‘You and Sun weren’t the only ones.’

Sam felt his face redden. ‘And Amit? Where is he?’

Kim shrugged. ‘Haven’t seen him all morning.’

* * *

Irish and Ethan eventually reappeared most of an hour later, at least by Sam’s estimation; he had noticed the sun on this world tracked across the sky at a noticeably slower rate than back home.

Sometime after, Traynor finally reappeared, along with two others whom Kim identified as Karl Gaballo and DeWitt Thomas. Karl had dark, hooded eyes and an easygoing manner, like he was trying to make the best of a bad situation. DeWitt, by contrast, looked like someone who carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.

Amit appeared from the direction of the lander, although he was reluctant to say exactly where he’d been. Others reappeared in dribs and drabs until  they were all, by some unspoken mutual consent, gathered back around the campfire.

Sam stood and raised his hands and waited until they all fell silent.

‘If anyone found a 7-Eleven,’ he said, ‘all I care is if they’ll sell beer on credit.’

Someone faked a laugh, and Piper glared balefully at him. ‘Don’t joke about it,’ she said. ‘I’d kill every last one of you motherfuckers and spit on your graves if it got me just five minutes with my coffee maker.’

‘All right.’ Sam dropped his hands back down by his sides. ‘After last night, I think it’s safe to say rescue isn’t coming any time soon. We need to talk about what we’re going to do from here on in.’

DeWitt got back up and walked away from the campfire without a word. Sam watched him retreat to the edge of the clearing, where he sat with his back against a tree, ignoring them.

‘I don’t want to hear any more bullshit about alien planets,’ Traynor muttered, his eyes fixed on the flames.

‘Are you crazy?’ said Ethan. ‘Can’t you see the evidence of your own eyes?’

Sam glanced around, seeing expressions ranging from tired acceptance to blank denial.

‘There wasn’t a familiar constellation in the sky last night,’ Kim added. ‘The flora and fauna here are of a type entirely unknown back home.’

‘I don’t care,’ Traynor insisted. ‘You can’t convince me that—’

‘I’m simply stating a clear and mutually observable fact,’ stated Kim, a petulant note creeping into his voice. ‘We are not on Earth.’

‘How the fuck is that even possible?’ snapped Jess, stabbing a finger towards the lander. ‘There’s no way in hell that thing could fly us light-years to some other star system. The technology just doesn’t exist!’

‘And yet,’ said Kim, ‘here we are. Therefore, the technology does exist.’ He glanced at the lander. ‘You’re right about one thing—we didn’t come the whole way from Earth aboard that craft.’

‘Then how?’ asked Joshua.

‘I believe something else transported us here,’ Kim replied, ‘and either carried that lander with it, or constructed it upon arrival. A mothership, in other words.’

‘So, is there some way we can fly back into space, find that mothership and go home?’ asked Angel, leaning forward.

Kim shook his head. ‘Out of the question.’

Angel looked taken aback. ‘What makes you so damn sure?’

‘Even at a sizeable fraction of the speed of light,’ Kim explained, ‘a distance of a few light-years couldn’t be covered in less than several decades. You’d be an old man by the time you got home. And whatever brought us here, I guarantee it travelled a lot slower than light-speed.’

‘So we’re stuck here for good,’ said Piper, her eyes dark hollows. ‘Is that it?’

‘How we got here isn’t nearly as important as the fact we are here,’ said Sam. ‘We can either try to figure out how to deal with the situation as it is, or we might as well give up now.’ He nodded to Traynor, remembering his promise to Joshua. ‘I heard you did some more exploring this morning. Find anything?’

Traynor regarded him from beneath hooded eyebrows. ‘A great number of trees, Mr Newman.’

Jess snickered quietly.

‘Nothing else?’ Sam persisted, his temper fraying.

Traynor shrugged. ‘We tried heading further out, hoping we might find…I don’t know, a road, maybe, anything that might tell us where we are.’ He shook his head. ‘No luck. The terrain got rough, fast, so we had to turn back sooner than we wanted. We also tried looking for the source of that stream, but we must have taken a wrong turning somewhere. We could find it if we tried again.’

Well, that was something at least, thought Sam. ‘All right,’ he said, looking around, ‘I propose we split into two groups, one to find the source of that stream, and the other to find anything we can eat.’

‘What about shelter?’ asked the round-faced geologist, Irish Wilson.

Sam nodded. ‘I was just getting to that. I figure if the weather takes a bad turn, we can wait it out inside the lander’s bay if necessary. We should probably build some temporary shelters close to the campfire, but that can wait until this evening. Right now, let’s focus on food but most especially water.’

‘I got to thinking there might be some way inside the lander through that big tear in the upper part of the hull,’ said Ethan. ‘I keep wondering if they’ve got showers inside. One night sleeping rough is more than enough for me.’

‘And beds,’ said Karl, his voice filled with longing.

Angel laughed. ‘Yeah, with a mint on every pillow.’

‘If there ever was a way in,’ said Irish, ‘it’s gone. Those robots already patched that hole back up again.’

‘Talking about food,’ said Angel, ‘can we eat anything here?’ He looked around nervously. ‘I mean, if this isn’t Earth, then maybe we can’t eat anything at all.’

‘Only one way to find out,’ said Sam, who had been wondering the same thing. ‘We could try to do some hunting, assuming we can find any animals. Anyone got experience hunting?’

‘I do,’ said Traynor. ‘You?’

‘Sure,’ Sam replied. ‘I lived rough for a while, living off the land.’

Traynor looked impressed. ‘How did that come about?’

‘I spent a year in the Amazon Reserves with Gaia Army.’

Ethan blinked rapidly. ‘What the fuck,’ he asked, ‘is Gaia Army?’

‘Eco-terrorists,’ Traynor said dismissively.

‘Activists,’ Sam corrected.

‘So you were one of them?’ asked Piper, clearly fascinated. ‘Aren’t they supposed to be a bunch of crazies?’

‘I was part of a UN investigative team sent into the Reserves because the Brazilians wanted Gaia Army out. The Amazon basin is a protected environment, and the government claimed Gaia Army was a threat to its ecology.’

‘And?’ Piper prompted him.

‘Well, they’re extreme by some standards, but it turned out they were doing a better job preventing illegal logging than the Brazilians ever managed themselves. So they stayed where they were, over the protests of both the Brazilian army and the Brazilian government.’

‘And you lived with them?’ asked Karl Gabarro.

Sam nodded. ‘Lived and hunted, otherwise they’d never have trusted us. Peccary, tapir, deer…we hunted the same animals as the native tribes.’

Gabarro shook his head. ‘I don’t understand—Gaia Army are hardcore Mannites, right? So how can they eat meat?’

‘The point is, they live sustainably—and sustainable living doesn’t automatically preclude hunting. Farming or importing food from outside the jungles would have created much more of a negative environmental impact. So they chose to hunt.’

‘I can’t quite picture you running around naked in the jungle with a spear,’ Traynor said dryly.

‘When in Rome,’ said Sam.

‘All right,’ said Traynor, ‘you want food, me and some of the others will go out hunting and see what we can find.’

Kim stood abruptly. ‘Must I remind you again,’ he said heatedly, ‘that a number of us oppose any form of hunting or killing!’

‘Nobody’s making you eat meat if you don’t want to,’ said Sam, failing to hide his irritation. Kim glared at him, but said nothing more.

Amit, meanwhile, watched the proceedings stonily. He sat slightly separate from the rest of them with his arms crossed, as if disappointed with them all.

Traynor stood and nodded to the men gathered nearest him. ‘Wardell, Karl, Angel,’ he said, ‘you’re with me. And get DeWitt—maybe this’ll get him out of his funk.’ 

‘You’re going now?’ asked Sam.

Traynor shrugged. ‘No point in waiting.’

The three other men stood without a word and one of them went to fetch DeWitt, still sitting separately from the rest of them. Jesus, thought Sam, watching them confer, barely one day in this place and already he’s got his own obedient little army.

He glanced at Joshua, and they shared a look. Perhaps Traynor was going to be a bigger problem than any of them had realised.
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By the time the day’s heat built up to the same level it had been when Sam first woke, he, Ethan, Piper and Sun had made their way past the mound of boulders against which the lander had come to rest and deep into the forest in search of the source of the stream.

The forest quickly grew denser until it was very nearly impenetrable, and the stream itself was soon lost amidst a tangle of bushes and spiny plants. At first, Piper, who had gone with Traynor on the previous search for the river’s source, led them to a hill where she was sure they had taken a wrong turning. They went in the opposite direction this time, fighting their way through more undergrowth, the air all around filled with the strange cries of unseen creatures.

Sun accepted Sam’s hand when he helped her scramble over a fallen tree, but beyond that, she showed him the same cordiality she might to a stranger with whom she had been forced to share a taxi. He tried to tell himself it didn’t matter, that what had happened between them had been nothing more than a passing thing—the natural reaction to dreadful and unexpected circumstances.

Somehow, that didn’t make it sting any less. It felt like every time he closed his eyes, he could see her beneath him, her skin pale and luminous under the starlight.

Once past the hill, the trees in every direction became so closely packed together that their upper foliage merged into a canopy that blocked out much of the sunlight. Orienting themselves by the trail of smoke still barely visible to their rear and rising high above the lander, they spread out, calling to each other as they made their way through the forest. Before long they rediscovered the stream when it once more emerged into the open, taking turns cupping unpolluted water in their hands and thirstily drinking it down.

Piper managed to fashion a kind of water-carrier from fat, orchid-like plants that grew in profusion near the water’s edge, breaking their stalks and scooping water up in them. It was far from an elegant solution, but good enough they could carry some water back to the clearing.

Hunger and thirst had sharpened his senses, something Sam remembered from his time in the Amazon. But although he could hear life all around him, that same life was doing a terrific job of staying out of sight. The most he or anyone else saw were small, dark shapes that flitted along high branches, almost too fast to see.

They were on their way back to the lander when Piper died.

Sam had taken the lead as they passed through a narrow gorge dense with foliage. Ethan was by his side, expounding on his theory that the robots must have carried their pods out of the lander to save them from the fire.

Piper was at the rear of their party when she let out a sudden sharp scream. Sam turned in time to see a dark shape rising vertically towards the canopy far above, Piper in its grasp, her legs kicking as she struggled to get free.

Then she was gone, disappeared into the dense foliage. It had all happened so fast Sam only had a single, fleeting glimpse of whatever had a hold of her.

They all heard a second, agonised scream from far above, and then nothing.

Sam ran back the way to where Sun stood by the base of a single huge and ancient-looking tree. She peered up into the foliage overhead, her face slack with horror.

‘Did you see that?’ yelled Ethan, pointing up into the canopy, his voice trembling with fright. ‘Goddammit, what was that thing?’

Sun was still staring upwards. Sam grabbed her shoulder and twisted her around to face him. ‘What the hell happened, Sun? What did you see?’

She stared at him blankly for a moment, then shook her head. ‘I heard something behind me, and when I turned to look it had dropped from out of nowhere and grabbed hold of Piper.’ She swallowed. ‘It was like an enormous spider, hanging from a rope.’

It was Sam’s turn  to stare into the branches overhead, but he could see nothing.

‘I think she was about there,’ said Ethan, pointing to a where a spray of small blue flowers grew between the roots of the tree. He craned his neck as he looked back up at the canopy. ‘If she’s still alive, I don’t know how the hell we’re going to get her down,’ he added.

Sam shook his head slowly, thinking of the way her scream had been cut off. ‘Something tells me she’s dead already,’ he said. ‘This means we’re going to have to be extremely vigilant wherever we go in this forest.’

‘Oh, come on,’ said Ethan, ‘you can’t just give up on her and—!’

Sam blinked, feeling a faint spray of moisture against his skin. He reached up to touch his forehead and his hand came away spotted with red.

Sun made a choking sound. He looked around at her and saw that her jumpsuit was also dotted with red.

It took a moment for Sam to understand it was Piper’s blood.

‘Goddammit!’ Ethan yelled, and they all moved rapidly away from the tree.

Sam tried to wipe the rest of the blood from his face with shaking hands. Sun, ashen-faced, walked a short distance away, covering her own face with her hands and breathing loudly through her fingers.

‘There wasn’t any warning,’ she gasped, panic edging her voice. ‘How can we keep from getting killed by something we can’t even see?’

‘Let’s all do like Sam suggested and be vigilant as all hell,’ said Ethan. ‘I don’t know about you,’ he said, his voice lower, ‘but I’m starting to feel way out of my depth.’

‘You’re not the only one,’ Sam muttered with considerable feeling. He looked around at the orchid-heads they’d dropped, their water long since drained away into the not-grass. ‘Let’s try not to get killed by anything on the way back.’

* * *

Later that day:

‘You’re saying this thing came down on a fucking rope?’ asked Angel, sounding incredulous.

‘We’re out of our depth here,’ said Sam. ‘We have no idea what works or what dangers there are. It shows how much we have to stick together, instead of just wandering around.’

‘Sticking together didn’t help Piper much,’ Traynor noted. His eyes flicked towards Sun and back to Sam. ‘And I seem to recall you wandering off last night without much of a leave-by.’

‘Point taken.’ Sam looked around the rest of them, gathered once more around the campfire, and every one of them looking even more miserable and tired than earlier. ‘Unfortunately, if we want water, we still need to go back to the stream.’

Sam, Ethan and Sun had returned to the lander in silence, casting frequent and nervous glances at the forest canopy as they retraced their route. By then, Traynor and the three men who’d gone with him had returned with armfuls of roots they’d dug up. They’d been sufficiently industrious that they had also found the time to build makeshift traps further out in the woods, triggering more protests from Kim.

Irish, who had been listening to Sam’s story, looked aghast. ‘Are you serious? Go back where that…thing is waiting for us?’

‘It’s either that or we die of thirst,’ Sam reminded her. He shuffled back as Jess and Wardell made their way over to the campfire, carrying a load of scavenged firewood. ‘At least we know what to watch out for.’

Irish muttered something profane under her breath, then offered her help to Jess and Wardell. She followed them over to the forest’s edge to help gather more loose branches.

Traynor watched her retreat, then nodded at the mound of roots and weird-looking fruits he and his companions had deposited close to the campfire. None of it looked remotely like any kind of vegetable Sam had seen before, edible or otherwise. Neither did any of it look remotely enticing.

‘So,’ said Traynor, looking around at them all with a taut smile, ‘who’s volunteering to be the first to eat?’

‘I volunteer you,’ said Karl, and DeWitt laughed.

‘Or we could draw short straws,’ said Sun, regarding the haul with clear revulsion.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ said Kevin, scooping up something that looked roughly analogous to a potato. ‘The longer we wait, the worse it’s going to get.’ He prised at the vegetable’s skin and it broke apart in his hands, exuding an aroma reminiscent of unwashed socks.

‘Jesus,’ he exclaimed, wrinkling his nose and dropping it back down where he’d found it.

Traynor stared at the mound of maybe-food dubiously, then nodded towards the fire. ‘We might be better cooking them,’ he suggested, ‘rather than trying to eat them raw.’

DeWitt stood and grabbed up a twig from the growing pile left by Jess and Wardell. He speared it through something that had more than a passing resemblance to desiccated dog shit.

‘Well,’ he said, looking around, ‘I always said I wanted to die in a far-off and exotic land. I kind of hoped it wouldn’t be death by alien carrot.’

* * *

While DeWitt took charge of cooking the vegetables over the flames, the rest of them got busy putting together makeshift shelters for the night with whatever they could find. Before long they had constructed crude-looking lean-tos from scavenged branches and leaves which, Sam could see, weren’t nearly big enough for all fourteen of them  crammed in together. But they might offer some small protection against the freezing nights.

Some instinct born of the need to show himself a capable leader persuaded Sam to volunteer to eat the first of the cooked roots. The only other one willing to volunteer his stomach was DeWitt himself.

‘You know, it’s not that bad,’ said DeWitt later that afternoon, chewing at the pale brown flesh of something that might, with caution, be described as a yam. ‘Mash it up, it might even be halfway decent.’ He offered it up from where he sat cross-legged by the fire. ‘Anyone else want to try it?’

‘I’ll pass,’ said Wardell, regarding it with clear revulsion. If anything, it smelled even worse than it had when raw.

‘The taste is weird,’ said Sam, chewing stolidly at a lumpy brown root. ‘Like leathery chicken.’

‘Chicken-flavoured boot leather is closer to the mark,’ said DeWitt, and Jess grunted out a laugh. ‘Takes some serious chewing.’

‘So what about the rest of us?’ asked Irish, watching them with hungry fascination. ‘I’m not sure how much longer I can go without eating.’

‘You can go weeks without food if you have to,’ Traynor said from nearby. ‘You’ve clearly never experienced genuine hunger.’

‘Hold off until tomorrow, is my suggestion,’ Ethan said to Irish. ‘Don’t take it the wrong way, Sam, but I’d rather wait and see what it does to the two of you before the rest of us go near any of it.’

The meal, such as it was, settled uneasily in the pit of Sam’s stomach, but at least it stayed there. When night came, they crawled inside their crude shelters, one side of each left open to face the campfire.

Sam lay nearest the opening of his shelter, listening as the half-dozen others crammed in around him grumbled and shifted as they got ready for their second night in the open. He closed his eyes, thinking he wasn’t tired, but within seconds he had fallen into a deep, if uneasy, sleep.
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Sam woke deep in the night, his skin burning with an inexplicable heat.

He was still lying curled up on his side, facing the campfire. He struggled upright and bumped his head against the low roof of the shelter. His tongue felt like it was coated in grease, sharp spikes of pain driving deep into his belly.

He crawled outside, people mumbling and shifting around him as he brushed past them before emerging into the chill night air. He yanked down the zip of his jumpsuit, his skin awash in icy sweat despite the freezing air. The ground swayed beneath him as he stumbled forward,  collapsing to his knees before he got halfway across the clearing.

He hardly noticed when a hand grabbed him by the shoulder.

‘Sam!’ Ethan shouted, bending over him. ‘Are you all right? What’s wrong with you?’

‘I don’t know,’ Sam gasped, wiping his mouth with one shaking hand. He put it back down hurriedly when the ground shifted and rolled beneath him with sudden violence.

‘I’m guessing those things you ate aren’t too good,’ said the other man, his voice weary.

Sam swallowed. ‘What about DeWitt? Is he—?’

‘Same thing.’ Ethan nodded back towards the campfire.

Sam glanced around and saw Karl leaning over a figure collapsed by the campfire. Sam hadn’t even seen them when he’d staggered out of his shelter.

Karl glanced towards them and signalled frantically. ‘Hey, Ethan! I need you here!’

‘I want you to stay here a minute, okay?’ Ethan said to Sam. ‘I’ll be right back.’

Sam grunted in acknowledgement and watched as Ethan hurried over to the two men. He tried to stand back up, only for the ground beneath him to roll with sudden and renewed violence. Then it inverted itself, leaving Sam clinging to a grassy ceiling above an infinite starry void.

He moaned, digging his fingers deep into the soil, afraid to let go in case he fell and kept falling forever. The world slowly spun the right way around again, and he finally found the strength to climb back up onto his feet.

The next thing he knew, he was somewhere in the forest with no idea of how he’d got there or any sense of time having passed. He was on all fours again, crouched next to a tree, the world rolling around him like a ship caught in a storm.

He sensed he wasn’t alone. Looking up, he saw Mohammed Jahaar watching him from out of the shadows between the trees. Or at least, he thought it was Jahaar, though the most he could make out was a vague, ragged silhouette, its eyes gleaming in the silent darkness.

It couldn’t possibly be Mohammed Jahaar, of course, because Mohammed Jahaar was dead.

Sam squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again, the figure was gone. An illusion, nothing more.

‘Goddammit!’

Suddenly Ethan was back in front of him, his expression furious. ‘What the hell are you doing wandering off like that?’ he demanded. ‘You want to wind up like Piper?’

‘I don’t know how I got here,’ Sam mumbled through cracked and dry lips.

Ethan cupped both hands over his mouth. ‘Hey, Karl!’ he shouted. ‘I found him!’

Karl’s shouted response came a moment later. Ethan looked back down at Sam and shook his head, then leaned down until he could get an arm under his shoulder.

Sam staggered as Ethan helped him stand. ‘Lean on me,’ Ethan muttered, guiding him back out of the forest and towards the campfire flickering through the trees. ‘DeWitt’s completely out of his skull. All I can say is thank your lucky stars you didn’t eat as much as he did.’

Once they were back in the clearing, Sam was distantly aware of other hands taking hold of him and settling him down near the flames. The heat had gone from his skin, the cold air biting deep.

‘You gonna puke?’ asked Ethan, leaning in close and peeling back one of his eyelids.

‘Don’t think so,’ Sam rasped.

Ethan laid a palm against Sam’s forehead. ‘You’ve got a serious temperature going.’

‘Toxic shock syndrome,’ Sam mumbled.

‘Yeah,’ said Ethan. ‘I guess you’d be familiar with that from Asia.’

‘How’s DeWitt doing?’ asked Traynor, coming over to look down at Sam.

‘Shouting about being eaten by bugs,’ said Ethan, ‘so between the two of them I figure Sam got off lightly.’

Sam reached out a hand. ‘Wait—!’

‘Rest,’ said Ethan. ‘We’ll check on you later.’

Sam tried to say something more, but a great tide of black molasses rushed over him, pulling him down into darkness.

* * *

Sam dreamed he was standing in the middle of the same junction where Jahaar had died. He could see the man’s corpse, blackened and still burning, within the tangled wreckage.

Jahaar turned towards Sam, flames licking out of his eye-sockets. He reached ponderously for the door of his limousine and pushed it open. He stepped out and stood on the road, his body consumed by fire and his flesh hanging in tatters, and walked over to stand before him.

‘You shouldn’t have gone looking for her,’ said Jahaar, as cars flashed in either direction along the autobahn.

Sam tried to breathe, but couldn’t. It was like being underwater: his lungs worked to draw in air that wasn’t there.

‘I had to,’ he somehow managed to say.

‘No, you didn’t.’ Somehow Jahaar had become Sarah, her voice soft yet reproachful. ‘I should have remembered you were never any good at listening.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Sam, but Sarah had become Jahaar again. The dead man put one scarred and burning hand on Sam’s shoulder, his jumpsuit smouldering at the touch. ‘Too late for regrets,’ said Jahaar.

‘Wait,’ said Sam, watching helplessly as Jahaar pulled open the door of the burning limousine and climbed back in. Jahaar slumped forward, his lower jaw dropping open and flames emerging from the ruins of his throat.

Before long, his body blazed like a torch.

* * *

Sam was woken by the sound of someone shouting.

It was still dark, but red tinged the pre-dawn gloom past the trees. The shouting came from the direction of the lander. The campfire still hissed and popped inches away from where he lay.

He managed to sit up, his throat swollen, and felt the ground sway again. This time, it lasted only moments before passing. A dull sourness filled his belly, but it was nothing like the burning pain he’d felt before.

He glanced around. Apart from DeWitt, huddled and unmoving on the far side of the campfire, he was alone. He could however see that a knot of people had gathered around the base of the ramp beneath the lander: Wardell and Jess stood near the top of the ramp, holding onto Amit by either shoulder. Amit himself looked pale and terrified. Those gathered at the bottom of the ramp were arguing amongst themselves.

Sam levered himself upright and clutched at his belly, thinking he might puke. He waited until the feeling passed, then grabbed an unburned branch lying next to the fire and leaned on it as he pushed himself upright.

Slowly, and on unsteady feet, he made his way over to the lander. He got halfway there before Joshua saw him and came hurrying over.

‘Jesus, Sam!’ Joshua hissed, round-eyed with worry. ‘What the hell are you doing? Go back over by the fire and get some rest—you look like hell!’

‘Fuck that,’ Sam mumbled. The roof of his mouth felt gritty, like it was coated with sand. ‘What’s going on?’

Joshua glanced at the ramp, then back at Sam. ‘They caught Amit inside the lander.’

Sam blinked in puzzlement. ‘You mean inside the cargo bay?’

‘No.’ Joshua shook his head. ‘I mean inside the lander—on the other side of that door that won’t open for the rest of us. Wardell and Jess nabbed him sneaking back out of it.’

Sam stared at him, thunderstruck. ‘And nobody noticed him going in?’

‘I guess we were lucky Wardell and Jess just happened to be together in the cargo bay last night when Amit showed his face.’

Sam leaned heavily on his stick. It wasn’t hard to guess what the two of them had been doing in there. They were all still crazy with hormones. ‘I want to talk to Amit,’ he said.

Joshua gave him a look that was almost pitying. ‘Oh, Lord, Sam. You, me and everyone else.’

* * *

Joshua didn’t try to stop Sam this time, although he hovered by his side the rest of the way to the ramp.

Traynor had taken over from Wardell, forcing Amit onto his knees, while Jess stood over the Indian. She wielded a heavy-looking branch like a club, her face full of vengeful fury.

‘Start talking, you son of a bitch,’ Traynor shouted at Amit, ‘or I swear to God Jess will break every bone in your body!’

‘Let go of me,’ Amit insisted woodenly.

Traynor slapped him across the face, hard. ‘We don’t have time for this bullshit!’

It took a serious effort of will, but Sam managed to negotiate his way past those gathered at the bottom of the ramp. Angel tried to stand in his way, but Sam brushed past him, making his way up the ramp until he came face to face with Traynor.

‘How about you back the fuck off,’ Sam told him, breathing hard and his skin damp with sweat. His hand shook where it gripped the branch.

Traynor glared at him, nostrils flaring. ‘You’re sick, Mr Newman,’ he said dismissively. ‘Go back and rest.’

‘I heard about what happened,’ said Sam, pressing on regardless. He forced himself to stand up straighter and ignore as best he could the twisting pain in his bowels. ‘Beating the shit out of Amit isn’t going to get you anywhere.’

‘If you would please allow me to explain—!’ Amit started to say, his voice trembling with fear.

‘What the fuck, Amit?’ Kevin Amaro shouted from behind Sam. ‘Why didn’t you tell us you could get in there?’

Sam looked around. ‘Has anyone else managed to get inside?’

‘Nope,’ said Jess, staring down at Amit like she wanted nothing more than to test her improvised club on his skull. ‘Damn thing locked up again right after he came out.’

‘So it was you and Wardell who saw him coming out through that door?’

Jess’s cheeks coloured slightly. ‘Yeah. Just us.’

‘Let Amit go,’ said Ethan, stepping up behind Sam. ‘It’s not like he’s going anywhere.’

‘I’m not letting go of him in case he skedaddles right back through that door and never comes out again,’ Traynor spat. ‘That’s not happening unless he takes us inside with him.’

Ethan stepped up to Amit and kneeled to face him. ‘So how about it?’ he asked. ‘Want to show us what’s inside?’

Amit nodded, mute with fright.

Ethan looked up at Traynor. ‘See? And all you had to do was ask nicely.’

‘Whatever,’ Jess snapped, hauling Amit back upright by one shoulder. ‘Get us through that door,’ she hissed at him, gripping his arm hard, ‘or I swear to God I’ll feed you to whatever the fuck ate Piper.’

Traynor took hold of Amit’s other arm and they dragged him back up the ramp, everyone else following in their wake and resuming their arguing and shouting. Sam followed too, despite the overwhelming desire to lie down and curl into a ball.

Once inside the cargo bay, Sam pushed up next to the inner door until he could see the virtual projection visible only to him.

‘Can you see that?’ he asked Amit, pointing towards it.

Amit swallowed and nodded, dipping his head down as if ashamed. ‘Yes. Yes, I can see it.’

Sam resisted the urge to reach out and shake the man by the neck. ‘And is that how you were able to get in and out of the lander?’

‘Yes,’ Amit replied, so quietly this time that Sam almost couldn’t hear him. 

‘Go ahead and open it again,’ said Sam, moving out of Amit’s way, still bracketed as he was by Traynor and Jess. ‘I want to see what happens.’

Amit reached out with one trembling hand, and Sam watched as the glowing icon once again expanded into a panel. Amit placed his palm against it and the door slid open immediately, revealing a short corridor terminating in a vertical shaft lined with rungs.

This time, the door stayed open. The cargo bay behind them filled with excited murmurs.

‘Listen up,’ said Traynor, pulling Amit close. ‘You fuck with us, play any kind of trick, and I will kill you without hesitation. Do you understand me?’

Amit, who looked like he was on the verge of passing out from fear, nodded. ‘I…I was going to tell you,’ he stuttered.

‘Then why didn’t you?’ asked Sam.

‘Because I needed to be sure,’ said Amit. ‘About how we got here, and why.’

‘So you do know something,’ said Jess, her hand squeezing Amit’s shoulder until he winced from the pain.

‘Possibly,’ said Amit, his voice trembling.

‘You don’t sound sure,’ said Sam.

‘I’m not,’ Amit admitted. ‘Not yet. Not quite.’

‘So what do you know?’ asked Traynor.

‘I…’ Amit swallowed hard before he replied. ‘I think I may have helped design this ship.’
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Traynor stared at him with a bug-eyed expression. ‘Designed it?’

‘Please,’ said Amit, his voice shaking. ‘I swear I will explain everything if you let me go! I know you don’t believe me, but it was simply my intention to explore the ship and find out as much as I could before I told any of you I’d found a way inside.’

‘My ass,’ Wardell shouted from somewhere near the top of the ramp. ‘The little shit was getting ready to fly this thing out of here without us! Why the hell else would he be skulking around like this? We ought to—!’

‘Shut up,’ Traynor snapped, and Wardell fell immediately silent. Sam once again did not fail to note the significance of Wardell’s immediate obedience.

‘Let’s take a look around before we draw any conclusions,’ said Sam, stepping into the corridor and pulling Amit after him.

* * *

The door remained open behind them. The corridor was cramped, barely large enough for Amit and Sam to stand side by side.

‘Sam.’ Ethan stepped up to the open door, looking worried. ‘I swear, you shouldn’t be walking around like this after what you’ve been through.’

‘Thanks for the advice,’ Sam grunted, taking hold of a rung and ignoring the look on Ethan’s face. There was no way in hell he was letting Traynor take a look around inside before he did.

Somehow, he managed to haul himself halfway up the shaft, even though it felt ten times harder than it should have. He worked his way up slowly, rung by rung, despite the wild beating of his heart and the increasingly acid taste in the back of his throat.

So far as he could see, the shaft ran the entire way to the top of the lander. Apart from rungs, there was also a deep vertical groove in the shaft’s wall, the purpose of which wasn’t immediately obvious. He soon emerged into another  corridor, running fore and aft, and moved out of the way so Amit could join him. Traynor followed moments later, and then Jess, the both of them looking around.

This corridor was as cramped and utilitarian as the one on the lowest deck. Sam headed aft, passing open bays and peering inside each one, the others bringing up the rear.

‘You see this?’ Jess exclaimed with excitement, pointing inside a bay. ‘That’s an industrial-sized fabricator. Jesus…we can print cars, planes, houses, any damn thing we want with this!’

‘How about guns?’ asked Traynor.

‘Hell, yes, guns,’ said Jess, nodding fervently. ‘Also engine parts, medical supplies…the list is endless.’

‘What about food?’ asked Sam. ‘Can we print anything edible?’

‘Well?’ asked Jess, staring hard at Amit. ‘You figure that out, at least?’

Amit nodded, his back pressed up against a bulkhead, as if he could somehow ghost through it to safety. ‘I did find a manifest detailing freeze-dried powdered micronutrients stored onboard the lander for the express purpose of being assembled into food using the printer. Unfortunately, the damage from the crash landing was…extensive.’

Jess blinked. ‘You’re telling me it all burned up?’

Amit nodded. ‘I believe so, yes. Our only chance is to find something outside the lander we can eat.’ He glanced at Sam. ‘Assuming what we find doesn’t poison us, that is.’

‘So basically,’ said Traynor, ‘we’re just as fucked as we were before we got in here.’

‘It’s a working fabricator, at least,’ said Sam, grabbing Amit by the shoulder and pushing him back towards the shaft. ‘Let’s take a look around the rest of the ship.’

It became obvious how extensive the damage was once they reached the next highest deck. Several bays had collapsed inwards, crushing equipment and other supplies. The bulkheads and entrance-ways were blackened and warped, and a terrible stink of melted plastic filled the air. They came across the remains of a medical bay, and the twisted wreckage of a construction robot that must have got caught in the conflagration.

The third deck was hardly any better. At one point they encountered a construction robot travelling down the shaft, carried on a tiny steel platform that extended out from the groove in the shaft’s wall.

The fourth and uppermost deck, however, appeared to have escaped the worst of the conflagration. Much of it was taken up by a single command space ringed with screens, consoles, seating and numerous interfaces.

Not that it had escaped entirely unscathed, however; several screens had toppled from their mounts and lay shattered on the deck. Similarly, a few of the consoles had come loose from their housings and lay in pieces. Loose wiring spat sparks against the metal decking, and a bulkhead had a wide crack running through its plastic surfacing.

Despite this damage, a number of virtual panels and controls shimmered into existence the moment Sam entered the command space. Others flickered spasmodically, then died.

A hard landing, indeed.

Sam stepped towards a virtual panel that appeared fully functional, brushing its surface with his fingertips. It flashed red, much like the one next to the cargo bay door.

Traynor entered and watched Sam moving his hands in the air. ‘You see something?’

‘There are AR interfaces all around us,’ said Sam. ‘How about you—do you see anything?’

Traynor shook his head. ‘Nope.’ He looked over at Jess. ‘You?’

Jess shook her head.

‘But you can, right?’ Sam asked Amit, who nodded. ‘So why only the two of us?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Amit. ‘Once I found my way inside, I discovered the virtual interfaces gave me root access to the lander’s primary computer systems.’ He swallowed. ‘I…locked everyone else out of those systems, thinking that meant no one else would see any of the virtual interfaces. Clearly, I was wrong.’

‘You still haven’t explained why the hell you kept all this to yourself,’ said Traynor. ‘When did you figure out you could get inside?’

‘I was the first to awaken,’ Amit explained. ‘I had a few hours to explore on my own, and when I first set eyes on the lander, I realised…’ his voice trailed off. ‘This may take some explaining.’

‘Then maybe you’d better start at the beginning,’ suggested Jess.

Amit let himself sink into a chair. ‘It’s true that I kept some things back from you,’ he said. ‘I needed time to study the lander’s workings and try to work out exactly how we came to be here. I…suspected I might in some way be responsible, even though I was unable to remember anything, and to be honest I was afraid of how you all might react once you found that out.’

Jess moved in front of him. ‘So do you or don’t you know why we’re here?’

Amit looked pained. ‘I believe I have worked out enough to at least make some educated guesses.’ He smoothed his hands over the thighs of his jumpsuit, then folded his hands together as if begging them not to beat the crap out of him.

‘At the point that I last remember,’ Amit continued, ‘the point we all last remember, I had already been working on prototypes of this very craft for several years. Although I must stress that, at that time, they were still little more than computer models.’ He looked around nervously. ‘I was the project’s chief designer, you see.’

The rest of them exchanged glances.

‘Have you heard,’ Amit continued, ‘of a man named Martin Tenenbaum?’

* * *

They had all heard of Martin Tenenbaum, of course. The entire world had heard of Martin Tenenbaum.

When, in 2030, the invitation to a new life had arrived at the cramped Bangalore apartment Amit Subarash shared with his grandparents, it came in the form of a simple letter.

It wasn’t a golden ticket, and it was delivered by drone rather than by an owl. But for all that, Tenenbaum’s name, printed in a cursive font on rich cream paper, was magical enough: it was an invitation to speak face-to-face with Tenenbaum himself, under conditions of strict secrecy, at an undisclosed location. A car would be sent for Amit the next morning.

That Amit, then nothing more than a simple postgraduate student, might refuse such an invitation was so far beyond contemplation as to be ridiculous.

And yet the letter raised a simple question: what did a man richer than Croesus, and whose vast fortune lay in medical software and hardware, possibly want with an impoverished Indian student struggling to complete his doctorate in applied nuclear physics?

The next morning, a driverless Mercedes arrived outside the Bangalore apartment despite the frequently voiced concerns of his alarmed grandparents and delivered Amit to the nearest airport. Bewildered, he boarded a private jet that quickly boosted to hypersonic speeds, dropping to a landing on the outskirts of Seattle three hours and thirty-five minutes later. Another twenty minutes passed inside a second limousine before Amit found himself facing Martin Tenenbaum across a desk laden with bagels and coffee, the Space Needle visible through a window behind him.

At some point, the following conversation had veered away from the relative merits and demerits of the University of Bangalore’s high-energy research department and towards deep-space exploration. Each year was hotter than the last, Tenenbaum explained, and the resulting global food and water shortages of the last few decades had proven catastrophic. Multiple toxic algal blooms were affecting all the major oceans and had triggered irreversible marine extinctions that threatened the long-term survival of the human race. Given such threats, suggested Tenenbaum, didn’t it seem obvious that humanity needed to reach out to the stars so that it might ensure its survival?

Any trip to the stars, however, was likely to take centuries, if not millennia, even with the benefit of the powerful new fusion drives then under development. Any crew would need to haul along enough food, fuel, air and water to keep both themselves and their descendants alive long enough to reach their destination. The costs were punitive, the technology still underdeveloped, and the human costs appalling. How, then, to achieve the universal dream of stepping onto the surface of a planet orbiting another star within one’s lifetime?

It was then that Tenenbaum turned his back on Amit and showed the young student the barely visible scar lines radiating outwards from the point where his vertebral column met the base of his skull. The device, once implanted, and called a cerebral tap, collected memories from the deep tissues of the brain. Over time, it would construct a complete facsimile of the original person’s mind given a sufficiently powerful substrate.

Cloning technology had advanced hugely in the last few decades, and before very long, Tenenbaum continued, it would be possible to equip an interstellar craft with frozen embryonic tissues which, on arrival at a destination system, could be force-grown to adulthood within a few months and invested with the memories of the original person. It was the perfect solution to many of the anticipated problems with deep-space exploration, even if some of the science involved tended, for the moment, towards the speculative rather than practical.

All such a ship needed was adequate shielding, fuel to reach its destination, artificial wombs to preserve, grow and nurture the embryos, and a low-level AI system to run it all.

But why me? Amit had asked when the other man finally paused.

Tenenbaum responded by conjuring up a holo-display of one of Amit’s industrial designs, filched, somehow, from the University of Bangalore’s mainframes: a highly micro-miniaturised fusion drive, smaller by several factors than anything else currently under development, and the subject of his unfinished doctorate.

Build this for me, Tenenbaum told Amit, and we can travel to the stars.

And the money to do so, of course, proved to be unlimited.

Ten years passed, by which time Amit had become head of Tenenbaum’s R&D propulsion research division. The first interstellar probes, barely larger than a clenched fist and equipped with Amit’s high-yield micro-miniaturised fusion thrusters, were already on their way to Proxima Centauri, Tau Ceti and dozens of other closely neighbouring star systems. They were an armada, part of what Tenenbaum called his Starship Initiative, printed in their hundreds and fired into the void at a sizeable fraction of the speed of light.

Only a few were likely to survive the rigours of deep space, but once these few reached their destinations, they would hunt out habitable worlds and transmit back information if any such were found. Then, the plan went, larger craft already underway would be diverted towards those target systems, their crew little more than minuscule tissue samples waiting to be born under the light of a different star.

* * *

Amit paused in his story, and Sam heard the muttered, distant voices of the others milling about the lower decks. He half-unconsciously reached one hand to the back of his neck, wondering if he could feel a slight bump there, something that might indicate the presence of a cortical tap. He couldn’t be sure either way. 

Across the command deck, he saw Jess doing the same.

‘Wait a minute,’ asked Traynor. ‘This happened, what, ten years ago? I remember seeing something about it on the news. Most of those probes are still on their way. It’s going to be decades or even centuries before they reach their destinations, so it still doesn’t make sense.’

‘That’s not what Amit’s saying,’ said Sam. ‘He means that all of that time has already passed. We’re already a long way into the future, regardless of what our memories tell us.’

Amit nodded. ‘Tau Ceti, to take an example, is twelve light-years from Earth—meaning that even at a fifth of the speed of light, it would still take a probe decades to reach it, and decades more before a signal could be sent back. Even if a ship such as the one that presumably brought us here was already underway, it would still take many more decades or, more likely, centuries before it could divert here—wherever here is. How long I can’t say, not without knowing where we are relative to our home solar system.’

Traynor looked appalled. ‘Then how long has it been since…since I last remember?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Amit. ‘As I said, it depends just how many light-years from home we are. I’m hoping to find out after further investigation.’

Amit still looked terrified, even as he explained all this. Sam hardly begrudged him: there were more than enough of them to form a good-sized lynching party if they decided he was to blame for their circumstances.

‘I didn’t sign on for some fucking interstellar voyage,’ said Jess, her voice rising. ‘So why the fuck don’t I know about any of this? How come I don’t remember anything after two days ago?’

‘Again, I don’t know.’ Amit pressed himself deeper into his seat as Jess towered over him, her fists bunched at her sides.

‘Bullshit,’ she spat, leaning down until she was almost nose-to-nose with Amit. ‘I think there’s something else you’re not telling us.’

‘Jess—’ Sam warned her.

She lunged forward, grabbing Amit by the neck. Sam responded by grabbing hold of Jess and trying to pull her away from Amit, and she elbowed him hard in the chest. Sam staggered back, colliding with a console behind him.

‘Jess!’ Traynor shouted. ‘Stand down. That’s an order!’

She turned to stare at both of them, nostrils flaring, Amit still struggling in her grasp. Then she let go of him and Amit collapsed to the deck next to his chair, coughing and wheezing.

‘Something went wrong,’ Amit gasped, one hand pressed to his throat. ‘A computer error, perhaps. I need to contact the mothership and find out what went wrong.’

Sam looked at him. ‘So there really is a mothership?’

‘Of course there is,’ Amit gasped. ‘That’s what I’ve been doing up here—trying to communicate with it.’ He shook his head, then coughed again. ‘But…something’s not working. I can’t get it to respond.’

‘All right,’ said Traynor, staring at Amit like he was on the wrong end of a microscope, ‘here’s another question. How was Tenenbaum able to record our memories the way you say he did? Because I can tell you for a fact I never had one of these cortical taps.’

‘Most likely,’ said Amit, ‘you had one installed in the years after you last remember.’

‘Do we still have one?’ asked Sam. ‘In these bodies, I mean?’

‘Most likely,’ Amit agreed.

‘I can’t feel anything, though.’

‘Neither are you consciously aware of the implants that have allowed you to interact with the lander’s virtual displays,’ Amit reminded him. ‘I can only assume cortical tap design has improved considerably since we last remember.’

Since we last remember. ‘So to be absolutely clear,’ asked Sam, ‘you’re saying we’re missing all of our memories after 28th of August 2050?’

Amit nodded. ‘That’s my conjecture, yes.’

‘Just how much of our memories?’ Sam continued, something cold pooling deep in his gut. ‘Are we talking days, months, years or what?’

‘I’m truly sorry, but I simply don’t know,’ said Amit. ‘I was trying to work that out when…’ he glanced at Jess, then ducked his head down. ‘But my guess would be that we’ve lost many years of our lives.’ He licked his lips, then looked around at them all. ‘Most likely decades.’
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‘All right,’ asked Traynor, ‘how far can we trust what he’s saying?’

He and Sam had gone back down to one of the lower decks, leaving Amit to keep working on the command deck under Karl and Angel’s close supervision. Traynor had sent Jess back outside to cool off and explain what they’d learned to everyone else.

‘He’s too scared to do anything but be completely straight with us,’ said Sam. ‘You saw how shit-scared he was.’

Traynor shook his head. ‘I don’t see any way in Hell I’d have signed up for something like this. I never had any interest in living on some other fucking planet. Did you?’

Sam laughed quietly. ‘Not particularly, no.’

‘Why would anyone want one of those damn things in their head in the first place?’ Traynor groused. ‘I thought they were for people with brain damage or Alzheimer’s.’

‘People like Tenenbaum had them installed because they wanted to live forever. They figured they could keep cloning themselves and uploading their mind to each new body.’

Traynor regarded him with surprise. ‘Is something like that even possible?’

‘The fact we’re standing here talking to each other strongly suggests it is, yes,’ said Sam.

Traynor stared off towards a bulkhead, lost in thought. ‘Except that means there’s a long-dead original me, back there on Earth somewhere. Doesn’t seem like a good deal for him.’

Sam shrugged. It felt more than a little odd to be chatting with Traynor like this, given that until less than forty-eight hours before he had been harbouring fantasies of murdering the man in cold blood. ‘Then maybe that other you got a kick out of knowing some other version of him would wake up on an alien planet someday, even if it was long after he was pushing up the daisies.’

‘I don’t know,’ Traynor muttered. ‘I’m not sure we can trust anything Subarash tells us.’

Look who’s talking, thought Sam. ‘As long as he’s working up there trying to repair those computer systems, there’s a chance he might figure out why we’re here—or even if there’s a way to get our lost memories back.’

‘Well, fair enough.’ Traynor thought for a moment. ‘Jess knows her way around computer systems.’

‘Kim said she was an aerospace engineer?’

Traynor nodded. ‘She is. I’m sure she can help him once she’s simmered down.’

Sam wondered how Amit would feel about working with Jess, whose mood in his presence currently ranged from furious to murderous. But then again, maybe it was all the man deserved. All this, when they could have been sleeping indoors instead of freezing their asses off.

‘Jess isn’t the only engineer around here,’ Sam pointed out. ‘I’m sure some of the others would be more than happy to take turns working with Amit. That way we can all keep an eye on him.’

Traynor nodded. ‘All right,’ he said, moving towards the exit, ‘we’ll find ourselves some volunteers. But first, I want to take a look at what else is in this ship.’

* * *

‘What we’ve got here,’ said Kevin Amaro, spreading his arms wide to encompass the whole of the fabrication bay, ‘is technology way beyond anything I’ve seen before.’

‘You’re sure about that?’ asked Sam.

Kevin chuckled and shook his head. ‘This is like something out of a science fiction movie.’ He stepped over to a low pedestal. ‘Look.’

He waved a hand over the pedestal and a wireframe schematic shimmered into existence above it, rotating slowly and clearly visible to all of them and not just Sam. ‘I’m not talking about the display—I’m talking about whatever the hell this schematic is. It’s got technical specifications using some kind of maths I’ve never seen in my whole damn life.’

‘Well,’ said Sam, ‘given what we know now…’

Kevin laughed uneasily. News about Amit’s revelations had spread extraordinarily quickly. ‘It might literally be from the future,’ he agreed. ‘Or at least a future we were part of, but none of us remembers.’

‘Kim told me you worked for an asteroid mining company,’ Sam asked him. ‘Is it possible with time you’ll be able to figure all of this out?’

‘Given time, yeah, sure, I hope so. I used fabricators a lot in my work.’

‘Really?’

Kevin nodded. ‘I was part of a development team creating autonomous mining robots able to print new parts as needed and even make new copies of themselves. Self-sustaining mobile factories, in other words. The idea was once they were built, all we had to do was send them out to suitable asteroids, then sit back and wait for them to mine metals and bolides and fire them back into Earth orbit where we could pick them up.’

‘That doesn’t sound too far from the kind of thing Tenenbaum was working on.’

Kevin nodded. ‘As a matter of fact, Tenenbaum’s a majority shareholder in the company I work for. Well…was, I guess I ought to say. Whenever we developed anything new, Tenenbaum got first access to it.’

Sam lifted his eyebrows. ‘Seems like Amit’s not the only one among us with a connection to Tenenbaum.’

Kevin nodded. ‘It makes sense when you think about it. Why else would we be here, unless some or all of us had worked for the guy in some capacity?’

Sam glanced around at the fabrication equipment filling the bay. ‘So what can you make with all this stuff?’

Kevin shrugged. ‘Not much at the moment,’ he said sadly.

Sam didn’t hide his surprise. ‘You’re saying it’s not working?’

‘Far as I can tell, it’s working fine. It’s the raw ingredients we don’t have.’

Sam felt his spirits sink. Amit had already told them they wouldn’t be able to print food: now it seemed there wasn’t much else they could print, either. ‘Burned up?’ he asked.

Kevin nodded. ‘You saw the state those other bays were in. I’m guessing this ship was carrying powdered metals, alloys, rare earths and the like, all the different materials we’d need to manufacture electronics and machine parts.’

Sam rubbed at his forehead, feeling a stab of pain. Adrenaline had carried him this far, but he wasn’t sure how much longer it could keep him going. ‘How hard would it be to find those ingredients here?’

Kevin regarded him with disbelief. ‘You mean out there in the forest? Short of digging up metal ore with your bare hands, I’d say it’s impossible.’

The pain in Sam’s head spread to his jaw and shoulders, becoming a kind of numbness. He pressed two fingers to the bridge of his nose, an unpleasant burning sensation somewhere deep in his sinuses.

‘All right,’ Sam persisted, ignoring the look of mild concern on Kevin’s face, ‘is there anything salvageable on this damn ship?’

‘Possibly. I found a vehicle bay in the aft section of the second deck, but the stuff inside took a hammering.’ He stepped towards the door and gestured to Sam to follow. ‘I’ll show you, if you’re up to it…?’

Sam nodded brusquely and waved Kevin on. ‘I’m fine. Show me.’

He followed the engineer to a part of the ship he’d barely explored, ducking under a metal strut that had been torn loose at the moment of impact. He soon found himself inside a bay that was easily the single largest interior space inside the lander apart from the command deck, its interior lit by red emergency lights. Much of the floor comprised a second ramp that was much larger than the one in the lower cargo bay.

‘Can we open it?’ asked Sam, pointing at the ramp’s outlines.

Kevin shook his head. ‘Nope. It’s jammed up against those boulders out there.’ He swept his hand around. ‘These make up for it, though.’

Most of the space inside the bay was taken up by two vehicles—an all-terrain, open-top truck with bars curving over and above its chassis, and a tiny two-man helicopter, with folded-down blades. The helicopter lay on its side, its windscreen shattered and several of its blades bent or torn off. 

The truck had fared little better: it looked like someone had picked it up and tried to bend it in two. From what Sam could see, both vehicles had been torn loose from wall-mounted clamps.

‘Can we fix them?’

Kevin shook his head with a sigh. ‘I can tell you just by looking at it that the ‘copter’s a complete write-off. It’s a damn shame—they call this type of helicopter a Mosquito, perfect for short-range reconnoitring.’

‘And the truck?’

Kevin made a face, wobbling his head from side to side as if to say, maybe. ‘Possibly. But with the chassis all bent out of shape like it is, it’s going to take a lot of work and a lot of time. Several days, at least. Which leaves one more problem.’

‘Which is?’

‘How the hell to get the truck out of here even if I can fix it, given there’s no way to drop that ramp. And there’s no way it’ll fit through any of the corridors leading back down to the lower cargo bay.’

‘Jesus,’ said Sam, appalled. ‘Got any good news?’

‘Well, I did have the idea I could slice the truck into bits and carry them through the ship one by one and reassemble the whole thing outside. But again, of course, that’s going to take time.’

Sam regarded him with open amazement. ‘How could you even do something like that?’

Kevin rewarded him with a faint smile. ‘You’ll have noticed the construction robots were equipped with acetylene torches to cut away at the damaged parts of the hull. Well, I figure I can detach one of those torches and use it to slice up the truck’s chassis. Otherwise, I got to wondering if there’s a way to reprogram the robots to do the work for me.’

Sam opened his mouth to reply, then felt a sudden rush of nausea. The pain came back to his head, ten times worse than before. He stepped towards the bay entrance and pressed his forehead against the cool metal, listening to the frenetic thud of his heart.

‘You all right?’ asked Kevin.

‘Give me a minute,’ Sam muttered, his voice scratchy.

‘Honestly,’ said Kevin, ‘I’m amazed you’re still standing. Maybe bringing you here was a bad idea.’

Sam took a deep breath and straightened himself. ‘I’ll be fine,’ he said, turning  back to face the other man.

Kevin stared at him with a worried expression. ‘You don’t look so good. I can go fetch Ethan if you want.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Sam insisted. He forced a smile onto his face. ‘I’ll get some rest in a minute. Believe me, I’m nowhere near as bad as I was.’

Kevin sucked at his teeth. ‘Yeah, while we’re on the subject of what you ate…I don’t want to have to say this, but it could be there’s nothing here our stomachs can digest. Even if we could find something here that doesn’t outright poison us, we could stuff ourselves and still wind up starving to death. If the proteins here turn out to be structured differently from what we have back home, we won’t be able to digest or derive energy from them.’

‘Maybe let’s not spread that around right now,’ said Sam. ‘Until we know otherwise, it’s only speculation.’

‘Whether we can eat anything here,’ said Kim, stepping into the bay, ‘depends on how human we actually are.’ He smiled apologetically. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop—I overheard you talking on my way here.’ He circumnavigated the bay, examining both vehicles with keen interest.

‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ said Sam.

‘Technically, Kevin is quite correct,’ said Kim, kneeling next to the Mosquito and peering inside its passenger cabin. ‘There’s no reason to assume we can derive sustenance or energy from the life on this world, because it could be structured in fundamentally different ways from life on Earth.’ He looked back up at them and stood. ‘But say you grew your crew from scratch, like Amit believes we were, at some point after the ship carrying our embryonic tissues arrived in this solar system. What’s the point of sending us across all those light-years if we end up starving to death because we’re not compatible with the local biosphere?’

‘Well,’ said Sam, ‘Amit said we brought food stores with us but lost them in the crash.’

‘But how long would those stores last?’ asked Kim. ‘A few days or weeks?’ He shook his head. ‘Certainly not long enough to sustain the founders of an extrasolar colony. A far better strategy is to find some way to adapt your crew’s cloned bodies to their new home. To give them bodies capable of digesting foodstuffs that would be indigestible to our original selves.’

Sam blinked. ‘Is that possible?’

‘I don’t know how many years of our memories we’ve lost,’ said Kim, ‘but based on what I’ve seen inside this ship, I think Amit’s right in thinking it’s at least several decades. If such a thing wasn’t already possible, I believe it was by the time our mission launched.’

‘Except we already know we can’t eat the food here,’ Kevin reminded him. ‘It nearly killed Sam and DeWitt.’

‘There are plenty of things back on Earth that would kill you if you ate them, too,’ Kim retorted. ‘Perhaps you were unlucky. Something else might turn out to be entirely edible.’

‘And if you’re wrong?’ asked Kevin, looking less than convinced. ‘If we’re not adapted to living here, then what are our chances?’

Kevin’s voice grew more distant, and the edges of Sam’s vision became limned with black. He fell back against the wall, his legs buckling beneath him.

‘Sam!’ he heard Kevin yell, as if from very far away. ‘Sam? Damn it!’
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Her name was Sarah Mulwray, and once upon a time she had been the love of Sam’s life.

But that had been back in university, long before he ran through Amazon jungles or wound up administrating one small corner of post-war North Korea. By the time she came unexpectedly back into his life, twenty years had passed, and Sarah had gone on to become a senior journalist with one of the larger global news agencies. Most recently, she explained, sitting across from him in a wine bar whose broad windows overlooked Seoul’s Gangnam District, she had been assigned to help run that agency’s Asia office from out of Jakarta. It seemed like a good time, she had said in her message to him, to catch up.

If only it had been so simple.

‘His name is Jahaar,’ she told Sam. She was dressed for comfort, in a loose blouse and jeans. Past her shoulder, Sam could see a few buildings that still bore the visible scars of wartime shelling. ‘He’s the Indonesian Minister for the Interior, and he wants out.’

‘Out of what, exactly?’ Sam had asked. He’d assumed, unkindly, that early middle-age would have smoothed out Sarah’s edges. Instead, she was tanned and fit, apparently fresh from an hour in the gym of her hotel. She looked better than she had in her early twenties when they’d still been an item. Seeing her again after so long filled him with a school-boyish intensity he thought he’d left far in the past.

‘He’s as crooked as they come,’ she explained, placing her elbows on either side of her machine-printed steak. ‘Which is pretty much par for the course as far as the Indonesian government goes.’

‘I can think of quite a few politicians you could say the same about pretty much anywhere in the world,’ Sam pointed out.

She shrugged, taking his point. ‘The Asian Bloom Crisis seems to have given Jahaar his conscience back. He thinks I can help him get the word out about what he thinks caused it.’ She sipped her wine and thought for a moment. ‘Or who he thinks caused it, to use his own words.’

Sam put his knife and fork down and regarded her keenly. ‘I’ve heard every kind of conspiracy theory blaming someone or other for deliberately seeding the Indian Ocean with toxic microorganisms. So who is it this time? The Elders of Zion? Lizard-men masquerading as the British Royal Family? I can’t wait to hear.’

‘He says it was an accident started by a gene-tech company, and they’ve been trying to cover it up ever since.’

‘Who?’

She gave him a small half-smile he had once found enormously alluring. He felt an emptiness inside his chest that proved it still was.

‘And you’ve checked this all out?’ he asked, the words coming out a little more thickly than he’d intended.

She sighed. ‘That’s where you come in. You’re the expert we need, to help us find out whether he’s telling the truth.’

We need, she had said. ‘And there was me thinking you came looking for me so you could throw yourself back into my arms.’

She gave him a quick, unreadable look past fine pale eyebrows and ignored the comment. ‘He’s agreed to let me interview him in Switzerland,’ she explained. ‘Neutral territory, you see. I’ve got a few contacts there who say they can help make arrangements. He has documented proof, or claims he has, but you can help us verify their authenticity.’

‘You think he’s telling the truth,’ said Sam after a moment, ‘otherwise you wouldn’t have gone to all the effort of meeting me here.’

She cut a small, precise square out of her printed steak. ‘That’s true. So,’ she said, looking at him flatly, ‘will you help me? Us?’

‘Do you know,’ he said, as lightly as he could, ‘I missed you.’

She dropped her gaze again. ‘Sam…’

He reached out, put his hand over hers. ‘You know what they say about unfinished business…’

She looked back up at him, her expression wry. ‘Honestly? I don’t. Where did you get that? It sounds like you stole it from some terrible movie.’

He laughed, knowing somehow, or rather remembering, that they would sleep together later that night. ‘I probably did.’

Her smile became pained. ‘You were always too…’

‘What?’

She sighed. ‘It doesn’t matter. I meant it when I said I need your help, Sam. This is important.’

‘I’m aware of that,’ he said defensively.

‘This isn’t about us,’ she said, as if he hadn’t replied. She carefully removed her hand from his.

‘Of course, but—’ 

He frowned, seeing a small wisp of smoke rising from a hole that had appeared, somewhat unexpectedly, in the centre of her forehead.

‘What is it?’ she asked, seeing the look on his face.

‘Nothing,’ he replied, his throat suddenly dry. He had forgotten: Sarah was dead—murdered, in fact, within hours of Jahaar’s assassination, on the streets of Geneva.

And it was his fault.

She grinned at him, her face becoming a skull and her eyes sinking back to reveal dark pits.

* * *

He came to with a lurch, his heart beating furiously. He gulped at the air, then saw Sun leaning over him, looking alarmed.

‘Take it easy.’ She dropped onto one knee and put a hand on his chest. ‘Lie back down, Sam.’

He twisted around, disoriented. He was in some kind of shed or building; the clearing was visible through an open door.

‘What the hell…?’

‘Down,’ she insisted, pressing her hand more firmly against his chest.

He relented and let himself fall back until he was resting on his elbows. He wiped one hand across his mouth, then looked more closely at the building’s interior: it was recognisably a prefab, a temporary shelter assembled from sheets of extruded plastic and not much bigger than a garden shed.

‘You passed out,’ she reminded him. ‘Kim and Kevin got you back outside and carried you over next to the campfire. You were out cold all night.’

He remembered the vehicle bay. ‘This building…?’

Sun smiled. ‘Jess found some base materials that survived the landing, and Kevin ran them through the printer. Amit figured out how to program the robots, and last night they built this hut and two others. Even better, they’re made of  insulating material. No more nights freezing inside that horrible shelter.’ Her smile broadened into a grin. ‘I’m sorry you missed it all, Sam.’

He gave her an appraising look. ‘So…you’ve been watching over me this whole time?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Hardly. Ethan’s been putting his head in from time to time to check on you. I was just passing by and heard you shouting something. I was worried maybe something was wrong.’

‘Oh.’ He glanced away from her, feeling his face redden. ‘Well, thanks.’

‘It’s just after dawn,’ she said. ‘You look better than you did last night. How do you feel?’

‘Better, I guess.’

‘So…I guess Sarah was someone important?’

Jesus. ‘Was that what I was shouting?’

‘If it’s private, don’t worry.’ She started to stand. ‘It’s hardly any of my business.’

‘No, wait.’ He put a hand on her arm and stopped her. ‘She’s someone I knew. She…died a few years back.’

‘Oh.’ Sun’s face fell. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s fine. Really.’ He still hadn’t taken his hand from her arm, but she didn’t seem to be in a hurry to pull it back either.

He nodded towards the door. ‘Anything else been going on?’

‘Amit’s up on the command deck with Kim, trying to rewire it. Thanks to Jess, Kevin was able to print a barrel for carrying water back from the stream.’

Sam started to get back up. ‘Listen, maybe I’d better—’

Sun stopped him again with her hand on her chest. ‘Nobody put you in charge,’ she said. ‘They’re doing just fine without you acting like you are. Besides, you’re no good to anyone if you don’t give yourself time to recover.’

‘You can’t expect me to just lie in this damn hut all day!’

‘I didn’t say you had to.’ She stood and operated a simple blind that rolled down over the opening, concealing them from the outside world. Then she tugged down the zip of her jumpsuit and let it fall from her shoulders, revealing the smooth curve of her breasts and the taut muscles of her stomach.

‘I can’t make sense of you,’ said Sam, something heavy and warm in his throat as she pushed her jumpsuit down past her hips. ‘You ignored me all of yesterday.’

‘I’m married,’ she said. He saw something fragile in her eyes. ‘Or I was. It’s still hard to make much sense of things, but I suppose I’m adjusting. We all are.’

She stepped out of her clothes and crouched over him, sliding the zip of his jumpsuit down until she could wrap her fingers around his growing erection.

‘I seem,’ she said, her breath catching slightly, ‘to have your attention.’

‘Sun, you don’t have to…’

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I don’t have to. I didn’t speak English until I woke up here, did you know that?’

‘What?’

‘Oh, I knew a few words here and there, enough to get by on family visits. But when I climbed out of that pod and you spoke, I understood you and all the others without hesitation.’ She moved out of the way as he struggled out of his own clothes. ‘How can I speak a language, if I don’t even remember learning it?’

He glanced towards the door. ‘Someone might come in—’

‘They won’t.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘Because I told them not to.’ Her smile faltered slightly. ‘We might all be dead in a week. I want to enjoy this body while I have it.’

She straddled him, taking hold of his penis and guiding him inside her, shivering with pleasure when he lifted his hips to push deeper. Her tongue pressed against the back of her teeth, and she began to rock backwards and forwards, gently at first, then more rapidly, and soon he lost himself to the rhythm of her movements.
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When Sam next woke she was gone again, sunlight slanting through the now-open door. He remembered that after she came she had draped her warm body across his and he’d lain there, luxuriating in the heat and the sensation of her skin against his, until fatigue swallowed him away into darkness.

But now he felt restless, his muscles humming with suppressed energy. He stood carefully, but the ground was comfortingly solid and unmoving beneath his feet. All that remained of the fatigue was a faint ache under his skin.

When he dressed and made his way outside, he saw that three printed huts had been placed in a row just under one of the lander’s wings. DeWitt sat huddled by the campfire, Angel by his side.

‘Hey! You’re alive.’

Sam turned to find Kevin waving to him from next to the ramp, with Irish and Sun by his side. Irish had hold of a long handle attached to a plain-coloured sphere sitting on the not-grass.

Sam went over to join them. ‘Feeling better?’ Kevin asked.

‘A lot.’ He nodded at the sphere. ‘What is that?’

‘This is our water barrel,’ Kevin explained with evident pride. ‘You can roll or push it over pretty much anything—easier than trying to lug it around on your back, right?’

Sam nodded and locked eyes with Sun, gratified when she met his gaze easily. Irish regarded them both with undisguised amusement. 

‘So when do we test it out?’ Sam asked, looking back at Kevin.

‘We already did,’ Sun told him. ‘The three of us just got back from the stream.’

Sam looked at her with alarm. ‘Did you—?’

Irish shook her head from beside Sun. ‘We didn’t run into any trouble, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Yeah, we stayed the hell away from where Piper died,’ said Kevin. ‘No sign of anything like whatever got her, anyway.’

‘Well…okay,’ said Sam. ‘Traynor’s right about one thing: we need guns, for defence as well as hunting.’ He looked at Kevin. ‘You should print some, if you haven’t already.’

‘About that,’ said Kevin, looking almost embarrassed. ‘Turns out there are no recipes for firearms anywhere in the printer’s database. And believe me, I looked.’

Sam stared at him like he was trying to figure out if he was joking or not. ‘How the hell is that possible?’

Kevin threw his arms up as if to say search me. ‘I got Amit to take a look in case I missed something, but nada. He’s got this idea it’s a deliberate omission.’

‘A deliberate omission?’

‘Well, what with Tenenbaum being a hardcore Mannite like him and some of the others, it’d fit with the whole philosophy of harming nothing living. Can’t kill anything if you don’t have any guns.’

‘Kind of makes you wonder,’ said Irish, her tone deadpan, ‘who would land us on some alien fucking planet with no way to defend ourselves against the wildlife.’

Sam felt a throbbing in his head, like his fever was coming back. ‘That doesn’t make sense! Half of us have military backgrounds—what’s the point of sending soldiers all the way here if they don’t even get guns?’

Sun nodded. ‘That’s just what Traynor said.’

Sam glanced back at Angel and DeWitt. ‘Where are Traynor and the rest of them?’

Kevin and Irish exchanged a look.

‘We don’t know,’ said Kevin, rubbing the back of his head with one hand.

‘He upped and disappeared again,’ Irish explained, her voice edged with contempt. ‘He took some of his buddies with him. Didn’t even realise they were gone at first.’

Sam looked back over at Angel, who’d hardly even glanced their way. ‘Anyone ask him?’

‘The most we could get out of him was that they were going hunting,’ said Kevin.

* * *

Which was about as much as Sam himself could get out of Angel when he asked him the same question, except the way Angel spoke made it clear that as far as he was concerned, the best thing Sam and the rest of the civilians could do was stay the hell out of the way of the soldiers and let Traynor make all the necessary decisions.

Sam had to fight hard to keep his temper down. He couldn’t get any more sense out of DeWitt, who was clearly still on a long road to recovery.

Rather than risk a confrontation with Angel, he turned and walked away, working the restlessness out of his bones by joining Kevin and Amit inside the transport bay. They’d figured out how to reprogram one of the robots to slice the truck’s chassis into parts, and fat chunks of steel chassis were already being carried by that same robot through the ship’s corridors before being dumped on the not-grass outside.

* * *

‘Hey!’ Irish said later that afternoon, putting her head in through the door of the vehicle bay. ‘Traynor and the others. They’re back!’

Sam emerged from the lander in time to see Traynor and the rest of his hunting party emerge from the forest in a long, bedraggled line that snaked towards the campfire.

‘Doesn’t look like they came back with anything,’ said Kevin, coming up beside Sam. The skin between his eyes wrinkled in a frown. ‘What are those things they’re all carrying? Spears?’

‘I think so,’ said Sam, eyeing the spindly-looking sticks each carried in one hand. They were less than impressive-looking. ‘They should have asked me for help before they tried to make any.’

‘Why, you got some kind of expert knowledge on how to make spears?’

Sam looked at him steadily, and Kevin’s neck coloured. ‘Right. I forgot. I guess that’s a pretty essential skill in the Amazon.’

‘It helps,’ Sam agreed, although questions of sustainability hadn’t kept some of Gaia Army from using weighted, printer-made carbon-fibre spears. ‘I guess I’d better get this over with,’ he said, heading towards the campfire.

‘Get what over with?’ Kevin called after him.

* * *

Traynor had collapsed next to the campfire, watching as Jess tended once more to its maintenance. He nodded to Sam when he approached. 

‘I see you’re back in the land of the living, Mr Newman.’

Sam nodded. ‘I gather you went hunting.’

Traynor gave him a speculative look. ‘Well, since nobody else seemed up to it, I figured I might as well give it a shot.’

Sam gestured at the crudely trimmed branch by Traynor’s side. ‘And how did that work out?’

Traynor smiled tightly. ‘Not as well as I’d hoped. Guns would have been nice, but…’

‘I guess Kevin told you we’re not getting guns any time soon.’

‘Which makes absolutely no fucking sense,’ said Wardell, who sat sprawled nearby on the not-grass.

‘We’ll go out again tomorrow,’ said Traynor, as if making a solemn promise. The look on his face suggested the conversation was over.

Sam stayed where he was. ‘We need to talk about the way you keep going off on your own without telling the rest of us. Survival means working together. Why don’t you seem to understand that?’

‘Why don’t you—!’ Jess started to say, but Traynor raised his hand and she fell silent.

‘Just to be clear,’ said Traynor, his voice low and even, ‘I don’t need your permission for anything. Neither does anyone else here.’

‘Three days we’ve been stuck here,’ Sam persisted, ‘and we don’t know one damn thing about where we are or how we got here. We’ve lost one person already and in case you haven’t noticed, some of us are barely keeping it together. If you don’t cut the bullshit and stop acting like the rest of us don’t matter, it’s going to get worse. And that threatens the chances of survival for all of us.’

Traynor shook his head like he almost couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘Again,’ he said, spacing the words out, ‘nobody put you in charge.’

‘Maybe Vic should be in charge,’ Angel muttered from across the campfire.

Traynor grunted a laugh. ‘Now there’s an idea.’

‘To hell with that!’

Sam turned and saw Ethan come stomping towards them, Kevin and Irish in his wake. He stabbed a finger at Traynor, his face twisted up in anger. ‘I want you to know right now I’ll take Sam over you any day, you asshole!’

‘I agree,’ said Irish. ‘In fact, perhaps it’s time we resolved this once and for all by putting it to a vote.’ She glanced at Sam. ‘Assuming you’re willing, that is.’

‘How about it, Vic?’ Sam asked Traynor. ‘Can’t get fairer than that.’

Traynor stared back at him, clearly nettled. ‘Sure,’ he grumbled, standing now. ‘Put it to a damn vote.’

‘Now we’re talking,’ said Ethan with undisguised enthusiasm. ‘Stay right here and I’ll go scare up everyone else.’

Ethan jogged back over to the lander. A few tense minutes passed before he reappeared with Kim, Amit, Joshua and Sun.

‘Okay,’ said Irish, standing next to the campfire and holding one hand high. ‘We’re all present. I, therefore, vote to put Sam in charge of our survival and exploration efforts from this moment on. Who’s for?’

Hands went up. ‘I count eight for,’ said Kim, looking around. ‘Against?’

Traynor raised his hand, as did all of the soldiers.

‘Sam Newman is duly elected our leader, eight votes to six,’ Irish announced with almost savage delight.

‘Just one goddamn minute!’ Karl Gaballo cried, his face twisted up in anger. ‘There’s just six of us and eight of you civilians. How the hell is that fair?’

‘I didn’t realise there were two groups of stranded,’ said Sam. ‘Why? You and the rest of them thinking about going it alone?’

‘Let’s not start arguing all over again,’ said Joshua. ‘The decision’s made, so let’s try to move on.’

‘I agree,’ said Sam. He turned back to Traynor, whose expression was now on the distinctly flinty side. ‘Maybe you didn’t manage to catch anything while you were out there, but did you see anything?’

Traynor stared back without answering for several long moments, then his shoulders sagged in apparent defeat. ‘As a matter of fact, we did. We came across a herd of animals to the north-east. Like nothing I’ve ever seen before.’

Even Kim, the biologist, appeared to forget his distaste for Traynor the moment he heard this news. ‘Describe them to me, please,’ he asked, brushing past Sam and standing before Traynor.

‘They’re bipedal,’ said Traynor. ‘But not human, not intelligent, at least not so far as I could tell. The best way I can describe how they look is a cross between a kangaroo and a dinosaur, and about the same size as a horse.’

‘Carnivorous?’ asked Kim. ‘Sharp or blunt teeth? Or something other than teeth?’

‘We didn’t get close enough to tell, but they’re grazers, alright. They all had this bony plate above their eyes that looked like it was designed for charging. They ran as soon as they caught sight of us. The forest got a lot sparser out that way, so it was near damn impossible to sneak up too close to them.’

‘What about all those traps you put out?’ asked Kevin. ‘Didn’t they catch anything?’

‘Not a thing,’ Jess said glumly.

‘Sorry to hear that,’ said Sam, reaching down and picking up Traynor’s discarded spear. He moved it from hand to hand: the balance was all wrong.

‘I still can’t make sense of why anyone would send us all this way without access to serious weapons,’ Traynor muttered, watching Sam.

‘Maybe,’ said Kim, his voice taut, ‘they thought we could find a way to live without slaughtering every damn thing we encountered.’

‘Actually,’ said Kevin, ‘I found a recipe for a bow and arrow, if that’s any help.’

Angel laughed, and Jess swore under her breath. ‘Jesus,’ she muttered, ‘is there anyone here who even knows how to use one?’

Traynor massaged his forehead, looking weary. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘since it appears you’re in charge, Mr Newman, how about you tell us what you’re going to do to keep us all from starving to death?’

Sam responded by discarding Traynor’s crude spear. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, ‘give me a couple of hours and I’ll see what I can come up with.’

* * *

Just past the lander was a part of the forest that had been thoroughly trampled on by Sam and his fellow stranded. It didn’t take long before he found a cluster of bamboo-like growths that looked sturdy enough for his requirements; it took a lot more effort than he’d hoped it would, but after a lot of swearing and pulling and twisting, he managed to break off a stalk slightly longer than he was tall, then held it above his shoulder like a javelin.

It already felt a lot better balanced than Vic Traynor’s ridiculous pig-sticker.

Joshua had called after Sam, asking him where he was going when he left the rest of them back at the campfire, but he’d just kept walking. Some things just took too long to explain.

He carried the stalk with him as he searched through the undergrowth and across exposed areas of rock until he’d collected several loose pieces of chert. Then he found himself a place to sit and hammered them against each other on top of a larger rock until the largest piece of chert began to take on a more or less diamond-shaped outline. That done, he then used the cut and shaped spearhead to cut away any remaining imperfections from the bamboo stick, then sliced away at one end until he’d created a flat shelf that could support the blade. Lastly, he pulled some long-stemmed leaves from a bush and trimmed them down with another piece of chert until he could wind the bare stalks tight around his improvised spearhead and secure it to the stick.

By the time he was done, the sun was sinking towards the horizon. It hadn’t been easy work, but, with the sun on his back, the last remnants of his fever had finally faded away.

Then at last he studied his handiwork: the binding was tight enough, but it wouldn’t last long. What he needed most was some resin from a tree to help glue it all together. Assuming, of course, you could get resin from the trees here.

‘Not bad,’ said a voice from behind him. ‘But to be honest, still not an optimal solution.’

‘Jesus!’ he shouted, whirling around to discover Irish regarding him from nearby. ‘Don’t creep up on me like that, okay? You frightened the shit out of me.’

She rewarded him with a grin. Only then did he notice the compound bow slung over one of her shoulders, a quiver full of arrows over the other.

‘So how come you’re out here all on your own,’ she asked him, ‘after you told Vic that’s the one thing none of us should ever do?’

He hardly heard the question. ‘Where the hell did that come from?’ he demanded, pointing at the bow.

‘You remember what Kevin said: he had a recipe for a bow and arrow. So I asked him to make me one.’

Sam leaned his new spear against a boulder and walked around behind her, touching a finger to the recurved surface of the bow. ‘It looks impressive as hell,’ he said, then frowned. ‘Is that a telescopic sight?’

‘Sure as hell is.’

‘How did you manage to persuade him to do it? He keeps saying there’s not enough of anything for printing.’

‘He said he wasn’t sure he could spare what he had, but I told him as long as I’ve got one of these, we can defend ourselves as well as hunt. That was good enough for him.’

He stepped back in front of Irish and looked closely at her face. ‘You didn’t tell Traynor about this, did you?’

‘Christ, no,’ she scoffed. ‘He’ll find out soon enough, anyway, once he sees it. And if we can scrounge up any more materials, we can make more bows and I’ll teach the rest of you how to use them.’ She folded her arms. ‘The rest of them weren’t too crazy the way you got up and wandered off with hardly a by-your-leave.’

Sam shrugged. ‘I figured since I’m the only one around with any actual experience hunting without a gun, I should be the one to try. As for coming out here on my own, well…I figure I can be a lot more useful this way than Vic, put it that way. And I move a lot faster on my own. ’

‘Oh.’ Her face creased into a frown. ‘So you don’t need—you mean, you don’t want my help?’

‘Depends.’ Irish looked like a kid who’d just been told she couldn’t play with her new toy on Christmas Day. ‘You any good with that thing?’ he asked her.

‘Got to third place in an international archery tournament,’ she responded with unabashed pride.

That was hardly the same as hunting something living, but it was clear from the way she was bouncing from one foot to the other that she wouldn’t take no for an answer.

‘So I take it you’re not a Mannite?’ he asked her.

‘No. I mean, I’m a vegetarian, but I draw the line at starving to death.’ She regarded him hopefully. ‘So…how about it? Can I tag along?’

Sam glanced again at her printer-manufactured bow, annoyed at how primitive and deficient his spear now looked by comparison.

‘Fine,’ he relented, and she grinned broadly. ‘I’m heading north-east to where Vic said he saw a herd of animals.’ He let out a sigh. ‘I just hope you’re as good with that thing as you say you are.’

‘If there’s an apple anywhere around here,’ she told him levelly, ‘stick it on your head and I’ll show you just how good.’

He laughed, then picked up his spear before waving her towards the deeper forest. ‘Okay. But we need to get moving while we’ve still got daylight.’
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‘You were on the Moon?’ Sam asked in amazement.

‘And coming up to the end of a six-month research furlough at the Mare Imbrium base,’ Irish told him.

If not for her jumpsuit, he thought, she might have been a youthful huntress from some bygone age with her bow and quiver slung across her shoulders. He studied the strong-limbed young girl walking by his side through the forest and wondered if she’d looked much different before waking in her new body.

‘What kind of research?’ he asked.

‘Assessing mineral deposits for commercial off-world mining concerns, mostly.’

He nodded. Interesting. That meant she’d been working in roughly the same field as Kevin and Amit.

They had been walking now for an hour, the sun slanting through the trees at a lower and lower angle. Every twenty metres, he stopped to pluck a long blade of not-grass, tying it in a knot around the nearest eye-level branch to mark their path through the forest. They kept a wary eye on the treetops as they moved.

‘Kim mentioned that you’re a geologist,’ he said.

‘Yeah, not that there’s much call here for—’ She came to a halt, stopping him with one hand on his shoulder.

‘Straight ahead,’ she said, her voice low and quiet and eager. ‘Do you see it?’

Sam peered through the half-gloom under the forest canopy until he saw a creature about the size of a large dog, with two powerful-looking forearms like a gopher. It was digging furiously, sending up flurries of black soil. Then it paused, sticking its snout deep into the freshly dug pit like it was looking for something. It wasn’t the same kind of beast Traynor had reported encountering, but it hardly mattered.

‘Get your bow ready,’ Sam whispered, feeling like he hardly dared move.

Irish nodded silently, her face pale as she slid the bow from her shoulder. Sam watched from out of the corner of his eye as she selected an arrow and nocked it, keeping the bow pointed at the ground.

With a sudden motion, the gopher-like creature lifted its head and stared straight towards them, twitching its narrow head first this way, then the other.

Irish held herself statue-still, hardly seeming even to breathe. ‘Should I—?’

‘Yes, damn it,’ Sam whispered. ‘Now.’

Irish raised the bow, took aim, and—

The creature darted out of sight and into the gloom, as if it had somehow known what she was about to do. Irish let out a shaky breath and lowered her bow again.

‘I think I can see more of them,’ Sam muttered, ‘up ahead.’

His eyes had adjusted to the gloom now, and he could see vague shapes moving deeper within the forest. He motioned to Irish to follow, then crept forward, keeping himself bent low at the waist. Irish kept her arrow nocked, the muscles of her arms taut from the strain.

He waved her to a halt once half a dozen of the critters were visible. ‘Take your time,’ he whispered.

Irish once again raised her bow, and he heard it creak faintly as it took up the tension. None of the creatures moved or otherwise paid them any attention.

Several seconds passed. She kept the bow taut, her arm straight.

‘What is it?’

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, lowering the bow again. ‘I can’t do it.’

He gaped at her. ‘What the hell is the matter?’

‘I’ve never killed anything before,’ she hissed back at him. ‘I thought I could if I had to, but…’ she shook her head as if angry with herself.

‘Fine,’ he said, biting back his irritation. ‘Wait here.’

Sam took a firm hold of his spear before taking a few careful steps forward. He raised it until it was level with his right shoulder, his left arm extended, the gloom around him mixing with memories of a jungle countless light-years distant.

A little closer, and…

He made his throw: the spear followed a smooth trajectory through the air—better than he could have hoped, really. But just as he released it, his foot had crunched down on some twig buried in the undergrowth, causing every last one of the critters to raise their heads.

They scattered immediately into the shadows, his spear burying itself in the soil right where one had been.

Just for a moment, Sam felt a stab of something akin to sympathy for Traynor. It wasn’t as easy as he remembered.

To hell with this, he thought, feeling a sudden spurt of rage: no way was he going to go back to the camp empty-handed. Ethan and the others had only really voted for him to be in charge because he wasn’t as much of an asshole as Traynor.

He still had to prove he was the better leader.

He ran forward, snatching up the spear without breaking stride, and chased after the fleeing animals. He didn’t look back to check if Irish was following or not. The creatures—“diggers” seemed as good a name as any—vanished into the gloom, darting here and there between the trees with what struck him as phenomenal speed.

He soon felt a cramp in his belly and a sour, acid taste in the back of his throat, but ignored it. He could only imagine what Ethan might say if he could see him at that moment.

He pumped his legs harder, seeing that the trees were becoming increasingly sparse, as Traynor had reported they would. If the diggers reached open ground, he’d never catch them.

There. He’d almost caught up with one of the little bastards. He put in an extra spurt of energy, raised his spear and-

The digger came to a sudden halt a couple of metres ahead of Sam, twisting around to face him and displaying a mouth full of huge, flat molars. It let out a sound somewhere between a hiss and a shriek, then charged straight at him.

Sam stumbled back, holding the spear out before him to ward the creature off. But instead of pushing its attack, the digger suddenly reversed direction and darted back the way again.

Sam stared after it in shock, his lungs burning. This is not over.

He set off in pursuit yet again. The trees spread out further and further apart until, suddenly,  the ground dropped away at the edge of a cliff immediately before him.

He came to a halt at the very edge of the cliff, staring down with dismay as the diggers rapidly made their way down the nearly vertical rock face with the nimbleness of mountain goats.

So that’s it, he thought, his heart sinking. There was no way he’d catch one of them now.

Then he looked out across the landscape below: a broad green floodplain stretched out from beneath the cliff towards distant mountains, while bipedal animals matching the description Traynor had given wandered here and there along either bank of a meandering river. There were hundreds, possibly thousands, of the creatures as far as he could judge.

He shaded his eyes with the flat of one hand so he could get a better look at the bipedal creatures nearest him. They had clusters of tentacles hanging down the front of their skulls like thick, writhing beards, with which they tore up chunks of not-grass, and flat, bifurcated bony crests on top of their skulls.

He stepped back into the shade of a single tree close by the edge of the cliff and turned to peer behind him. He caught sight of Irish running hard towards him: she was shouting something, but he couldn’t make out the words.

‘You need to take a look at this!’ he called to her, pointing down at the river-plain below.

She came to a sudden halt, slid her bow from her shoulders and nocked an arrow before taking aim at him.

‘Sam,’ she shouted, ‘run!’

He sensed, rather than heard, the creature rushing down towards him from above.

In the next instant, an enormous weight came crashing down on top of Sam with enough force to flatten him against the ground. He let out a shriek and scrabbled frantically to get out from under dark, fleshy tentacles already wrapping themselves around his shoulders, arms and neck.

The creature spasmed and squealed, then let go of Sam as suddenly as it had landed on him. He looked up and saw Irish nock a second arrow and release it.

The creature shuddered, emitting a thin, high-pitched cry that faded away like a burst balloon. Sam crawled out from underneath it as fast as he could before scrabbling upright and out of reach. It twitched spasmodically, a pair of arrows protruding from its flesh, then became still.

Irish came up beside him, gulping air and breathing hard. ‘I…I didn’t even think,’ she gasped, the words catching in her throat. ‘I just…’

‘Thanks,’ he said. He put a hand on her shoulder to steady himself. She placed her fingers lightly over his, then let go.

‘It was right on top of you,’ she said, starting to catch her breath now. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘I don’t think so.’ He could feel a few bruises here and there from when the thing had landed on top of him. Mostly, however, he felt numb from the realisation of how very close to death he had come. ‘That was some shooting, Irish.’

‘Told you I was good,’ she said.

He took a closer look at Irish. Her skin was pale to the point of being pallid, and her lips were formed into a flat line. The whole incident had scared her even more than it had him.

‘How did you know?’ he asked her. ‘Did you see it dropping down ?’

She shook her head. ‘Not at first. It was the flowers,’ she explained, nodding at the spray of blue growths all around where the creature had dropped onto Sam. ‘I remembered the tree where Piper got killed had the same type of plant all around it, and I don’t think I’ve seen them anywhere else.’

Now that he looked, it was  startlingly obvious. ‘That’s when I looked up,’ she continued, ‘and saw something moving up there.’

Now that he had the time to study the nightmare-thing lying dead before them, he saw that a dark, ropey umbilical reached up from the middle of its back to some point amidst the tree’s upper foliage. He swallowed his fear and edged closer, poking gingerly at the creature’s side with the toe of one shoe.

It showed no signs of life, but he was badly startled when the rest of its umbilical suddenly came tumbling down, landing on top of the corpse in an untidy heap. Sam pictured it dangling high in the forest canopy like an overgrown spider, waiting for something to stray into its territory.

‘I wonder,’ he said speculatively, ‘if we can eat it.’

Irish looked at him with outright horror. ‘You cannot be serious.’

‘At least we wouldn’t have to return empty-handed.’ He nodded towards the cliff. ‘I saw Traynor’s herd down there, but I don’t fancy our chances of catching one. Especially not this late in the day.’

Irish stared at the dead spider-thing with wide eyes and shuddered. ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever be hungry enough to eat something that looks like that.’

‘You never know.’ He forced a smile. ‘Might taste better than it looks.’ He nodded down at it. ‘What do you think we should call it?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Is there a word for something that hides in trees and looks like all your worst childhood nightmares rolled into one? You can have the honour if you want it.’

He peered up into the foliage overhead, then looked back down at it. ‘Bungee-bug,’ he said.

She blinked at him, then began to laugh, hands on knees. She kept laughing until tears ran down her face.

Her laughter turned to sobs. She walked away from him, pressing her forehead against the trunk of a tree with her back to him, shoulders shaking.

Sam took a step towards her, suddenly unsure of what to say or do. ‘Irish…’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said at last, turning around and knuckling tears from reddened eyes. ‘I…I was planning to go visit my sister in New York once I got back home from the Moon. I had all these plans. I think it only really just hit me that…’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘But it’s probably going to get dark before long. We need to figure out some way to haul this damn thing back to the lander.’

‘Sure.’ She sniffed, pressing her sleeve against her eyes, then assumed an air of brisk efficiency. ‘I can help carry it, as long as you don’t mind me screaming my head off the whole way back.’
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By the time they finally returned to the lander, tired, dirty and covered in sweat and bug-blood, Sam knew immediately that something was wrong.

Dragging the dead bug back through the forest had rapidly devolved into a struggle of epic proportions. First, the creature’s umbilical kept snagging on rocks or branches: Sam had tried using the tip of his spear to saw through the thick, sinewy muscle, but it proved far tougher than he’d expected and he hardly made a dent. In the end, he’d been forced to wrap it around his waist and shoulders before he and Irish could lift the beast back up.

It was bad enough that it weighed a ton, but the awful stink of it so close against his skin only added insult to injury.

He untangled himself from the umbilical while Irish collapsed at the clearing’s edge. The campfire was deserted, and Joshua and several others stood at the base of the ramp, arguing loudly with Wardell and Angel, who were positioned halfway up the ramp.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ Irish groaned as she stared over at the contretemps, ‘what now?’

There was, Sam had to admit, more than a touch of déjà vu about the scene. ‘More trouble, I guess. It’s like the other day all over again.’

He noted that the truck was quickly taking shape nearby on the grass—its chassis had already been welded back together and mounted on top of six fat-looking tyres.

‘Five to one, it’s Vic again,’ said Irish.

‘Whatever it is,’ he said, moving ahead of her towards the lander, ‘maybe they’ll stop once we tell them we caught something.’

‘Assuming eating it doesn’t kill us!’ she yelled after him.

* * *

By the time he reached the lander, Karl had appeared from out of the cargo bay and taken up a position next to Angel and Wardell. Ethan was nearly nose-to-nose with Angel, Joshua and Kim standing shoulder to shoulder with him while Sun watched from nearby, twisting her hands together with worry.

‘Hey!’ Sam called out as he approached. ‘What the hell is it now?’

Joshua turned and blinked in surprise. ‘Where the hell have you been?’

‘Hunting.’ He stuck a thumb towards Irish, who had managed to drag the carcass of the bungee-bug closer to the campfire. ‘And we caught something.’

Suddenly they were all looking at him instead of fighting with each other. ‘You did?’ Wardell asked, sounding surprised.

‘More than enough for all of us, assuming the damn thing is edible.’ Perhaps it was better for the moment that he didn’t tell them what they’d brought back with them. ‘Anyone here knows how to butcher an animal?’

Wardell hopped down from the ramp, the argument, whatever it had been about, apparently forgotten. ‘I can do it, but I’m going to need something to cut it up with.’

‘Kevin’s printed a couple off,’ said Ethan, ‘along with some general tools. Which we could go get,’ he added, glaring at Angel and Karl, ‘if these idiots would let us inside.’

‘Ethan?’ asked Sam.

‘It’s Vic again,’ Ethan explained. ‘He beat the crap out of Amit—went up to the command deck and laid into him without any warning, is how I heard it from Kim. Now they’ve got Amit holed up in there and won’t let anyone else talk to him, even to find out what’s going on.’

Great. Sam took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then took Ethan’s place in front of Angel. ‘Either get Traynor down here right now to explain what’s going on,’ he told the soldier, ‘or get out of my way so I can ask him myself.’

‘Don’t push it,’ said Angel, his tone obstinate. His eyes widened, and he took a slight step back as the smell of dead bungee-bug hit him. ‘Vic’ll explain everything when he’s ready.’

‘This isn’t your ship, you assholes!’ Ethan bellowed from beside Sam. ‘There’s more of us than there are of you, or didn’t you notice? We had a vote!’

‘Vic knows what he’s doing,’ Angel insisted, his face stiff and angry. ‘You sure as fuck don’t.’

‘I won’t ask you to get out of the way again,’ Sam insisted, although he wondered how far the other man was willing to push a confrontation.

‘Do what he says.’

Sam turned to see Irish standing to one side of the ramp, an arrow nocked and aimed straight at Angel’s heart. Angel blanched, then slowly backed up the ramp.

‘I mean it,’ said Irish through gritted teeth. She looked a formidable sight, drenched as she was in bug juice. Either she’d lost all her fear from killing the bungee-bug, or she was doing an excellent job of hiding it. ‘Move.’

‘This might be the biggest mistake you ever made,’ said Angel.

‘Threatening a woman who can put an arrow through your throat from a hundred feet might be the biggest mistake you ever made,’ she told him, ‘unless you get the hell out of the way.’

Angel muttered something under his breath, then jumped down off the side of the ramp. Wardell and Karl moved to one side, allowing Sam and the others clear passage.

Sam turned to Ethan. ‘I want you to come up with me and take a look at Amit, see how badly he’s hurt.’

‘Hey!’ said Joshua. ‘What about us?’

Sam looked at them, suddenly weary beyond words. ‘Just…wait here until I find out what it is this time.’

* * *

Traynor looked up, clearly startled, when Sam and Ethan walked onto the command deck. Jess was leaning over a bruised and bloodied Amit, who had been pushed into a chair.

Traynor glared at him. ‘Wait just one minute!’

Sam ignored him and pushed past. ‘Step aside, Jess. Let Ethan check him over.’

Jess glanced at Traynor, who gave her a nod. She stepped back, her face twisted up in anger, and Ethan knelt by Amit.

Sam turned to Traynor and tried hard to look more confident than he felt. ‘What is it, Vic,’ he asked, ‘beating the shit out of Amit once wasn’t enough?’

Traynor flashed him a savage grin. ‘On the contrary.’ He stepped forward and pressed something into Sam’s hand. ‘Take a look at this.’

Sam looked down and saw the object in his hand was a tiny plastic box with a lens fixed to it. ‘It looks like—’

‘A camera,’ Traynor finished for him.

Sam looked up at him in confusion. ‘I don’t understand. Where did you get this?’

‘We were digging a latrine around the other side of the boulders. Jess found it stuck to a tree. It was angled so that it had a view of the entire clearing, including the lander.’

Sam looked at Jess, then back at Traynor. ‘So…who put it there?’

Jess glanced sullenly at Amit. ‘That’s what we wanted to find out.’

‘Wait.’ Sam shook his head, trying to make sense out of it all. ‘What has Amit got to do with this? Are you saying he put it there?’

‘Maybe,’ she replied. ‘Think for a second—if there’s a camera stuck to a tree, it means somebody has to be watching us. Correct?’

‘That’s impossible,’ said Sam, ‘given we’re the only people on this planet.’

‘And how the hell could you know that?’ Traynor spat. ‘You decided to let Amit stay up here on the command deck, getting up to God knows what. For all we know, he’s the one who’s been running the whole damn show from the beginning!’

Sam put his hands up in a calming gesture. ‘You’re still not making any sense.’

‘You ever heard of virtually aided interrogation?’ asked Jess. ‘It’s when you implant a chip in someone’s head and program it to feed them false visual and aural information. Means they see and hear anything you want them to, and they’re never any the wiser.’

‘I never heard of any such thing,’ said Ethan, looking up from beside Amit.

‘I have,’ said Sam. ‘I heard they tried using it on people under extraordinary rendition. Except it drove them all crazy, so they banned it.’

‘Say you’ve got some terrorist who won’t tell you where a bomb is planted,’ Jess said to Ethan. ‘You fix it so he thinks he’s home free and talking to his buddies when, really, he’s talking to an interrogator. They can’t tell the difference. Fuck whether it drives them crazy!’

‘Except whenever an interrogator got an answer they didn’t like, they refused to believe it,’ Sam pointed out. ‘The whole idea was junk. It never worked.’

Jess’s hands bunched into fists, and she took a step towards him. ‘Listen, you asshole—!’

Traynor moved between them and put a hand on Jess’s shoulder to stop her. ‘The point,’ he said, turning back to Sam, ‘is that everything we’ve seen and experienced since we woke up here could be a lie. Maybe we’re not on some other world at all, but somebody wants us to think we are. Maybe those stars we see up there are only projections mixed in with our natural vision. The camera is there so they can monitor us while we run about thinking we’re on an alien planet.’

‘You realise,’ Sam said carefully, ‘how completely nuts that sounds?’

‘And you think waking up on an alien planet who knows how many light-years from home makes for a better explanation?’

Sam folded his arms. ‘I’m still waiting for you to tell me what any of this has to do with Amit.’

‘He’s one of them,’ said Jess, stabbing a finger towards the engineer. ‘One of the people responsible for controlling our programmed scenario. That’s why he knew all about the lander, and why he had full root access to its computers. He’s helping run a game on us!’

‘Wait a minute,’ said Ethan. ‘If we’re being programmed to see whatever somebody else wants us to see, then how come they let you see that damn camera?’

Traynor stared bug-eyed at the doctor.

‘Whatever killed Piper wasn’t a delusion,’ Sam reminded Traynor. ‘Neither is the fact we’re in real danger of starving to death.’

‘Yeah, and Sam managed to catch something,’ Ethan added. ‘More than you sons of bitches managed.’

Jess stared at Sam, her anger forgotten. ‘You did?’

‘Irish put an arrow through the same kind of animal that killed Piper. We might as well find out if they taste as good as we presumably taste to them.’

‘Staying alive,’ said Ethan. ‘That’s our priority, not beating the crap out of each other.’

‘That still doesn’t explain the camera,’ Traynor insisted, albeit with less confidence than a moment before.

‘I had nothing to do with it.’

Sam looked around at Amit, who had spoken. ‘Please believe me,’ he slurred through bruised lips. ‘I know nothing about any camera.’

‘We’ve got a surplus of engineers,’ said Ethan. ‘Didn’t any of you geniuses think about trying to figure out if it’s sending a signal somewhere, or where it might have come from?’

Traynor’s face coloured. ‘Now, listen—!’

‘You’re right that I can’t explain it,’ Sam interrupted him, ‘but neither can you. Beating someone up just because you think they might know something isn’t going to get you anywhere.’

‘You want to try and get to the bottom of all this?’ Traynor said with an angry scowl. ‘Fine. But if it turns out I’m right, and Amit is holding out on us, you’re the one responsible.’

He pushed past Sam, followed by Jess. Once they had descended the shaft and out of sight, Sam collapsed against a nearby console.

‘Got to say I wasn’t sure which way that was going to go,’ Ethan said with a nervous chuckle. ‘You know, if they really wanted to, they could take this lander for themselves and kick the rest of us out.’

‘It won’t come to that,’ said Sam.

‘You’re sure about that?’ asked Ethan.

‘Yes.’ No.

‘All I’m saying,’ said Ethan, ‘is however bad you think things are now, they’re going to get worse.’ He glanced towards the shaft entrance and lowered his voice. ‘Traynor’s going to keep pushing and pushing until he sees how far we bend before we break.’

‘I know,’ said Sam, fighting a sudden rush of hopelessness. ‘Maybe it’s better if Amit stays up here and out of his way.’

‘No.’ Ethan shook his head adamantly. ‘You can’t pussyfoot around this, Sam. The rest of them out there need to see what Vic did, or they’ll think we’re hiding Amit for some reason and wonder if it’s something even worse.’

* * *

Dusk had well and truly arrived by the time Sam made his way back outside, supporting Amit on one side, with Ethan on his other. Most of the others were back at the campfire, drawn by the sight and smell of roasting bug meat, except for Kevin and Joshua, who were waiting by the ramp.

Kevin stared, aghast, at Amit’s bruised face. ‘What the hell?’ he exclaimed, his voice full of outrage. ‘Were they trying to kill him?’

‘It was a misunderstanding,’ said Sam. Even to his own ears, the words sounded entirely inadequate.

‘That,’ said Joshua, ‘is one fuck of a misunderstanding.’

‘Jess found some kind of camera at the clearing’s edge, trained on the lander,’ Ethan explained. ‘Vic somehow got it into his head Amit had something to do with it.’

Kevin’s mouth flopped open. ‘A camera? Who—?’

‘Let’s get Amit settled first, and then we can all talk about what it means,’ said Sam.

‘Traynor’s getting out of control,’ said Joshua, his face red with anger.

‘I know,’ Sam agreed. ‘But now isn’t the time to discuss it.’

‘Then when is?’

I don’t know, Sam nearly said. Instead, he nodded to Ethan, and together they guided Amit over to the campfire.

* * *

Traynor and the soldiers were once again gathered in a loose knot on one side of the campfire from the rest of them. Kim jumped up with a furious scowl on his face once he saw Amit’s injuries. 

Sam gave him a small shake of the head: don’t say anything. Kim’s hands twisted at his sides, but he sat back down without a word.

To Sam’s surprise, Wardell had already made short work of the bungee-bug, jamming a pair of forked branches into the soil on either side of the campfire and balancing an improvised roasting stick across them. A chunk of hacked-off bug-flesh speared on the stick bubbled and blackened above the flames, giving off an aroma that, while strange to Sam’s senses, was not necessarily unpleasant.

Irish stood as well when she saw the state Amit was in. She turned and looked at Traynor. ‘What the hell?’

‘Vic made a mistake,’ said Sam, making eye contact with Traynor as he spoke. ‘He and Jess found something, and they jumped to the wrong conclusion, as I’m sure they’ll tell you themselves.’

Traynor waited for several beats before he spoke. ‘We made a mistake,’ he said at last, his voice flat.

‘This is bullshit!’ Irish shouted. ‘This isn’t something where you just kiss and make up! He—!’

‘It’s exactly as Sam said,’ Amit interrupted her. ‘A misunderstanding—nothing more.’ He cleared his throat with difficulty. ‘Working out where the camera that caused all the confusion came from is of greater importance.’

Irish blinked at him. ‘Camera?’

Sam still had the device. He fished it out of a pocket and held it up so that they could all see it. ‘A camera,’ he said, making his way around the campfire and passing it to anyone who wanted to look at it. ‘Jess found it at the edge of the clearing, which means somebody must have put it there.’

‘You mean…somebody’s watching us?’ asked Irish in amazement. ‘Who?’

‘Does it matter?’ exclaimed Sun. ‘Don’t you see what this means? We’re not the only ones here! There are other people out there somewhere.’

‘Don’t make any assumptions about them being human,’ said Kim.

‘Whoever or whatever’s behind this,’ said Sam, ‘they’re not showing themselves. Obviously, we need to figure out why.’

‘I think,’ said Wardell, adjusting the roasting stick, ‘the best thing we can do right now is see if we can eat this. Because if it’s ever going to be ready, it’s ready now.’

‘Shouldn’t we talk about the camera first?’ asked Jess, staring daggers at Sam.

‘Later,’ said Sam, his stomach grumbling as he smelled the cooking meat. ‘First, I want to see if we can eat the damn thing.’

‘But…’ Sun looked at him with a troubled expression. ‘…surely, after what happened to you and DeWitt…?’

‘Personally,’ said Sam, ‘I’m willing to take my chances. We’ve waited too long. Either we can eat this, or we give up.’

‘I have to admit, I agree,’ said Traynor, meeting Sam’s gaze.

A fresh murmur of voices rose from around the fire, all in agreement.

‘I refuse to eat animal flesh under any circumstances,’ Kim insisted, sitting with his arms crossed tight against his chest. Even Amit managed to nod his agreement.

‘Then you’re wasting it,’ Irish told him. ‘Letting yourself starve to death when you don’t have to is completely dumb. Besides, that thing would have killed Sam if I hadn’t nailed it first.’

Kevin, holding the camera, came up to Sam. ‘Mind if we have a word?’ he asked, nodding towards the tree-line.

Sam cast a regretful glance at the cooked meat, then followed Kevin out of earshot of everyone else.

Kevin soon came to a halt and turned to face Sam. ‘If I didn’t know better,’ he said  in a low voice, ‘I’d say this thing was fabricated aboard the lander.’

An uncomfortable feeling stole across Sam’s belly. ‘You think maybe one of us made it?’

‘I can’t see how.’ Kevin turned the device this way and that, thinking. ‘I’ve been in the fabrication bay pretty much all the time. There’s no way someone else could have done something like this without my noticing. But it’s at least possible.’

Sam’s gaze fell on Amit, and he wondered for a moment if Traynor might have been right about the Indian engineer after all. ‘Ethan wondered if the camera might be broadcasting to some place around here.’

Kevin shrugged. ‘Could be. If it is, it’ll be somewhere nearby, unless there’s radio relays out there we don’t know about. It might be worth seeing if we can find any more of these things hidden around the clearing.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ said Sam. He nodded towards the truck chassis. ‘Looks like you’re making fast progress.’

‘Maybe another day or two to scavenge or print the electronics I need, and we’ll finally have transport, so long as the angels are on our side. I’ve been stripping the ‘copter of a lot of its components.’ He grinned. ‘Then we’ll finally be able to see what’s really out there.’

* * *

Despite his ordeal of the last several days, Sam found to his surprise he was looking forward to sampling the bug meat. Kim and Amit kept to their word and abstained, announcing they would go in search of more roots and vegetables in the hope of finding something non-poisonous. In the meantime, Wardell speared chunks of charred meat onto twigs, passing them around.

When Sam at last bit into his share, he was ready to spit it back out at a moment’s notice. Instead, and to his considerable surprise, it tasted delicious. He pushed the rest of the fatty meat into his mouth and chewed with deep pleasure. He looked across the fire and saw Ethan doing the same, audibly moaning his appreciation.

Mannite or not, everyone, apart from Kim and Amit, ate the bug meat.

* * *

‘You want to call this place what?’ Sam overheard Joshua say to Amit.

By now, the bug had been reduced to almost nothing, and Kim overcame his Mannite sensibilities sufficiently to express his scientific interest, picking through the remains and peering at blackened shards of cartilage that functioned, he suggested, as a skeleton for the creature.

‘Aranyani,’ Amit repeated, smiling hesitantly despite his bruises. ‘We need a name for this world, surely?’

‘Sure we do,’ Sam butted in, ‘but what does it mean?’

‘Aranyani is an Indian Goddess,’ Amit explained. ‘She rules over the forests and glades.’

Maybe there’s a poet buried in there somewhere, thought Sam, regarding the Indian.

‘Aranyani,’ said Sun, her hands sticky from fat and grease. ‘I like it.’

Ethan stood and waved one hand until the various conversations around the campfire subsided. ‘Amit says he wants to call this shithole of a planet, or whatever the hell this is, Aranyani. So since we’re trying to be democratic about these things, let’s vote. All in favour of Aranyani, say aye.’

A chorus of ayes went up, including most of those on Traynor’s side of the campfire.

‘This planet is duly named Aranyani,’ Ethan declared, before sitting back down to a smattering of applause.

As the rest of them fell back into conversation, Sam saw DeWitt stand, a puzzled expression on his face, then walk towards the edge of the clearing. He stood there, looking this way and that for several minutes. Then Angel got up and joined him. They stood together, heads close as they conversed quietly, all the while staring into the shadowy darkness beyond the clearing.

‘Hey,’ Traynor called over to them. ‘What’s up? You saw something?’

DeWitt glanced back and blinked like he’d forgotten the rest of them were there.

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘Can’t you hear it?’

I can’t hear anything, Sam nearly replied, then paused as the rest of the camp fell silent.

And then he heard it, above the rush of the wind through the trees and the snap and pop of burning wood—something very much like the howl of a wolf, from very far away. At first, there was only that single cry, but then a second joined it, and then another—then more and more until they blended into a chorus that seemed to come from all directions.
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One by one, they all stood to listen.

‘What in Hades,’ asked Traynor, his voice for the first time betraying a hint of fear, ‘is that?’

Sam looked around at the quiet, pinched faces lit orange by the flames. The forest itself seemed to take on the aspect of some wild beast, carved from shadows, waiting to swallow them up in its darkness.

‘If I didn’t know better,’ said Ethan, ‘I’d say it sounded like wolves. But that’s…’ He shook his head, his words trailing off.

Sam nodded. Impossible, Ethan had meant to say. But that knowledge didn’t prevent a cold, bright chill from spreading through Sam’s blood. Nor did it prevent him from imagining dark, lupine shapes rushing through the undergrowth, drawn by the light of their campfire and the scent of cooking meat.

‘I think,’ he said, his throat suddenly dry, ‘we should sleep inside the ship tonight. Or at least until we have a better idea what’s making that racket.’

Murmurs spread around the campfire, but it was clear no one had any objections.

‘Is there a way we can raise the ramp?’ asked DeWitt.

‘There is,’ said Jess. ‘There’s a control inside the bay, to the right of the ramp.’

Sam went to help Amit stand back up and wondered if it was only his imagination that the howls sounded closer than they had just moments before.

‘Can’t be wolves,’ Joshua muttered. ‘Maybe something that sounds like wolves, but not actual wolves. Not light-years from home.’

‘After everything else I’ve seen in that forest,’ Irish muttered to him, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if we found a gingerbread house with a witch living in it somewhere out there.’

Jess quickly tamped down the campfire, covering it over with fresh branches before moving towards the lander. The rest of them hurried towards the light shining out from the interior of the cargo bay.

Sam stopped at the top of the ramp and took one last glance back. His eye caught something, black on black, over by the farthest edge of the clearing.

He stared, full of the uncanny sense that he had seen something moving there, bare metres from the campfire. He waited there for another moment, cold steel tightening around his chest as the last few stragglers made their way past him and into the ship’s interior.

He kept looking, but saw nothing more. Perhaps, then, it had just been his imagination.

Jess motioned to him to step back, then operated the controls next to the ramp. It lifted, clanging into place against the hull and sealing them inside the lander.

He turned to see Joshua standing by the inner door. ‘Did you see something out there?’ Joshua asked him. ‘You looked like you did.’

‘No.’ Sam shook his head.  ‘I thought I did, but…’

He smiled tightly, then brushed past Joshua, not wanting to admit it felt more like something had been watching him.

* * *

The lander had been designed with transportation in mind, not as a living quarter. There were few places to bed down comfortably for the night, despite their now having access to the entire craft. Amit and Kim did the best they could with the chairs on the command deck, while the rest either stretched out on the floor of the lower cargo bay or squeezed into nooks and crannies in the few undamaged bays.

Traynor came to find Sam in the fabrication bay, where he was getting ready to sleep by Ethan’s side. ‘I’d like to talk to you alone for a moment, Sam.’

Sam glanced at Ethan, who let out a sigh before getting back up and exiting the bay. He shot Traynor a look as he squeezed past.

‘All right,’ said Sam, sitting up with his back to the wall, ‘what is it?’

Traynor stepped further into the bay and ran a hand along the transparent lid of an auxiliary hopper. ‘I’m sorry about what happened with Amit. It was a miscalculation on my part, although to be frank with you, I’m still not convinced he doesn’t know more than he says he does.’

‘It’s him you should apologise to, not me. And I think it was more than just a “miscalculation”.’

Traynor nodded to concede the point. ‘The first day we woke up here, you asked me if a particular date meant anything to me. I said it didn’t, but that’s not true.’

Sam became very still. He had to remind himself yet again that however young the lean-faced kid before him appeared to be, he was anything but. ‘Then why did you lie?’

‘I had no idea who you were, or why you might be asking, not to mention the fact I didn’t know where I was or why.’

Sam regarded him for several long seconds, then nodded. ‘All right, then. Abdullah Jahaar was murdered at nearly the same time as a journalist named Sarah Munro. He was going to give her evidence that the whole Asian Bloom Crisis was the result of a cover-up. A biotech experiment gone wrong.’

‘I thought you were a relief camp administrator, not a private detective.’

‘I…knew Sarah well,’ Sam replied. ‘Finding out what happened to her was important to me. Jahaar had ties to a whole slew of private biotech research firms operating in Malaysia and all across South-East Asia that were under threat of investigation. Most of the evidence he’d collected disappeared the moment he died. But before he died, he mentioned a name to Sarah.’

Traynor gave him an appraising look. ‘I see.’

‘Your name, Vic.’

‘I think I made it clear, Mr Newman, that I’d rather be open with you.’

Sam stood and stepped closer to the other man. ‘Did you kill them?’ he asked softly.

‘No.’ Traynor shook his head fractionally, without breaking eye contact. ‘The only time I ever killed anyone was in Korea when I was running convoys across the 38th Parallel. Seoul was still a mess after the nuke near-miss, and the North was sending guerrillas across the border…’ For a moment his eyes darted away from Sam’s as if processing some suppressed memory. ‘But that’s not the same as saying I had nothing to do with it.’

A beat passed before Sam lunged at him. Traynor, who had clearly expected such a reaction, dodged him with ease, grabbing Sam from behind by the elbows and pushing him up against a hopper.

Sam let out a roar of frustration as Traynor twisted his arms up behind his back.

‘Easy,’ Traynor grunted, holding Sam firm as he struggled to break loose. ‘My job was to arrange details. To put certain people in certain places at certain times. What they did after that wasn’t any of my business. I was paid not to know certain things.’

‘Don’t try,’ Sam rasped, ‘to pretend that makes you any less responsible.’

‘I’d never claim otherwise.’ Traynor lessened the pressure slightly. ‘But we both know you must have worked with people like me when you were running those camps outside Jakarta. You gave them support when you were ordered to, and there’s no way in Hell you couldn’t know who they were or the kind of things they did.’

It was impossible to deny. Sam had indeed worked with people like Traynor—men and women with dry, warm handshakes, who carried business cards reading Security Advisor or Counter-Terrorism Specialist—all of them equally at home peering through the sights of a sniper rifle in some dusty African fiefdom as they were propping up the bar in the nearest Hilton.

‘I came to Taipei to look for you,’ Sam grunted. ‘I wanted to know why she died.’

Traynor let go of him, and Sam stumbled forward, grabbing hold of the hopper with both hands.

‘And then what—kill me, is that it?’ Traynor’s eyebrows lifted as Sam turned to face him again. ‘You’re welcome to try.’

Sam stared at him, his hands flexing at his sides, but did nothing.

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Traynor. ‘You’re no killer. But if you want answers, ask away. I can’t promise I have all the answers, but there’s no more reason to hide.’

‘Why Jahaar?’

The other man nodded. ‘That much I do know. Abdullah Jahaar was a deeply corrupt man who sold his influence as Minister for the Environment to anyone who could afford him before he suddenly developed a conscience much, much too late in the game. Once certain people realised he was going to rat them out, his fate was sealed.’

‘Which people?’

Traynor hesitated, then said: ‘GeneX Industries.’

Sam tried not to show his surprise. GeneX were a vast company, with countless global subsidiaries and valued in the hundreds of billions of dollars. ‘Weren’t they the ones trying to fix the toxic bloom problem?’

‘They were,’ said Traynor, ‘by bioengineering the toxic organisms that caused the blooms in order to render them harmless. Jahaar helped to make sure they won the bid to develop a solution, mostly by greasing palms. Except GeneX screwed up and made things worse, not better.’

‘So they started killing people like Jahaar to cover it up,’ said Sam. ‘You killed people to cover it all up.’

‘Under the current circumstances,’ said Traynor, ‘that’s more of a matter of perspective.’

Sam frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘I didn’t just come here to give you closure, Sam, or to get you off my back—although I’m hoping I can. I came here because I realised something.’ He leaned back against a wall and folded his arms. ‘Say Amit is right after all, and we’re nothing more than a bunch of clones grown in some orbital lab. If that’s the case, then I’m not the same Vic Traynor you went looking for in Taipei—and neither are you the same Sam Newman. We’re nothing more than copies of long-dead people that only think they have continuity with their original selves. That other Vic and that other Sam Newman could have died centuries ago, for all we know. Just because we share their memories doesn’t mean we carry responsibility for their actions.’

‘I thought your position was that this was all some elaborate stunt,’ Sam sneered.

‘It seemed like the most obvious explanation. Or it did.’

‘Changed your mind already?’

Traynor smiled tightly. ‘DeWitt knows more about virtual interrogations than I do. He told me they were always carried out in carefully controlled surroundings, not out in the middle of nowhere where you can roam around the way we do. So yes, I admit I was wrong. And I badly overreacted and I owe Amit a proper apology. But surely what’s equally as important is that we, in turn, owe nothing to the people who chose to upload their memories to the ship that brought us here. And by the same logic, you never met a woman called Sarah Munro, because your memory of her belongs to someone else.’

It made a horrible kind of sense, Sam realised. ‘Let’s say you’re right,’ he said after a pause. ‘It still doesn’t make me want to trust you.’

‘Then lets at least call it a truce,’ said Traynor, ‘and work on finding out where the hell that camera did come from.’

‘As long as it means you aren’t going to attack anyone else without warning.’

Traynor nodded stiffly. ‘Then it’s agreed.’ He stepped past Sam and exited the bay.

Ethan appeared again shortly after, a quizzical look on his face. But all Sam could think about was that limousine, tumbling and burning, endlessly.

* * *

‘You believe him?’ Ethan asked after Sam filled him in on the conversation.

‘He wants me off his back,’ Sam replied. He felt tired, run down not only by the necessities of staying alive but from the weight of knowledge. ‘That’s what I think.’

Kevin appeared at the entrance of the bay, looking about as exhausted as Sam felt. ‘Figured I ought to let you know. We found out how to see the clearing from inside the lander.’

‘How?’

‘Turns out there are external cameras built into the hull and linked into the guidance systems. It’s too dark to see much out there, but the microphones pick up all the howling no problem.’

‘Any sign of what’s making all that noise?’

‘Not that we’ve seen yet.’ Kevin grinned. ‘Probably it’s something’s mating season, and that’s why all the racket.’

Ethan shuddered. ‘Either way, that damn noise gave me the creeps.’

‘Try to get some sleep,’ said Sam, curling on his side with his back to a wall.
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Sam woke some hours later, stiff and sore and tired, and saw Ethan still curled up in the far corner of the fabrication bay and sound asleep. He made his way down to the cargo bay and saw the ramp had been lowered again. Outside, he saw daylight.

The forest was silent now, apart from the usual cries of birds and small animals somewhere in the undergrowth. Judging by the low angle of the light cutting through the trees, it probably wasn’t long after dawn.

He made his way down the ramp and peered around, pressing a hand against one shoulder and massaging aching muscles. He saw Wardell and Angel past the edge of the clearing, gathering wood, while Jess knelt by the smouldering remains of the campfire, blowing on it and feeding fresh tinder into the flames.

Jess looked up just then and waved him over.

‘Here,’ she said when he approached, handing Sam a chunk of cold and blackened meat wrapped in a broad orange and yellow leaf the size of a dinner plate.

She seemed to be making an effort to be less hostile than before, although he still wouldn’t have described her manner as friendly. He wondered whether Traynor had told her about their talk in the fabrication bay, and decided he probably had.

‘Breakfast, courtesy of Wardell,’ she explained. ‘There was still some leftover from last night.’

Sam realised for the first time he’d gone a whole night without no ill effects. ‘Nobody got sick?’

‘Nope.’ Her eyes darted towards him, then away again. ‘Or not that I know of, at any rate,’ she added, ‘so at least now we won’t die of hunger.’

Sam sniffed at the meat, then chewed it carefully. It still tasted fine. ‘Well, that’s a relief.’ He nodded back towards the ramp. ‘Who lowered it?’

‘Me and Vic. He’s off with DeWitt and the barrel to get more water.’

‘You sure it’s safe to do that after last night?’

She scowled at him. ‘All that howling tailed off a good while before sunrise. There hasn’t been a peep since, so why not?’

She worked as she spoke, then sat back as the pile of fresh kindling she had pushed amidst the blackened logs finally caught. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and there were dark circles under her eyes. Sam was far from sure dropping the ramp without warning the rest of them was a good idea, but decided now probably wasn’t the time to press the matter.

‘Up all night?’ he asked instead.

She shrugged. ‘Couldn’t sleep.’ She picked up another leaf from a pile beside her and wrapped another chunk of cold bug meat in it. ‘Went up to the command deck to relieve Kevin and so I could keep an eye on the clearing.’

He remembered that sense of being watched from the night before. ‘Any sign of movement in the clearing, like whatever was making all the noise?’

‘Not a damn thing.’ She hesitated, then looked at him. ‘Well, there’s one thing. I went to check the traps we laid soon as we dropped the ramp, and something had ripped every last one of them apart.’

A chill ran up Sam’s spine. ‘Think the things we heard last night did it?’

‘Beats me.’ She glanced towards the tree line. ‘But at least they’re gone.’

Sam held up the unfinished part of his breakfast. ‘How much more of this is there?’

* * *

Shortly after, Sam made his way back to the lander and roused everyone who was still asleep, sharing out the very last of the bug meat. Joshua volunteered to accompany him and Irish back to the river plain, where they’d spotted a herd a few days before. The bungee-bug, while good for a day or so, wouldn’t be enough in the long-term. They’d have to find something else they could eat, whether on the hoof or growing on the ground. Kevin told them he’d printed something they could use and led them all down to the fabrication bay.

‘Here,’ said Kevin, reaching into the fabricator’s primary hopper. ‘It’s not as good as a rifle, but I figure you’ll find them handy.’ He handed them each a sheathed metal knife.

Irish appeared fascinated by hers, turning it this way and that. Sam slid his out of its sheath and moved it back and forth, testing its balance. It felt good, he thought. Joshua, by contrast, regarded his own blade as if it were a snake intent on biting him.

‘Not bad,’ Sam said with sincere appreciation. The blade looked deadly. ‘Not bad at all.’

Joshua regarded Kevin with a frown. ‘Can we spare this much material?’

‘Sure, if it helps keep you alive. Until we can print guns, or Irish teaches us all how to use a bow and arrow, I figured these would do in a pinch.’

‘Know what would be great?’ asked Irish, her eyes shining as she re-sheathed her knife. ‘If you could print swords. With big-ass scabbards to go with them.’

Kevin regarded her for a long moment, then gave Sam a wry look. ‘Think we’ve got a wannabe warrior princess on our hands.’

‘Damn right,’ Irish said with a grin.

‘Every little helps,’ said Sam, clipping his sheathed knife to a loop on one side of his jumpsuit. It occurred to him that if they were unlucky enough to run into whatever had made all that howling, he’d be happier throwing a spear at it from a good safe distance.

Kim appeared at the entrance. ‘I hear you’re going exploring.’

Sam turned to look at him, still adjusting the knife so it sat comfortably. ‘Yeah, we are.’ He saw Kim’s eyes drop to take in the knife. ‘Mostly,’ he added.

Kim’s eyes rose to meet his. ‘You’re going hunting,’ he said accusingly. His gaze drifted towards Kevin, his eyes narrowing. ‘You said they were going exploring.’

‘They are,’ said Kevin. He paused, clearly searching for his next words. ‘And…possibly doing a little hunting as well.’

Kim’s face turned red, and Sam thought he might lose his temper again. Instead, he appeared to push it back down with a visible effort. ‘I would like to come with you,’ he said, his body stiff and his voice overly formal.

‘Really?’ asked Joshua, his tone dubious. ‘Even if you think we might end up killing something?’

The Korean favoured her with a less than graceful smile. ‘Even then, Miss Wilson. I’m a biologist, after all—survival is one thing, but this is an entire alien ecology, and I want to see more of it. We need to understand how this world works if we’re to survive in it.’

‘He’s got a point,’ said Kevin.

‘He does,’ Irish agreed. ‘Speaking as a geologist, there are a few things about this place I’d like to find out too.’

‘And if we kill something for food?’ Sam asked Kim. ‘Will you try to stop us?’

Kim’s mouth worked for a moment, as if certain words were struggling to escape. ‘No,’ he said at last.

‘Maybe we can try to bag another bungee-bug,’ said Irish. ‘The more of them we kill, the safer the forest around these parts is for the rest of us.’

‘Before you go.’ Kevin stepped over to a tall shelf and lifted something down with care. ‘I was saving this for last.’

He held out his cupped hands. Sam saw a complicated-looking collection of blades and fans resting on his palms.

‘A drone?’ asked Joshua.

Kevin tossed the machine lightly into the air. Instead of falling, it whirred into life, hovering in place. It rotated slowly, tiny lenses glinting from amidst the struts and fans.

‘This should be able to do a much better job of scouting out the surrounding terrain than any number of eyeballs at ground level,’ Kevin explained. ‘I had to scavenge some circuitry from one of the robots, along with some leftover junk from the command deck. To be honest, it’s a bit of a Frankenstein job. But it flies.’

‘How do you control it?’ asked Joshua.

‘With this,’ said Kevin, reaching back up to the shelf and lifting down a hand-control. ‘You can point it in any direction you like, or program it for a specific pattern. But mostly we’ll run it from the command deck.’

‘Can we take it with us?’ asked Irish. ‘We could use it to scout ahead of us.’

Kevin shook his head. ‘I need to make some adjustments and test it properly. The good thing is, it’s small and light enough it won’t use much power. Even then,’ he warned them, ‘I wouldn’t want to fly it further than five, ten kilometres from here.’

‘That should at least give us some idea of what’s out there,’ said Sam. ‘Good work, Kevin.’

Kevin grinned. ‘Once I’ve finished making some tweaks, I’ll run a test flight. Nobody’s explored to the south-west yet, so I might send it that way and see what it finds.’

‘How do we know which way is south?’ asked Joshua. ‘Does this planet even have a magnetic pole?’

‘Well,’ said Kevin, ‘I’ve been calling the direction the sun rises east, and the place where it sinks west. I figured that’s as good as anything.’

* * *

A few hours later, the four of them—Sam, Joshua, Irish and Kim—followed the marked route back to the edge of the cliff and looked out across the river plain. The herd had long departed, but in their place dozens of their carcasses remained, torn and still and scattered on either shore of the river.

‘I’m not sure I’d want to run into whatever did this,’ said Joshua, his face grim as he stared down.

‘Well,’ said Irish, ‘at least we don’t have to try to chase them down.  Could be whatever did it left some over for us.’ She leaned out over the edge of the cliff to look down at the ground below, one hand on her knee. ‘Think there’s any way down there?’

‘There’s a path,’ said Kim, coming up beside her and pointing down. ‘See that outcropping?’

* * *

Joshua, who it turned out had no head for heights, bitched the entire way down.

There were, at least, plenty of handholds and weeds which they could grab hold of as they made their long and careful descent. It required less of an effort than Sam had expected: they’d all fallen into the habit of underestimating just how much they could do with their newly young and fit bodies.

Once they were all down, they made their way over to the nearest of the carcasses.

Now he was up close to one of the creatures, Sam could see they were bigger than they’d appeared from a distance: this one, for instance, looked about the size of a small truck. He studied the curved and bifurcated plate of bone atop its skull. 

Its throat had been neatly sliced open, and its belly eviscerated. It had also, Sam noted with a chill, been skinned.

‘What do you think we should call them?’ he asked.

‘Squid-heads,’ Joshua suggested, staring at the cluster of tentacles that fronted the creature’s skull. ‘Anyone else got any ideas?’

‘You found them, Sam,’ said Irish. ‘How about you?’

‘I’ve already had that privilege,’ Sam reminded her. ‘And besides, Traynor saw them first.’

‘Did he give them a name?’ asked Kim, his face full of disdain.

Irish shook her head. ‘I’m pretty sure he didn’t. And frankly, I’d rather someone else got the honour.’

Sam studied the bifurcated bone plate for several seconds. ‘Buttheads,’ he said at last.

Joshua laughed uproariously. ‘Now I see it,’ he gasped, ‘I can’t unsee it.’

‘I made a mistake,’ Irish said sadly. ‘We should have stuck with squid-heads.’

Kim, who had gone to kneel by the carcass, looked around at them. ‘Whatever killed this animal,’ he said, ‘was clearly of high intelligence. They skinned it for its hide and cut its throat with some form of implement—the wound is far too neat for fangs or claws.’

‘They also didn’t leave us with much,’ said Joshua, ‘judging by the way the damn thing’s been gutted inside and out.’

‘If there are people out there somewhere spying on us with cameras,’ asked Irish, ‘then it could be they killed these creatures.’

As she spoke, Kim bent down to pick something up from the dirt, examining it closely. ‘If that’s the case,’ he said, holding up a shard of black, glassy rock, ‘they hunt like cavemen.’

Sam squinted at him. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘This is a tool,’ said Kim, ‘made from obsidian. Volcanic rock.’

‘Just looks like a rock to me,’ said Joshua.

‘Believe me when I say it’s a tool. You can find carefully sharpened rocks just like this all over prehistoric digs back on Earth. If we put the bones of this animal under a microscope, we’d find groove marks left by the implements used to cut it up.’

‘This just makes things even more complicated,’ said Sam. ‘Someone or something’s spying on us for unknown reasons, and now we’ve got the local equivalent of Stone Age cavemen.’

‘Not to mention that if there’s intelligent life here,’ said Kim, ‘we shouldn’t be here at all.’

‘Why not?’ asked Joshua.

‘The Starship Initiative had clearly defined rules of non-interference,’ Kim continued, ‘regarding the possibility of encountering worlds with intelligent life. Those rules mean a world like Aranyani should be strictly off-limits to us.’

‘Just remember, we don’t know what we’re doing here in the first place,’ Sam reminded him.

‘So there’s something intelligent here,’ said Irish. ‘I mean, on one level, that’s incredible news. I’m not downplaying that by any means. But I don’t understand why it means we shouldn’t be allowed here.’

‘The entire history of our species,’ said Kim, a certain stridency creeping into his voice, ‘is the history of mass extinctions and genocide, of slaughtered species and cultures. Martin Tenenbaum wanted to make humanity a spacefaring species, but without perpetuating that ancient historical pattern. History proves we can’t be trusted to share a world with less-developed cultures or species because we inevitably wipe them out.’

‘Wait a second,’ said Joshua. ‘You said we’re dealing with creatures that use tools. Ravens can use tools, and so can apes and monkeys. That doesn’t make them the same as us. It’s not a guarantee of advanced intelligence.’

‘How would Tenenbaum or anyone else have even known whether there was intelligent life here?’ asked Irish. ‘I don’t know much about interstellar probes, but there’s no way they were smart enough to make that kind of judgement call.’

‘I can only assume,’ Kim replied, ‘that whatever ship brought us to this star system was imbued with some means to recognise intelligent life at a variety of stages of development. Amit would know more, of course. And some of those probes were more advanced than you realise, Miss Wilson. There were  ones under development that were intended to touch down on a planet’s surface and make extremely sophisticated assessments of its suitability in situ. We know this must be the case, because our bodies have clearly been adapted to this environment.’

‘Sounds like you know a lot about the Initiative yourself,’ Sam said.

‘Well,’ said Kim, with more than a hint of pride, ‘I acted as a consultant on such matters to the Initiative, so I would need to know about such things.’

Someone else with a direct connection to the Initiative, Sam realised with surprise. ‘You didn’t mention this before.’

Kim blinked. ‘You’re right, of course. I should have. The consultancy was brief, however.’

‘Jesus,’ said Irish. ‘I’m starting to think we were all working for Tenenbaum.’

Sam glanced up at the sun. ‘Let’s not hang around here too long before we head back.’

‘We should take more of a look around while we still can,’ Kim insisted. ‘We could discover something vital.’

‘I have to agree,’ said Irish. ‘We have enough time. And if we’re lucky, there might still be some meat left on one of these carcasses.’

‘All right,’ said Sam, ‘but let’s make it fast.’

* * *

Over the next couple of hours, they investigated the corpses of several other buttheads and found them all picked clean of anything that might be potentially edible. Sam took the time to try and hack at the mouth-tentacles of one, but these proved to be even tougher than the bungee-bug’s umbilical, even with the aid of a steel hunting knife.

In the end, they had no choice but to make their way empty-handed back to the cliff. Salt-flats glistened on either side of the river.

Their path briefly paralleled a minor tributary of the river, and at one point Kim dropped suddenly to one knee, gazing intently at a patch of waterlogged sand. ‘I think we found our predator,’ he called over to the rest of them. ‘Come and look.’

Sam came to stand beside him and saw that the damp sand was layered over with multiple animal tracks.

‘How do you know these aren’t butthead tracks?’ he asked.

‘Too small,’ said Kim, tracing the outlines of one print with a finger. ‘Not to mention these have four toes, and the buttheads only have three.’ Kim stood again, looking around in all directions, shading his eyes with one hand. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘They’re everywhere.’

Sam followed Kim’s example, shading his eyes and looking around. After a moment he saw what the biologist meant: dozens of tracks glistened in the water-saturated sand. The sight of so many made his skin crawl.

He turned to look towards the cliff. ‘Looks to me like they were headed the same way we are.’

‘My guess is there were a lot of them,’ said Kim. ‘Dozens, if not hundreds.’

‘The same things we heard howling?’ asked Irish.

I wish you hadn’t said that, thought Sam. He glanced at her, and saw she was staring back the way they’d come, across sand and not-grass that shimmered in the late afternoon heat.

‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘Did you see something?’

She blinked like she’d been caught daydreaming. ‘You know when you feel like you’re being watched? I just…’ She shook her head, the words trailing off. ‘Just me, I guess.’

Sam peered back the way they’d come, then back at the dark mass of foliage above the nearer cliff, dense with shadows.

‘Maybe the sooner we get back,’ he said, his voice suddenly tight, ‘the better.’

* * *

Nobody had much more to say as they retraced their path to the top of the cliff and back through the forest. Sam felt nothing but relief when the clearing and the lander’s dark bulk came back into view; it wasn’t exactly home, but it felt a lot safer than just about anywhere else.

The truck looked like it was just about finished: four bucket-shaped seats had been mounted on top of the open chassis, with steel bars curving up and over the seats to offer some element of protection. What looked to Sam like a self-contained portable fusion unit had been mounted on its rear.

Irish let out a sudden gasp, and Sam turned to see she had stumbled to a halt, staring white-lipped at the forest floor.

‘They were here,’ she said, her voice taut. She raised her eyes to look at him. ‘They were right here.’

They clustered around her, looking down and seeing where a multitude of four-toed paw-prints criss-crossed each other on a patch of mud just metres from the clearing’s edge.

Suddenly, the clearing didn’t feel so safe at all.

Angel Hickson came running towards them, looking distraught. ‘Sun!’ he shouted, breathing hard as he came to a halt before them. ‘Any of you see her?’

Sam felt a chill wrap itself around his bones. ‘No. Why?’

‘She and Jess went out to collect wood for the fire. Jess just came back without her. She says something chased them, and they got separated, and that’s the last she saw of her.’
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‘Tell me what happened,’ asked Sam, something twisting deep inside his guts.

‘You need to ask Jess,’ Angel replied, leading them back across the clearing.

Jess crouched next to the campfire, looking tired and worn and her face scratched and dirty. Traynor was kneeling by her side and talking quietly to her while the others stood around watching.

‘We just heard about Sun,’ said Joshua. ‘What happened, exactly?’

Sam watched numbly as Traynor handed Jess a printed cup full of water. ‘Go ahead and tell them,’ said Traynor.

‘There wasn’t enough wood left to forage close by the lander,’ she said, her voice heavy with fatigue. ‘We went further into the forest and took a wrong turn somewhere, like a couple of idiots. Then…’ she shook her head, her face twisted up in disgust.

‘You said you thought you saw something,’ Traynor prompted.

‘I can’t say for sure we saw anything, but we sure as hell heard something, like…’ her voice trailed off for a moment.

‘Like what?’ asked Kim.

‘Like something was following us, but keeping far back enough in the shadows we couldn’t see it.’ She kneaded the bridge of her nose with a thumb and forefinger, then abruptly shook her head. ‘Every time we stopped, it stopped. It felt like…like it was playing a game with us. I got us both out of sight behind some rocks and bushes from where we could try to get a look at whatever was trailing us.’

‘How did you get separated?’ Sam demanded.

‘I figure it must have caught our scent or something, because next thing I know, there’s this almighty roar from somewhere close behind us. And I mean really close. Running seemed like the only reasonable option, given we didn’t have weapons. I yelled at her to stay with me, but when I finally came to a halt, I couldn’t see any sign of her. I think she must have panicked or something.’

‘You didn’t try to find her?’ asked Sam, taking a step closer to her.

She regarded him with something like pity. ‘I’d have had to run back towards whatever it was chasing us, Mr Newman. It would have been suicide. And besides, I don’t know I could have retraced my steps even I wanted to. It gets pretty dark in those deep woods.’

‘Is it possible she—’ Sam paused, finding it difficult to get the words out ‘—she got away?’

‘I honestly don’t know. But if it’s any comfort, that girl can run like the wind. I hid for about an hour and heard nothing more. I yelled her name, but didn’t hear anything.’

Sam nodded and pressed the back of one hand against his mouth, feeling a rush of nausea.

‘You managed to get back home to warn us,’ said Traynor, putting one hand on her shoulder. ‘You did good.’

Jess made a sour face. ‘I didn’t think I’d ever feel as happy as I did when I saw that fucking lander. I couldn’t even tell you how I got back. I just kept walking, and walking, and walking…’

‘We need to go find her,’ said Sam with ill-concealed urgency. ‘Now.’

‘I’m all for that,’ said Irish, ‘except how do we keep from getting lost as well?’

‘Mark trees the same way I do,’ said Sam, ‘so we can find our way back.’ He shifted from foot to foot, his nerves singing with adrenaline. Every second they stood around talking instead of looking for Sun was wasted time.

‘Hey,’ Joshua exclaimed, ‘what about that drone Kevin built? Couldn’t we use that to look for her?’

‘Shit, yes,’ said Irish, her eyes growing wide.

Traynor frowned. ‘What’s this?’

‘Kevin cobbled a drone together from parts that he scavenged,’ Sam explained. ‘He was still working on it when we left this morning.’

‘I’ll go get him,’ said Kim, hurrying towards the lander.

‘All right,’ said Sam, looking around at the rest of them, ‘here’s my suggestion. Once we’re out in the forest, we spread out in a line while we look for her. As long as we can see each other, nobody’s going to get lost. We can cover a lot of ground that way.’

‘Hey!’ said Traynor, standing now. ‘Did you forget something was following them—possibly even hunting them?’

Joshua put out a hand. ‘Vic—’

Traynor made a motion as if brushing him away. ‘It’s going to be dark soon. Running after Sun’s all very noble, but you’re crazy if you think we won’t wind up losing even more people to whatever’s out there.’

‘We can’t wait,’ Sam spat back at him, his temper fraying. ‘She’s out there somewhere!’

Traynor’s eyes narrowed, and he gave Sam an appraising look. ‘Everybody knows the two of you got close. I don’t want any of my people to get killed because you don’t know how to think with your brain instead of your dick.’

‘Fuck you, Traynor!’ Ethan shouted, his voice full of outrage. ‘We all want to save her!’

Sam imagined taking Traynor by the throat and squeezing until his eyeballs bulged. ‘You know what?’ he said, ‘perhaps you want to sit this one out, Vic, if you think it’s going to be too dangerous.’ He looked around at the rest of them, ignoring Traynor’s furious gaze. ‘Volunteers only. Who’s coming with me?’

‘I’ll go,’ Irish said, without hesitation.

Karl’s eyes flicked towards Traynor, then back to Sam. ‘Me too.’

The air filled with more ayes, from all around the campfire.

‘Fine,’ said Traynor, his gaze still hard. ‘I still think you’re crazy, but I’m not going to sit here while the rest of you take a risk. I’ll come as—’

‘Hey!’

Sam turned to see Kevin came hurrying over, his drone again cupped in both hands, and Kim following in his wake. ‘I made some adjustments so we can get a live video feed running from its cameras,’ he told them as he came to a halt. ‘We should be able to monitor the feed from inside the lander.’

‘I trained as a drone pilot,’ said Karl. ‘I can set up and program a search pattern, assuming the interface is anything like the one I used.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ said Kevin. ‘Amit’s still up inside the lander—he’ll show you how to operate it.’

Karl glanced at Traynor, who nodded stiffly. Sam watched as Karl ran towards the lander.

‘Hey!’ Kevin said to Sam, ‘catch anything?’

‘No,’ said Irish. ‘We did find that herd Vic mentioned, except something slaughtered a bunch of them. We found dozens of them dead all along both sides of a river, but they’d been stripped of all their meat.’

‘We also found paw-prints all around the carcasses,’ said Sam, then nodded back to where they’d entered the clearing. ‘You ought to know we found the same prints  near here. Almost in sight of the lander, in fact.’

‘Those things from last night…?’ asked Kevin.

‘Can’t prove anything,’ said Sam, looking around the rest of them, ‘but that’s my guess. We need to find Sun fast, then get the hell back inside the lander before nightfall.’ He turned to Jess. ‘How about you tell us which direction you went in?’

* * *

Jess insisted on leading the search despite her exhaustion, and before long they had organised themselves into a rough line that swept through the darkening forest, calling to each other as the sun drifted lower across the sky. Sam could see DeWitt to his right, barely visible amidst the dense foliage, Ethan several metres to his left. If any of them lost sight of their nearest neighbour on either side, a shout was all it took to bring them back together.

Jess led them south-west of the lander, and the terrain rapidly became rugged. The forest in that direction was denser as well, the trees packed closer together than anywhere else Sam had seen, leaving the ground beneath the canopy bathed in perpetual twilight. To make matters worse, the undergrowth hid a multitude of treacherous pits and gullies, into which one might easily stumble and break a leg or worse.

The trees in this part of the forest looked a lot older as well, their roots gnarled and twisted and difficult to traverse. At times, they grew in such proximity to each other that the search party was forced to make long detours that made it very clear how easily any one of them might get lost.

Every few minutes, Sam stopped to mark a tree before moving on, and on one occasion passed a warning about a patch of blue flowers growing next to a tree. From time to time, they caught sight of Kevin’s drone, dropping in and out of the canopy as it searched.

Eventually, they found their way to another, much smaller clearing that Jess seemed to recognise. They tried ascending a hill on its far side, but the foliage proved so dense and the hill so steep that they were forced to work their way around it instead. They soon called a halt, all of them tired, thirsty, and hungry.

‘You sure you came this way?’ asked Traynor, breathing hard as he leaned against a boulder.

‘Pretty sure, yes.’ Jess wiped the sweat from her forehead with the heel of one hand, then peered into the deepening shadows. ‘I mean, I think so. I’m sorry—it’s sometimes hard to be sure.’

Traynor looked around at the rest of them. ‘Anyone seen or heard anything out of the ordinary?’

‘Pretty sure half this damn forest heard us,’ said Wardell, ‘the racket we’re making.’

Traynor glanced up at a stray shaft of sunlight that had found its way through the canopy. It had been getting noticeably darker. ‘I don’t like the idea of leaving anyone out here on their own, but we need to head back soon, or we risk getting stuck out here ourselves.’

No one looked like they were going to offer an immediate objection. Not even Sam.

‘I hear what you’re saying,’ said Joshua, his expression stony, ‘but I still don’t like it.’

‘Neither do I,’ said Ethan.

‘Karl can operate the drone the entire night if we need him to,’ said Traynor. ‘He can probably do a better job of searching through this forest than we can.’

‘Either way,’ Sam muttered, ‘let’s call it a night.’

‘We could still—’ Joshua began.

‘No,’ said Sam, cutting him off. ‘Believe me, I want to keep looking. But it’s too dangerous for us to stay out here any longer.’

It was, thought Sam, as they wearily retraced their route, one of the hardest decisions he had ever made.

* * *

They straggled back into the clearing where the lander was just as the first stars began to show themselves in the great vault of the sky. They collapsed by the campfire, its flames burning low but still offering some meagre heat. Light spilt down the ramp from inside the lander.

‘That’s one person dead and another missing,’ said Traynor, looking around at the rest of them, ‘and we’ve been here, what, four days?’ He shook his head wearily. ‘If there’s something out there tracking us, we need real weapons. Something more substantial than spears, bows or knives.’

‘Bows and knives are just as lethal in the right hands,’ Irish pointed out from where she squatted before the flames, warming herself.

Traynor nodded. ‘Sure, if you know how to use them. But we don’t all have your level of training with a bow and arrow. What we need are guns.’

Sam listened to the murmur of agreement that spread around the campfire.

‘Except Kevin’s had no luck printing any,’ Joshua pointed out.

‘There was enough metal to make knives,’ Angel noted.

‘It’s not just making guns,’ said Jess, stabbing at the fire with a stick as if she could beat it into submission. ‘You also need gunpowder, and that’s a whole other proposition. Even if we were able to print guns, they’d be useless with no explosive materials to propel the bullets. And if there was ever any of that on board our lander, it’s gone now.’

‘So that’s it,’ said Angel miserably. ‘Any time we leave the clearing, even if it’s only to fetch water, we’re at the mercy of whatever’s stalking us.’

‘I’d say it’s worse,’ observed Kim. ‘If it’s the same creatures that attacked that herd, then they’re likely as smart as we are.’

DeWitt chuckled and shook his head. ‘If all they’ve got to use against us is some itty-bitty pieces of rock, I’m not worried.’

‘Really?’ Kim shot back. ‘And if there’s a hundred of them? Or a thousand? Will that be enough to worry you?’

DeWitt’s face darkened, and he looked away from the biologist.

Sam thought of the way Sun’s hair had brushed against his chest when they made love and pushed the thought away. ‘This,’ he said, ‘would be a good time to start talking about our long-term plans.’

‘We need to relocate,’ Kim said immediately. ‘There’s no reason for us to stay here just because it’s where the lander happened to touch down.’

‘Except there’s no way to move the lander itself,’ said Jess, ‘and it’s got things we need, like that fabricator bay. Plus, it’s the only protection we have.’

‘But we’ve got a truck now,’ Kim reminded her. ‘With that, we’ll be able to move much  further than on foot. We should find somewhere more easily defensible, with easy access to running water and shelter from the elements. Some place that’s suitable for growing crops as well.’

‘Really?’ Angel muttered, pulling at the not-grass with one hand. ‘That’s how you see our future here—as farmers? Or didn’t you notice eating a bunch of alien potatoes nearly killed a couple of us?’

Kim regarded him with undisguised loathing. ‘While you were running around with a spear attempting to slaughter what are probably the first alien life forms encountered by humanity, Amit and I found some roots yesterday and experimented with them.’

‘You mean, you ate them?’ asked Jess in surprise.

‘They’re perfectly edible,’ Kim continued. ‘Or at least, we haven’t been ill.’

‘When were you going to tell us?’ asked Traynor, peering over at him.

‘I’m telling you now.’

‘Even if we found somewhere to settle,’ Sam pointed out to Kim, ‘we’d be starting over from scratch.’

Kim shook his head abruptly. ‘That’s where you’re wrong.’ He nodded towards the lander. ‘Ask Kevin. The shipboard fabrication unit is made from modular components designed to be easily broken down and transported. The same goes for generating energy: the lander and everything inside it runs off of portable fusion reactor systems that should be good for another fifty years, even longer if we manage them well. We’d hardly be starting from scratch.’

‘Well, in that case, then perhaps we could relocate,’ said Joshua.

‘How about our missing memories?’ Traynor asked Kim. ‘You’ve been up on the command deck with Amit most of the time. Did you figure out any way we can get them back or  at least an explanation for why they’re missing?’

‘Amit’s attempting to trigger the computer systems into a reboot,’ said Kim. ‘He hopes that might get around certain glitches he says are preventing him from accessing parts of the ship’s memory. It may be there’s vital information locked inside there somewhere, and with time and luck we’ll find some more answers there. Or it could be the same information is up in orbit aboard the mothership.’ His expression grew troubled. ‘We’ve been trying to communicate with it, but it won’t respond.’

‘Why not?’ asked Sam.

‘It could be we’re not sending the right signals, or using the right frequency,’ Kim explained. ‘But Amit seems certain that’s not the problem.’

‘Or maybe,’ said Jess, ‘you’re wrong about there being a mothership up there at all.’

Kim ignored her. ‘There is something we found you should know about: operational documents that suggest the lander was intended to transport a crew of specialists to the surface of Aranyani prior to a full colonisation attempt.’

Traynor raised his eyebrows. ‘So that means we’re some kind of landing party?’

‘That’s how it’s starting to look, yes.’

‘And if there really is a mothership,’ asked Ethan, ‘then there’s more people up on board it, waiting to come down or to hear from us?’

‘If by people,’ said Kim, ‘you mean frozen embryonic tissues and memory backups, then again, yes. Enough, one assumes, to establish a sizeable colony, given enough time.’

The flames snapped and popped, stark against the growing shadows between the trees. ‘How big a colony, would you say?’ asked Ethan.

‘I asked Amit the same question,’ Kim replied, moving a little closer to the heat. ‘He said he thinks there may be up to thirty thousand colonists waiting to be born.’

Sam stared at him in shock. ‘Thirty thousand?’

‘According to Amit,’ Kim reminded them. ‘But we don’t know anything for sure until we can contact the mothership.’

Sun’s still out there somewhere, thought Sam, staring into the darkness, and we’re sitting around talking about a malfunctioning computer. He fought down mute rage, knowing there was nothing to be done, and reminded himself that Kevin and Karl were still searching for her with electronic eyes.

And even if they found Sun alive and well—what then? For all Kim’s talk, the future felt like a vast unknown stretching out ahead of him. Would they really spend the rest of their lives farming strange roots under an alien sun, while  four-toed beasts lurked and howled in the forests? 

It hardly seemed like any kind of life he’d have voluntarily signed up for—yet that other him, the one he had become yet could not remember, had done so willingly, driven by motives that tested his younger self’s comprehension.

But if Sun were a part of that future, then perhaps it wouldn’t be so unbearable.

Something suddenly occurred to Sam. ‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘Amit mentioned he had root access—that’s how he kept the rest of us locked out of the lander. Surely that means he can access any part of the ship’s memory that he wants?’

Kim winced, looking almost embarrassed. ‘Please understand that I’m only reporting what Amit told me, but when I asked him this very question, he suggested in all seriousness that the computer systems might have been…well, sabotaged.’

‘Excuse me?’ Irish exclaimed, clearly nonplussed.

‘I know it sounds ridiculous, but it’s why Amit’s been so hidden away the last day or two, trying to puzzle all this out. He says what he’s trying to do shouldn’t be this difficult, even taking into account the fact that the lander’s computers are several decades more advanced than anything he’s familiar with.’

They all looked at each other, the only sound the hiss and pop of burning wood.

‘It seems like the more we try to find out,’ said DeWitt at last, ‘the more questions we get instead of answers.’

‘I have a suggestion,’ said Jess, her face full of angry determination. ‘Instead of relocating and letting something we haven’t even seen chase us away, how about burning back the forest all around the lander? That way if anything comes near us, we’d see it coming from a long way away. Plus, it’s going to make it a lot easier to kill.’

Ethan laughed derisively. ‘Are you serious? You can’t start a forest fire and think you can control it. We’d burn along with everything else!’

Kim stood, clearly emotional. ‘I’ve stood by while you hunt and kill native creatures over my and Amit’s objections,’ he shouted. ‘But if you try to massacre them, I will refuse to…to cooperate with the rest of you in any way!’ He stared around wildly. ‘And I know I speak for Amit as well when I say that!’

‘Kim…’ Sam stood and touched his shoulder, afraid the Korean might set off a more serious confrontation, but Kim angrily shook him off.

Jess gaped at Kim. ‘You almost sound like you want to protect whatever was chasing us!’

‘Yes, Miss Underwood,’ Kim replied, his gaze bright and hard, ‘we very much do need to protect them from us. We are guests here, and the Initiative was very clear—’

‘Fuck the Initiative!’ Jess shouted, her face reddening in the fading daylight.

‘We are the intruders here!’ Kim yelled back. ‘We do not belong on this world!’

‘Now hold it!’ said Sam, taking a hold of Kim’s arm and twisting him around until they were face to face. ‘You’re the one who kept telling us there’s nowhere else for us to go. Surely you can’t object to us wanting to defend ourselves!’

Kim abruptly pulled himself free with enough force that Sam almost his balance. He watched, speechless, as Kim marched off towards the lander without another word.

‘Forget it,’ Joshua said quietly. ‘He’ll come around eventually.’

‘Is he crazy?’ asked Jess. ‘And I’m asking seriously.’

‘He had a newborn son back home he’ll never see,’ said Ethan, ‘and a family. Under the circumstances, I can’t blame him for losing it.’

Sam stared after Kim’s retreating back in shock: he’d had no idea. But then again, why should he have known? He had no surviving family of his own, apart from a sister he hadn’t seen in nearly fifteen years. He thought about what it must feel like to wake up knowing you’d never see your own child again, and felt something shift painfully deep in his chest.

‘We all lost something when we woke up here,’ DeWitt muttered. ‘What makes him different?’

A shout came from the direction of the lander. Sam looked back that way, thinking Kim had decided to return and finish the argument. Instead, he saw Kevin running towards them.

‘Sun!’ he yelled. ‘We found her. We goddamned found her!’
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‘Where?’ Sam demanded, his heart beating a rapid tattoo in his chest.

‘No more than three kilometres from here,’ Kevin replied breathlessly. ‘We mapped out a rough route to where we saw her, and Karl’s flying the drone back towards us right now. Once it gets here, he’ll use it to lead us back to her location.’

‘Do you know if she’s still alive?’ asked Ethan.

‘Hard to be sure, with hardly any light beneath the canopy. But from what we can make out, it looks like she fell into a ravine. At first, I thought she might be dead, but Karl got the drone up close enough to see her move.’

‘If she fell,’ said Ethan, ‘she could be in a bad way.’

‘We should all go,’ said Irish.

‘No.’ Sam shook his head. ‘This only needs a few of us.’

‘I’ll go,’ Ethan said quickly. ‘You’ll need me to take a look at her.’

‘I’ll come too,’ said Angel. ‘The two of you can’t carry her back on your own if it comes to that.’

‘That’s three of us, then,’ said Sam. ‘I think that’s enough.’

‘So you’re going?’ Traynor asked Sam.

Sam regarded him with surprise. ‘Of course.’

‘For someone who used to run a refugee camp, you don’t seem too good at delegation,’ said Traynor. ‘You were seriously ill until a couple of days ago. Are you sure you don’t want to sit this one out?’

Sam looked around. ‘If there’s anyone here better qualified at running through a forest filled with dangerous animals, now is the time to tell me. Anyone?’ He looked around and got no answers. ‘Then I guess I’m going.’

‘There it is!’ Joshua shouted, pointing up.

It took a couple of seconds before Sam picked out the drone against the darkness, visible only by a red LED mounted on its chassis. It dropped towards them, and Kevin reached up, catching it in his hands.

‘Hey!’ A voice, crackly with static, emerged from a speaker mounted on the little flying machine. ‘Can you hear me okay?’

‘Is that you, Karl?’ asked Sam.

‘Thank God!’ the voice replied. ‘Yeah, it’s me. I wasn’t sure if the microphone on this thing even worked. Kevin told you about Sun?’

‘You’re leading us back to her, right?’

‘I don’t know how much more power’s left in this thing,’ Karl’s voice crackled, ‘so we’d better get moving. If I get too far ahead of you, yell and I’ll double back to where you can see me. Got it?’

Sam, Angel and Ethan shouted their assent, and they got moving.

* * *

The going was quicker this time, perhaps because the territory was more familiar the second time around, even with only starlight to see by. It probably also helped that they moved more quickly in a group, rather than spread out in a slow-moving line, and they could clearly see the bobbing red light from the drone’s LED as it flew ahead of them. It felt like chasing a will-o’-the-wisp through an enchanted forest.

After what felt like about thirty minutes they found themselves at the edge of a steep-sided ravine, the drone hovering over a void of air that stretched out beneath their feet.

‘We’re here,’ Karl’s voice crackled over the drone’s speaker.

‘I think I see her!’ Ethan said excitedly, pointing down into the ravine’s depths.

The ravine’s mouth was largely concealed by bushes and tall, grass-like growths. Sam would never have spotted it if the drone hadn’t been hovering there, waiting for them to arrive. It would have been the easiest thing in the world for Sun to go tumbling over its edge in her panic.

Angel immediately started working his way down the slope, pebbles and pieces of rock skittering out from under his feet. Sam followed, sliding and bumping down the steep slope  in a barely controlled descent. There were a few heart-stopping moments when loose soil and rocks threatened to send him tumbling head-first, but he made it down.

Angel reached her first. Sam could barely make Sun out in the darkness at the base of the ravine. One of her legs was twisted beneath her at an odd angle.

‘Sun!’ said Angel, crouching over her. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Easy,’ said Ethan, who had followed in Sam’s wake. He leaned over Sun from her opposite side, pressing an ear against her chest and listening. ‘She’s still breathing, but it’s shallow.’

‘Is it safe to lift her?’ asked Sam.

‘Whether it is or not,’ said Ethan, ‘we’re going to have to do it anyway. Okay, Angel, you get her other shoulder, and…’

Sam stepped back as, working together, the two men carefully raised her into a sitting position. Her head hung forward, limp as a broken doll.

‘Okay,’ said Ethan, ‘now all we have to do is figure out how to get her back up top.’

* * *

It took the three of them working together another fifteen minutes to lift Sun back up to the top of the ravine.

‘You know,’ said Ethan, panting hard, ‘I’m pretty sure we came by this way more than once, and nobody saw her.’

‘Same,’ said Angel. ‘Karl?’

‘Kevin says to get back pronto,’ said Karl, his voice emerging from the drone. The machine had dropped onto a boulder by the edge of the ravine.  ‘Otherwise this thing’s gonna run out of juice before I can guide you all the way back.’

‘I’ll carry her first,’ said Sam, moving to lift Sun onto his shoulders.

‘Nope,’ said Angel, tapping his chest with a finger. ‘You’re looking at the Maine All-State Wife-Carrying Champion of 2045. I could lug her the whole way on my back and not even break a sweat.’

Ethan laughed, incredulous. ‘What the hell did you say?’

‘It’s a real sport,’ Angel insisted, his tone taking on a defensive edge. ‘You carry a female teammate over your shoulder in a long-distance race. The first prize is her weight in beer.’ He looked back at Sam and shrugged. ‘Not a bad skill to have, under the circumstances.’

‘There’s so much I want to ask,’ said Ethan, ‘and yet I’m afraid to.’

‘You’re serious?’ asked Sam. ‘You think you can carry her the whole way back?’

‘Sure as hell I can,’ Angel said proudly.

Ethan shook his head. He and Sam watched as Angel knelt and took hold of Sun’s wrists, lifting her up and over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry before standing again, moving his feet until he found his balance.

Sam saw her head move just then, her eyes fluttering open. She blinked and seemed to focus on him for a moment, then her head dropped back down.

Sam turned to the drone. ‘Which way?’ he asked, then watched as the machine rose back into the sky, ready to guide them back.

* * *

The howling started before they were even halfway to the lander.

‘Oh, that is not good,’ Ethan gasped, staring into the forest all around them as they ran.

Sam glanced over his shoulder at Angel. They had to run a little slower on the return journey so Angel, with Sun draped across his back, could keep up.

‘Think you can move faster?’ Sam asked him.

Angel nodded, his face glistening with sweat. ‘All-State Champion,’ he confirmed, his voice by now little more than a hoarse whisper.

Sam nodded. ‘Then let’s go.’

There was no time to worry about bungee-bugs or anything else that might be lurking in wait for them. They barged through the undergrowth, the drone leading. Sam tried not to think about the consequences if any of them twisted an ankle or had a bad fall amidst the lengthening shadows.

The howling sounded like it came from every direction at once—and getting closer. Sam remembered the tracks they had seen by the river and close by the lander and forced himself to move with yet greater speed. His feet slammed against the ground, hands pushing aside leaves and branches or grabbing hold of exposed roots before scrambling over them. By now, he could see the campfire off in the distance, its pale glow barely visible through the trees.

The drone, identifiable now only by its red light, wobbled suddenly, veering off course and crashing into a tree with a hollow thud. Sam slowed, wondering if the machine had run out of power; then something flew past his shoulder, embedding itself into the trunk of the same tree.

A spear, he saw now.

Then, from close behind him, came a cry of anguish.

Sam whirled around to see that Angel had collapsed onto his knees in the mud, Sun sliding bonelessly from his shoulders and onto the ground. By now, his eyes had adjusted well enough to the darkness that he could see a second spear, protruding from between Sun’s shoulder blades. He saw her lips part, her hands grasping at the mud beneath her, and then she slumped forward and became still.

Sam stared at her where she lay, and at the spear that had killed her, his mind caught in a whirlwind of sudden denial. Angel meanwhile dragged himself back upright, dazed and shocked, but seemingly unharmed.

Ethan grabbed Sam by the arm and pulled him away from Sun’s body, Angel stumbling along in their wake. ‘Come on!’ Ethan shouted at them both, his voice full of desperate urgency.

Sam tried to shake Ethan loose, a fit of terrible anger building up inside of him. ‘We can’t leave her there,’ he insisted, ‘we have to—!’

‘She’s dead, Sam,’ Ethan shouted. ‘Move or you’ll be dead too, the both of you. Move!’

No, Sam wanted to shout. He wanted to find whatever had done this and hurt it, badly. 

A roar born of nightmare ripped through the night air from somewhere behind them, transforming his anger into terror. He began to make full use of the lean and powerful legs with which he had been gifted, running after Ethan in great swift strides.

Instinct made him glance to one side, where he saw a dark shape keeping pace with them and moving swiftly from rock to rock. He had a fleeting impression of hard muscles moving under thick dark fur, and eyes that glittered like jewels: it leapt in the next moment, a shadow against shadows, moving through the air towards them with extraordinary grace.

Even though it was dark, enough starlight trickled through the canopy that Sam could make out some details of the creature’s form. It looked like the unholy fusion of a centaur and a panther and ran on four powerful-looking limbs with—if his eyes did not deceive him—a pair of arms on its upper body. Its snout was foreshortened, its eyes green and brightly glittering. 

For an instant Sam’s gaze met the creature’s, and instinct told him what would happen next.

Sam threw himself at Ethan, who was running just ahead of him, slamming him face-first into the dirt before throwing himself down on top of the other man’s squirming body. 

Ethan let out a shout of terror and Sam felt more than saw the centaur-creature pass directly over them. Looking up, he saw the creature crash into a tree, roaring with pain and anger.

Ethan and Sam scrambled back upright and resumed their flight, Sam discovering reserves of energy within himself he had never imagined existed. The light from the clearing grew stronger as they ran and then, impossibly, they were running past the deserted campfire, the dropped ramp of the lander beckoning to them. A few silhouetted figures stood near the top of the ramp, shouting and beckoning to them.

Ethan grabbed Sam by the arm and yelled something as they ran, but he couldn’t make it out. Hands grabbed hold of them as they ascended the ramp, pulling them both up and inside.

Sam collapsed across the deck in an untidy sprawl as the ramp lifted behind him, cutting off the shrieks and howls of the pursuing beasts.

‘Angel,’ Ethan gasped, standing with his hands on his knees, his mouth wide as he sucked in great lungfuls of air.

Sam looked around, but there was no sign of Angel. He must have…

He stared at Ethan, his heart thudding.

‘It’s just the two of you,’ said Irish from across the bay, her eyes round and scared. ‘The Howlers must have got him.’

Sam stared at her in befuddlement. ‘The what?’

‘Had to call them something,’ said Jess from beside the ramp controls, her expression unreadable. ‘I guess you didn’t find Sun.’

‘We did,’ said Sam, his voice full of frustration and rage, ‘but one of those things killed her right in front of me.’

Irish’s skin paled. ‘Piper, Sun, and now Angel,’ she said, her voice low and querulous. ‘We’re down to twelve.’

Sam tried to sit up and felt a tearing pain in one shoulder. He reached behind himself and his hand came back stained red. He stared at it in stupefaction.

‘Holy shit,’ said Ethan, stepping over and peering at his shoulder. ‘Let me see.’

‘Wait,’ said Sam, struggling to stand. ‘Just let me—’

He doubled over, wracked by pain of an intensity he had never before experienced and collapsed to his knees. He was only dimly aware of hands taking hold of him.

‘Think you must have caught a spear after all,’ he heard Ethan say, as if from a thousand kilometres away. ‘Now sit the hell down and let me take care of this.’
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‘Just keep in mind,’ said Ethan, feeding Sam another sip, ‘that this is the last of our water.’

Sam coughed violently, then leaned forward to let Ethan probe the gauze wrapped in a thick wad around his left shoulder. They were still in the cargo bay, where Sam had slept most of the night. The ramp had been lowered, and outside it was a warm and sunny day. The fact the creatures only seemed to come at night did little to reassure him.

‘Where did you even find bandages?’

‘Yeah, well, you can thank Irish and Kim,’ Ethan muttered. ‘They found a few bits and pieces digging through the fire-damaged bays including, you’ll be delighted to know, a couple of rolls of gauze and a box of painkillers.’

Sam leaned back against a wall once Ethan had finished his investigation. The dried-in bug blood in his jumpsuit had started to stink. ‘They find anything else?’

‘I have no idea.’ Ethan sat back and studied him with a concerned expression. ‘You’ve been through the wringer, haven’t you?’

Sam regarded him grimly. ‘Haven’t we all. How much blood did I lose?’

‘You’re still walking,’ said Ethan. ‘I count that as a win. But if you want to stay in one piece, try to take it easy for once. There’s only so much abuse your body can take, whether it’s ninety years old or nineteen.’

Sam glanced to the side, hearing voices from inside the access shaft. Kevin appeared at the inner bay door, then stepped forward to let Amit exit into the bay. Kim soon followed, and lastly, Karl.

‘How are you feeling?’ asked Kevin, looking down at Sam’s bandaged shoulder.

‘I’ve felt worse. A little sore, maybe.’ Sam motioned with his head at Ethan. ‘I’m under orders to get some rest.’

‘Not a bad idea.’ Kevin gave him a long, contemplative look. ‘I’m sorry about Sun.’

Sun was the last thing Sam wanted to talk about. ‘Thanks,’ he nodded.

It was obvious Kevin had something on his mind. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘I’ve asked everyone to gather outside by the campfire. I’ve got an announcement to make. Think you’re well enough to join us?’

‘I’m not an invalid,’ Sam replied testily before levering himself upright. ‘What kind of announcement?’

‘You’ll see. But I think everyone needs to hear it at the same time.’

Sam made his way cautiously over to the ramp, blinking at the bright sunlight touching the not-grass past the shadow cast by the lander. ‘Good news,’ he asked, looking over his shoulder at Kevin, ‘or bad news?’

Kevin gave him a heartfelt smile. ‘Sam, it might be the first genuinely good news we’ve had since we woke up here.’

* * *

They made their way over to where everyone else was sitting in their usual places all around the campfire. ‘All right,’ said Sam, carefully settling down onto the grass and wincing at the pain in his shoulder, ‘let’s hear it.’

‘Before anything else,’ said Ethan, ‘you need to eat.’

Sam noticed Wardell had set the roasting stick back over the flames. A blackened, potato-like object had been speared on it.

‘What’s that?’ asked Sam.

‘One of the edible roots Kim and Amit found,’ Wardell replied, wrapping a broad green leaf around it before sliding it off the roasting stick. ‘They both ate one each without any problems.’

He handed it to Sam, who unwrapped it before looking around to see the rest of them watching him.

‘So how come no one else is eating?’

‘That’s all we have,’ said Kim, ‘until we can find more. They’re not easy to find.’

‘You put your life on the line for Sun,’ said Joshua. ‘Ethan, too. You lost blood, and that means you’ve got to eat.’

Sam glanced across the fire, seeing the look of contempt on Traynor’s face as he looked back at him. He blames me for what happened to Angel.

If it had been up to Traynor, Sam knew, they’d never have gone looking for Sun. And the brutal truth of it was that if he’d got his way, Angel would still be alive.

Sam unwrapped the leaf and tentatively tore a small piece of dark brown flesh from the root it contained. It was still hot enough to burn, but he pushed it into his mouth and chewed stolidly, finding it had a gristly, sandy quality.

He made a face when he swallowed, and he heard a few chuckles from around the campfire. ‘So get on with it,’ he said, tearing off more and waving at Kevin. ‘Don’t keep us in suspense.’

Kevin stood and brushed his hands on the legs of his jumpsuit. ‘Okay,’ he said, looking around. ‘While we were running search patterns last night, the drone ended up collecting a lot of footage from up high above the forest canopy.’

‘It’s a whole separate biome up there,’ said Kim with undisguised enthusiasm. ‘There may be animals living up there that almost never come down to the ground.’

‘Like the bungee-bug,’ said Irish, and Kim nodded.

‘Well, I went over the footage this morning,’ Kevin continued, ‘and found what looks like a building about thirty kilometres north-west of us.’

The announcement was met with a cacophony of shouted questions and a few cries of delight. Kevin raised his hands to quiet them and grinned when DeWitt let out a loud whoop.

‘You’re sure about this?’ asked Sam, staring up at him.

‘Everyone hold your horses, okay? There’s no way we can get a closer look or double-check anything because we lost our drone last night.’

‘Its camera was also very low resolution,’ added Amit, ‘not to mention the light was already starting to fade when we collected the footage.’

‘The point,’ said Kevin, ‘is we saw something, and  it doesn’t appear at all natural.’

‘Could we build a second drone to take a look?’ asked Jess.

Kevin’s expression became pained. ‘I’m sorry, but we don’t have the resources left. Unless we get lucky digging through the damaged bays, the drone was a one-off.’

‘I was right in the first place,’ said Traynor, triumph edging his voice. ‘Either somebody got here before we did, or there’s a lot more going on here than we know.’

‘I want to see that footage,’ said Sam with undisguised fervour.

‘Finish eating first,’ said Kevin, fixing Sam with a look that seemed burgeoned with unspoken significance. ‘Then you can come up to the command deck after everyone else has taken a look and see what you think.’

He held Sam’s gaze for a moment longer, then looked around. ‘So if the rest of you want to see what we’ve got, you can head up there now—but only three at a time, okay? Otherwise it’s going to get awfully crowded, awfully quickly.’

* * *

A short while later, as he attempted to ascend the narrow shaft linking the lander’s decks despite an injured shoulder, Sam was reminded that the craft had not been designed with human comfort in mind. Not that he particularly cared at that moment: the pain and discomfort were a small price, compared to the possibility they might be on the verge of getting some real answers.

Even so, as soon as he reached the command deck, he collapsed into a chair, gripped by an unpleasant cold sweat. Amit looked up from where he had been hands-deep inside the internal wiring of a wall panel and nodded to him.

Kevin stepped towards Sam and clapped a hand on his uninjured shoulder. ‘Bearing up?’

Sam looked around, seeing chaos. Wall panels had been removed, wiring spilling out everywhere. ‘Just about,’ he said, thumbing sweat from above one eye. ‘I had the feeling back there you wanted to talk to me alone.’

Kevin glanced at Amit, then back at Sam. ‘Me and Amit,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘It’s why I wanted you to come up last, so we can talk away from the others.’

Sam shifted in his chair. ‘Is it to do with the building?’

‘No.’ Kevin hesitated. ‘But I’d say it’s as important. Possibly even more so.’

Sam regarded him with surprise. ‘All right then,’ he said. ‘How about you show me the building, and then we can talk about whatever it is you have for me?’

Kevin adjusted a gimbal-mounted screen near where Sam was sitting, then tapped at a keyboard mounted below it. The screen flickered into life, showing a still of Aranyani’s forest canopy as seen from above.

Sam shifted forward until he could see it more clearly. Trees spread out, unbroken, towards a far horizon.

Kevin tweaked a control, and the video suddenly jerked forward twice. ‘This was taken a few kilometres from here,’ Kevin explained. ‘It’s been run through a filter, which is why it looks like it was taken during the day. You can see how dense the canopy is in most places.’ Kevin tapped at the keyboard again. ‘Now take a look at this.’

The image froze again, and more taps at the keyboard caused the view to enlarge in incremental steps, becoming grainier with each enlargement.

‘This is close to maximum resolution,’ Kevin warned. He reached out and placed a finger against the screen. ‘Can you see?’

Grainy as it was, Sam could about make out what might indeed be the roof of some large, artificial structure level with the surrounding treetops. Although, in truth, it could have been almost anything.

‘Is there any way to make it clearer?’ Sam asked.

‘Nope.’ Kevin shook his head. ‘I tried running it through some anti-aliasing filters as well, but there’s not enough information in the image. Anyway, grainy or not, it doesn’t look like any kind of natural formation to me.’

Sam nodded. ‘Yeah, I guess. The only way we’ll know for sure is if we go look.’ He thought for a moment. ‘And if it does turn out to be some kind of building, then who built it? People like us?’

‘Don’t rule out the possibility the Howlers or something very like them constructed it,’ said Amit, still working on the other side of the command deck.

Kevin snorted. ‘Come on. They’re clearly far too primitive to build anything on that scale.’

Amit glared at him. ‘But they are intelligent, that can’t be denied. You’re making the mistake of assuming their species is at the same level of technological and cultural development throughout the entirety of Aranyani. There were primitive tribes still living in the jungles of Brazil in 2050, as Sam would surely tell you. If you were an alien visiting Earth, would you take a bunch of tribes in the Amazon as your sole proof of planetary development?’

‘Did the drone see anything else?’ Sam asked.

‘Actually, there’s one other thing of immediate interest.’ Kevin made another adjustment, and the view changed to show what looked like a mountain, except that its upper half appeared to have been neatly sliced away. Steep-sided cliffs rose up to a flat plateau thick with forest, high above the surrounding terrain.

Sam peered at the image. ‘What am I looking at?’

‘A mesa,’ said Kevin. ‘I showed this to Irish as well, since she’s the only geologist around. The river plain where you saw the buttheads is directly north of it, and she says water action over millions of years likely wore the softer rock of the surrounding terrain down, leaving the mesa.’ 

He glanced at Sam. ‘But the point, as Kim would tell you, is that it could be defensible. Now, Irish thinks the top of this mesa may be as much as a hundred metres above the surrounding forest. That’s a lot of security for a small, future colony. We’d be safe from Howlers and all manner of carnivorous beasties.’

‘Assuming,’ said Sam, ‘Howlers can’t climb.’

Kevin rolled his eyes. ‘Okay, sure. So that’s a possibility we have to consider. It’s another thing we don’t know, like whether we can even find a way up there ourselves.’ He gestured at the screen. ‘But the top of that mesa’s got to be at least four or five square kilometres across. That’s more than enough room to keep us safe for a good long time.’

‘Not to mention,’ added Amit, ‘that it would vastly reduce any impact we might have on the Howler’s development.’

‘But for the moment,’ said Kevin, ‘our immediate priority is that building.’

Sam nodded. ‘You’ve got no arguments from me.’

‘Speaking of which,’ said Amit, ‘Vic’s volunteered himself to go and investigate it.’

Sam frowned. ‘How far is it?’

Amit thought for a moment. ‘About thirty kilometres north-west of us.’

‘And the mesa?’ Sam asked. ‘How far is that?’

‘A little closer,’ said Amit. ‘About twenty-five kilometres to the east.’

‘The truck looks finished,’ said Sam. ‘Perhaps we could drive it out to that building, or whatever it is?’

Kevin shook his head. ‘Not to there, no—judging by the footage we’ve got, the terrain’s much too rough out that way for a wheeled vehicle. You either fly there or go by foot—and since the helicopter is out of action, that means walking.’

‘The helicopter would have been perfect,’ said Amit glumly.

‘We can almost certainly drive to the mesa, however,’ said Kevin, as if trying to reassure him. ‘The terrain out that way is much more smooth and flat. It’s possible someone could take the truck the whole way there.’

‘If the only way to that building is on foot,’ said Sam, thinking out loud, ‘Vic’s looking at a sixty-kilometre round trip. Even if he had the stamina to make it there in one day, I’m far from sure he’d make it back here before nightfall. And even then, he’s taking a hell of a risk with those beasts roaming the forest all around us.’

‘He may be an asshole,’ said Kevin, ‘but he’s got cojones, no doubt about that. He’s willing to take the chance, he says. And so are Joshua and DeWitt.’

Sam looked at him in surprise. ‘Joshua’s going?’

‘He insisted. Said he used to run lots of marathons when he was young and once ran over fifty kilometres in four hours. He seems sure he can keep up with the other two just fine.’

‘I suspect Joshua’s real reason for going,’ said Amit, ‘is to keep an eye on both Vic and DeWitt.’

‘A man after my own heart,’ Sam grunted. ‘Vic make any objections?’

‘None that I’ve heard,’ said Kevin. ‘But what could he possibly say?’

‘According to Joshua,’ said Amit, ‘if they leave at first light tomorrow they can make it there and back before nightfall, with up to a couple of hours in the middle for exploring.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Sam, feeling less than convinced. ‘You’d need to be at the absolute peak of physical fitness to even contemplate something like that.’

‘A couple of days ago,’ said Kevin, ‘you told us about hunting in the Brazilian jungle. Plus, in case you forgot, we all have brand new bodies.’ He gestured at his own face, that of a man in his late teens or early twenties. ‘All of us are in peak physical condition. I feel stronger than I ever did. Surely given all that, you can see how they might do it?’

Sam still had his doubts. ‘Running a marathon’s one thing, but they need someone experienced in dealing with hostile wildlife.’

‘Don’t,’ said Kevin, a warning in his voice.

Sam blinked at him. ‘Don’t what?’

‘You’re not going with them, not in your state,’ said Kevin, pointing a finger at Sam. ‘You couldn’t run half a kilometre, let alone sixty.’

‘I didn’t say anything!’ Sam protested.

‘No,’ Kevin agreed, ‘but you were going to.’

‘Really,’ said Amit, his tone aggrieved, ‘Kim should be the one going with them.’

Kevin shook his head wearily. ‘Not again, Amit, please.’

Amit turned to Sam with an imploring look. ‘There’s a real chance that building could be the product of alien minds, which makes it a true first contact situation unprecedented in all of human history if its occupants are technological beings like ourselves. As an expert in exobiology, Kim is the only one amongst us with any applicable expertise in such matters. That he should be out-ruled from accompanying them to the site of that building is outrageous!’

‘Exo-what?’ asked Sam.

‘Exobiology,’ Kevin explained. ‘The study of alien life-forms. Which would make sense, given we’re apparently meant to be some kind of landing party.’ He looked over at Amit. ‘We already talked about this,’ he said. ‘Even Kim would tell you he wasn’t exactly physically active back home. Being physically fit is one thing, but mental stamina is another. They think he’d slow them down, and they’re right.’

Amit’s expression grew only more strained. ‘What concerns me almost as much,’ he said, ‘is that you are all willing to allow a man like Vic Traynor to lead any kind of expedition!’

‘At least it’ll keep him out of our hair for a couple of hours,’ Sam pointed out. ‘And Joshua will be there to keep an eye on both him and DeWitt. Now, how about you tell me whatever else it is you wanted me up here for?’

The two men exchanged a glance. ‘What we’re about to tell you,’ said Kevin, ‘nobody knows except us.’

Amit came over and slid into a chair opposite Sam. ‘I found something, Mr Newman. Something that looks very much like a crew manifest, buried deep in the lander’s computer systems.’

‘And according to which,’ said Kevin, ‘you’re in charge of the whole expedition.’

Sam blinked at him. ‘I’m what?’

‘As it turns out,’ said Amit, ‘we all have designated roles. Ethan, unsurprisingly, is our medical officer. Kevin’s our chief engineer. Your title is “Advance Mission Commander”, and I,’ he added with pride, ‘am the science and communications officer.’

Kevin tapped at the keyboard beneath the gimbal-mounted screen and the mesa disappeared, replaced by text and images scrolling rapidly down the screen. Another tap froze the screen on a picture of Sam—except he appeared to be far older than he remembered being by quite some number of years. There were deep lines cut into this other Sam’s forehead, his hair grey and cut close to his scalp.

Sam stared at the image of his other self and dry-swallowed. ‘I…don’t suppose you know when this picture was taken?’

Kevin regarded him with sympathy. ‘I’m afraid not. How does it compare to how you remember looking?’

‘I’d say that looks at least a couple of decades older than I remember being.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Perhaps even more.’

Kevin nodded. ‘Same with mine.’

‘And me,’ said Amit. ‘All us civilians appear much older than we remember being.’

‘But that’s not the really big surprise,’ said Kevin, reaching towards the keyboard once again. ‘Now take a peek at this.’

A picture of a middle-aged Asian woman appeared next, her expression calm and serene: Sun. Next came Amit himself, wizened and grey, and then someone he didn’t recognise: a man in his fifties, broad-faced and jowly, with sharp blue eyes. The text under his picture read MINSKY, OTTO. SECURITY.

‘Who the hell is Otto Minsky?’

‘Good question,’ said Kevin.

Next to appear was another middle-aged Asian woman. The text under her image read: YU, MEGAN. 2nd MEDICAL OFFICER. The next was male, middle-aged, and white. SANCRISTAN, THOMAS. VIROLOGIST.

‘How many of these are there altogether?’ asked Sam, something hollow in his gut.

‘Seven,’ Kevin replied. ‘Seven people who should, if this manifest is anything to go by, be here on Aranyani with us.’

Sam shook his head, befuddled. ‘So…where are they?’

‘All we can be certain of,’ said Amit, ‘is that instead of these people we got Vic Traynor, Jess Underwood, Wardell Brooks, Angel Hickson, DeWitt Thomas, Karl Gabarro, and Piper Rubin.’

‘None of whom,’ said Kevin, ‘are listed anywhere in the manifest.’

‘So you’re saying that Traynor and the rest of them somehow—’ Sam waved a hand at the image on the screen ‘—replaced these other people?’

‘My opinion,’ said Amit, ‘is that Vic and the rest were never supposed to be here in the first place.’

Sam stared at the screen, struggling to process so much new information. He glanced towards the entrance of the bay as if someone might be hiding there, listening in on the three of them.

Sam remembered something and caught Amit’s eye. ‘A couple of days back,’ he said, ‘Kim mentioned you thought the computers might have been sabotaged.’

‘There are large sectors of the memory I can’t gain access to,’ said Amit, ‘root privileges or not. The only explanation I can find is that someone deliberately made them inaccessible to us.’

Sam let out a shaky breath and wondered if any of this was ever going to make some kind of sense. ‘And it’s just the three of us who know about this?’

‘For now,’ said Kevin.

Sam nodded in relief. ‘You were right to keep it quiet.’ He didn’t even want to speculate what might happen were Traynor or Jess or any of the grunts to learn about any of this.

‘First,’ said Kevin, ‘let’s get ourselves to that building or whatever the hell it is and see what we can find out.’
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Sam caught a couple of hour’s sleep in a burned-out bay that had been cleared out by Ethan and a few of the others. When he awoke in the early evening of their fifth day on Aranyani, he found most everyone gathered outside by the ramp. Misty rain had turned the sky grey, and the not-grass beyond the lander glistened with moisture. The campfire flickered from beneath a rough shelter made of interwoven branches and twigs Jess had propped over it.

Sam got a few nods when he made his way down the ramp. He moved carefully, still favouring his wounded shoulder, although it wasn’t as bad as he’d expected: perhaps the painkillers were doing their job.

Joshua turned from where he had been talking to Traynor and DeWitt. ‘Feeling better?’ he asked.

Sam found he couldn’t meet Traynor’s gaze. You’re not supposed to be here, he thought, remembering all the unfamiliar faces and names Kevin and Amit had shown him.

‘I hear you’re going to head for that building on foot,’ Sam said to Joshua. ‘That’s one heck of an undertaking.’

Traynor shrugged from beside Joshua. ‘I don’t doubt we can make it.’

Somehow, it was easier to meet DeWitt’s eye, even though he hadn’t been on the manifest either. ‘Done much running?’ Sam asked him.

‘Enough,’ DeWitt replied. ‘Honestly, I’m looking forward to it. Better than hanging around here waiting for something to happen.’

‘By the way,’ Joshua said to Sam, ‘I gather Kevin intends to take the truck out to that mesa and see if there’s any way up there.’

‘When?’ asked Sam.

‘First light tomorrow,’ said Joshua. He nodded at Traynor and DeWitt beside him. ‘He’ll be heading east while myself and these gentlemen are going west.’

‘Is anyone going along with Kevin?’ asked Sam.

‘Just me so far,’ said Irish, stepping towards him. 

Sam turned to face her. ‘Mind if I join you?’

She looked at him in surprise. ‘You should ask Kevin. Do you think you’re up to it?’

Sam saw Ethan coming down the ramp and gestured to him. ‘Hey, Ethan. Think I’ll survive riding along in the truck while Kevin and Irish go exploring?’

Ethan gave him a look as if to say it’s your funeral. ‘As long as somebody else does the driving,’ he said, ‘I don’t see why not.’

* * *

The rest of their fifth evening on Aranyani passed without event. Sam checked in with Kevin about his planned trip out to the mesa. Wardell and Karl volunteered to risk the trip upstream to fetch more water and returned within the hour with a full barrel—enough for everyone to have a cup each, with the rest reserved for those taking part in the next day’s expeditions. 

On their journey upstream, the two men had also managed to find a few more of the tubers identified as safe by Kim and Amit. Most of these were also kept aside for the three men heading for the building.

Then at last came nightfall and with it the Howlers.

* * *

‘They’re back,’ said Jess, looking up from where she sat cross-legged by the fire.

She had been carving up logs and placing them into the fire to keep it smouldering through the night. The rain had gone, but she’d left the shelter in place.

‘Think they’re ever going to go away?’ muttered Wardell.

Sam stood carefully from where he’d been talking with Irish. ‘Let’s just get inside.’

‘Kevin?’ asked Joshua. ‘You got that camera ready?’

Kevin nodded. ‘I fixed it to a tree across from the landing.’

Jess frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘I dismantled one of the lander’s external cameras,’ Kevin explained to her. ‘I got the idea to mount it on a tree, same as that one you found. It’s motion-triggered, so if whatever’s making all that noise comes into our clearing we’ll get a clear view of them.’

‘I already got a good enough look from too damn close,’ said Sam. ‘It’s not something to look forward to, believe me.’

Kevin looked unconvinced. ‘Well, if there’s something out there that wants to kill me, I’d be a lot happier at least knowing what it looks like.’

‘What about the other camera?’ asked Jess, ‘the one I found. You figure anything out about it?’

‘Nope.’ Kevin shook his head. ‘But I decided to put it back where you found it.’

She stared at him. ‘Why?’

‘Well,’ said Kevin, ‘I figure if somebody really is watching us, then it might be better if they don’t know that we know it’s there.’

Jess gave him a blank look, then shrugged before finishing her work.

* * *

A few minutes later, they had all ascended the ramp. Sam cast a last, regretful look at the prefabricated shelters still standing beneath one wing of the lander.

Karl, who stood manning the ramp controls, looked around as the last of them boarded. ‘Is that everyone inside?’

Sam nodded. ‘Who’s taking the first watch?’

‘Me and Kim,’ Karl replied. ‘Amit and Jess’ll take the second watch in a couple of hours. Go catch some sleep—you’ve got a long day tomorrow.’

Sam stepped past him, and the ramp lifted into place with a muffled clang. The sound of distant howling became muffled, but never went away entirely. He went to find a corner or nook where he could curl up until morning that hadn’t already been claimed.

* * *

He’d hardly got more than another few hours of sleep when a hand roughly shoved him awake again. Sam looked up from where he’d been lying on hard decking to see Kim standing over him, his face taut with worry.

‘Something’s happening out there,’ Kim said in a harsh half-whisper. ‘Best you come and see.’

Amplified howling echoed across the command deck as Sam entered. He saw Karl seated before a triptych of monitors that, together, displayed a single hundred and eighty-degree view of the lander from across the clearing. Infra-red filters reduced the still-burning campfire to a bright smudge. Sam noted a faint sparkle in the visible depths of the forest, which he at first took to be some artefact of the image-filtering process.

Something shot past the lens, there and gone with such speed that Sam wondered for a moment if he had in fact seen anything at all. Then came another blur, and then another.

Karl touched the keyboard. ‘If I just make a small adjustment…’

In an instant, the images on the screen snapped into greater focus, and Sam realised the sparkle was in reality the glitter of countless eyes, like an army of ghosts flowing in and around the edge of the clearing.

Sam felt something shift deep in his bowels. He’d hardly caught more than a fleeting glimpse of the Howler that had chased them through the forest, and he took no pleasure from seeing so many of its brethren. Many of the creatures gripped long spears in surprisingly human-like hands.

‘How many?’

‘To be honest,’ said Karl, ‘we gave up trying to count after the first couple of minutes.’

A tight knot of perhaps half a dozen Howlers raced across the clearing before coming to a halt directly beneath the lander’s closed ramp. He watched as they reached up towards the ramp, precisely as if they were trying to find some way to prise it open.

‘You did the right thing waking me,’ said Sam, full of a terrible sense of foreboding. ‘Can they get in?’

‘Not a chance,’ said Karl. ‘Except now they’re just standing around under there,’ he muttered, furrowing his brow. ‘I feel like they’re up to something, but I don’t know what.’

‘Is this the only view of them we’ve got?’ asked Sam.

‘Hang on,’ said Karl. ‘I’ll check the other cameras.’

The clearing, the entirety of which had occupied all three screens, now shrank to occupy a single corner of just one screen. More windows appeared, filling up the remaining space, each showing a different view of the ground from different points on the lander’s hull.

‘It looks to me,’ said Sam, ‘like they’re having some kind of discussion.’

Which made sense, since according to Kim they were probably as smart as they were—and watching them, Sam had little doubt that was the case. But if it was a discussion, it took a form quite different from one that might occur amongst humans: the Howlers butted their heads against each other, scratching at the not-grass with their paws and twisting their long, black-furred necks and shoulders in what almost looked like a kind of dance. A few made complicated gestures with their upper set of limbs that might in themselves be a kind of sign language.

Suddenly, as if obeying some unspoken command, the Howlers sprang away from the lander, racing in different directions towards the edge of the clearing and back out of sight.

‘What the hell are they doing now?’ Karl demanded with growing consternation.

‘I greatly suspect,’ said Kim, ‘they’re planning something.’

‘How sure are you they’re smart?’ asked Karl. He directed his question at Kim. ‘They just look like animals to me.’

‘We’re animals, too,’ Kim reminded him. ‘It’s ridiculous to think bipeds like us are the only viable form intelligent life could take.’ He stabbed a finger towards the screen. ‘What you’re seeing out there is an adaptation that, together with their intelligence, probably gives them a superior advantage over every other living thing on Aranyani.’

‘Not to mention,’ Sam said grimly, ‘they can outrun any of us with ease.’

Several minutes passed, just long enough for Sam to dare to entertain the hope that the Howlers had departed for the night. Then they all heard a distinct, if muffled thump from somewhere above their heads.

Sam stared up at the ceiling of the command deck. ‘What,’ he asked, his innards roiling, ‘was that?’

‘They’ve found a way on top of the lander,’ said Kim, staring up as well. ‘The outer shell of the hull is right above us.’

Karl swallowed. ‘Do we have cameras up there?’

Kim shook his head. ‘Doesn’t matter. Look at the screen—they’re coming back.’

Several Howlers came racing into the clearing before making their way back under the closed ramp. Whether they were the same ones as before, Sam couldn’t tell, but they were all carrying heavy-looking bundles of wood in their arms. They dropped their loads directly beneath the ramp before hurrying back out of sight.

Soon, more Howlers joined in the task, rushing into the clearing and creating a steadily growing pile beneath the ramp.

Sam’s gaze moved to a window on the screen that showed Jess’s campfire still smouldering, undisturbed beneath its shelter. ‘I wonder if they know how to make fire?’

‘I’m afraid we’re about to find out,’ said Kim, looking pale.

The mound grew rapidly bigger, and soon the Howlers also began to deposit bundles of pale leaves on top of the twigs and branches they had already collected. After another twenty minutes, the mound of debris was big enough to brush the underside of the ramp, and with every passing minute, something cold pooled in the pit of Sam’s stomach.

Then, precisely as Sam had dreaded they would, some of the Howlers turned their attention to the campfire. They pushed the ends of long branches deep into the flickering flames.

‘They’ve got something covering over their mouths,’ said Kim. ‘Like masks.’

Karl let out a shaky laugh. ‘They can’t be that smart if they think they can burn us out of here. If this thing flew down from orbit, I figure it can handle higher temperatures than a fucking bonfire.’

‘Good point,’ said Sam, his stomach muscles unclenching a little. ‘Maybe they’ll give up once they see it won’t work.’

The Howlers returned to the lander, each carrying a branch that had been transformed into a brightly blazing torch. They pushed them deep into their rapidly improvised bonfire, and all three screens suddenly flared white.

‘I’ll reduce the filters,’ said Karl, tapping at the keyboard. The picture became clearer again, and they saw that the whole of the bonfire was alight.

Across the command deck, another console lit up, new data scrolling rapidly down its screen.

‘If they keep this shit up,’ Karl muttered, ‘we’re going to have to do something about the sons of bitches.’

Sam glanced at Kim. The exobiologist had said nothing, but there was a glimmer of contempt in his eyes when he looked across at Karl.

The Howlers meanwhile continued to run back and forth between the forest and the lander, depositing yet more of the pale yellow leaves on top of the flames that now licked against the lander’s underside. Dark clouds of smoke billowed up and around the craft, obscuring the view through some of the cameras.

Karl stood and walked over to the console that had suddenly come to life and stared down at the data still scrolling across its screen. ‘Still can’t figure out half of this shit,’ he muttered.

‘What about the other half?’ asked Sam.

‘Far as I can tell,’ Karl said over his shoulder, ‘it’s registering the change in temperature.’ He frowned at it. ‘It says everything’s still well inside normal parameters, but—’ He sniffed the air and glanced back at Sam. ‘Hey, do you smell something?’

It was Sam’s turn to sniff the air. ‘It smells like…’

Like burnt toffee, he thought. And almonds. He coughed, feeling a curious tickle at the back of his throat. ‘Is there any way that smell could be coming from the bonfire?’

‘Oh, come on,’ Karl scoffed. ‘That’s impossible. A ship like this is hermetically sealed. It has to be, for spaceflight. Otherwise…’ He glanced over at Kim, whose expression had become distinctly bug-eyed. ‘What’s up with you?’

Sam realised Kim had been muttering something under his breath. He looked up at them both as if he’d forgotten they were there, his eyes wide.

‘One moment,’ he said in a strangled voice, then turned and raced over to the access shaft. He quickly climbed down and out of sight, his feet clanging on the rungs as he descended to the next lower deck.

Karl sniffed the air again. ‘That smell’s getting stronger, whatever it is.’

Sam nodded. The itch at the back of his throat got worse every time he tried to swallow it away.

Kim reappeared a minute or two later, trailed by a sleepy-eyed Amit, his hair sticking out in random tufts.

‘Let me see,’ Amit mumbled, pushing past Sam and coming to stand before the three screens. He stared at the brightly blazing bonfire in silence.

‘We’re still safe in here,’ said Karl, giving Sam a worried look. ‘Aren’t we?’

Amit still said nothing, stepping past Karl to study the console that had suddenly become active. ‘Probably,’ he said under his breath, his attention focused on the scrolling output.

‘“Probably?”’ Karl echoed.

Amit glanced at him with deep irritation. ‘Our lander comes with only a basic air filtration system,’ he explained. ‘It’s designed solely for landing on Aranyani’s surface, so it doesn’t need anything more complicated. Most likely, apart from our pods, the interior was depressurized when it entered the atmosphere.’

‘So the air we’re breathing just now,’ asked Karl. ‘Where’s it coming from?’

‘From outside,’ said Amit, ‘through vents that opened automatically after we landed.’

The smell by now was undoubtedly growing stronger by the minute. Sam tried to breathe more shallowly to avoid the cloying scent.

Kim coughed explosively. ‘I’m sorry. I feel…dizzy.’ He fell into a seat.

Sam thought about the ragged masks the Howlers had tied over their snouts as if to avoid the fumes from the burning leaves…

‘These air vents,’ Sam gasped, his voice ragged. ‘Where are they?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Amit, poking feverishly at the console. ‘But I’m trying to find out.’

* * *

Sam threw himself down the shaft, red-hot hammers beating at the inside of his skull. The soft tissues at the back of his throat felt like they’d been scraped with sandpaper. He could see the smoke now, and heard someone retching as he stepped out into one of the lower corridors.

He found Irish inside a bay, kneeling over with her hands on her knees. ‘Sam,’ she croaked, her skin faintly green, ‘what is that? I can hardly breathe.’

‘It’s getting in through the air vents. We need to find them and block them.’

He left her there and continued on through the ship, the stink growing worse with each passing second and leaving him feeling increasingly disoriented. He didn’t need to wake anyone: they were all already awake, and he soon got them searching for the vents.

Once he reached it, he found the smoke in the lower cargo bay to be thick enough to make his eyes tear up. Ethan and Jess were there, their eyes and noses streaming. They were lifting a half-conscious Wardell from the deck. Sam guessed he must have been sleeping there when the creatures lit their bonfire.

Sam helped them carry Wardell up to the next highest deck, black dots floating at the edges of his vision. The whole time, he kept an eye out for eddies or currents in the air that might indicate the location of a vent. To his increasing alarm, none made themselves evident.

Traynor waylaid him en route to the command deck. ‘We found air vents,’ he said, his voice scratchy, ‘but they’re hidden behind metal grilles. There’s no obvious way to block them. We’re going to have to come up with something else.’

‘There is nothing else,’ said Sam.

‘If that smoke’s poisonous, it could kill us! We have to consider abandoning the lander.’

Sam stared at him. ‘Are you insane? We can’t go out there!’

‘If we stay in here, we could die anyway!’ Traynor yelled back. He started to say something else, then turned away, hacking out a harsh cough.

‘Even if we drop the ramp,’ Sam managed to say, ‘it’d land in the middle of a bonfire. There’s no other way out of here since the robots sealed up the tears in the hull.’

Vic turned back to him, his face twisted up in fury. ‘I am not going to die because of those damn animals! I’ll send them all to hell before I—!’

A sudden gust grabbed hold of them, a howling tornado that filled the air with a terrible shriek and sent them stumbling back against a bulkhead.

And then, almost as soon as it had begun, it was over, and Sam breathed fresh, clean air that  tasted perversely sweet.

‘Amit,’ he gasped. ‘It’s got to be Amit. The bastard just saved our skins.’
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The Howlers maintained their noisy vigil outside the lander for the rest of that night.

Amit, Sam soon learned, had discovered that the lander carried an emergency air supply good for several days. Unfortunately, he’d been forced to use most of it to flush the poisonous smoke out of the lander, leaving them with only enough air for another two nights at the most—assuming, as seemed increasingly likely, the Howlers continued their siege. The possibility that they might all die in the one place they’d believed to be safe weighed down on him like dirt piled onto a newly dug grave.

Sam went and found a corner of another bay to curl up in, fatigue once more taking its toll. Despite the pervasive aroma of smoke and vomit, he fell asleep almost as soon as he closed his eyes. He had no sense of the passing of time before he found himself shaken awake again, by Amit this time.

‘Please God,’ Sam croaked. ‘Kill me or let me sleep. Make your choice.’

‘You said to tell you when the Howlers finally left,’ Amit reminded him.

‘So I did,’ said Sam. His mouth felt gummy and dry, his head pounded from dehydration, and the back of his throat still felt unpleasantly raw.

By some effort of will, he somehow managed to struggle back onto his feet before following Amit up to the command deck. There, he found Kim stretched out on a narrow strip of floor between two seats, snoring quietly. The screens displayed a dawn sky above the clearing, smoke still rising from the burned-out remains of the Howler’s bonfire.

Sam cleared his throat noisily and scratched at itchy stubble. ‘Are they definitely all gone?’

‘To all appearances, yes,’ Amit reassured him. ‘They…destroyed our prefab shelters, I’m afraid.’

Sam felt his eyes grow wide. ‘And the truck…?’

‘Is unharmed, I’m glad to say.’

Sam sighed with heartfelt relief. ‘I guess they didn’t know what it is.’

‘Perhaps. I…’ Amit’s voice trailed off.

‘What?’

‘It struck me,’ said Amit, seemingly fighting to get the words out, ‘that their attack was extremely well-coordinated and thought-out.’

Sam gave him a look. ‘What are you getting at?’

‘I appreciate this might sound ridiculous,’ said Amit, sounding almost apologetic, ‘but…well, one might almost think they had done this before. They seemed to know precisely which part of our lander to attack.’

‘Maybe you’re overthinking things. Could be they’ve smoked rival tribes out of caves in the past. And they’ve seen us entering the lander from the ramp, so it’s a pretty obvious weak point to attack.’

‘Of course.’ Amit smiled uncertainly. ‘That would be the logical explanation.’

There were dark pouches under Amit’s eyes, and Sam wondered just how much sleep he’d been getting. ‘You’re worried we might not get through this, aren’t you?’

Amit’s smile faltered, betraying a glimmer of fear. ‘There are just twelve of us now,’ he said, his voice dropping to an uncertain whisper, ‘and so many of them. Hardly the best odds.’

‘At least they’re out there while we’re still in here,’ said Sam. ‘They don’t seem to like daylight, so presumably we can still explore during the day.’

‘True.’ Amit drew in a sharp breath, flexing his shoulders. ‘And perhaps if I can get the mothership to respond, there might be a way for it to help us.’

Sam looked at him in surprise. ‘How, exactly?’

‘By manufacturing more supplies and sending them to us,’ Amit replied, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. ‘If it can construct this lander along with its contents, it could certainly do it again if we need it to. For all we know, it could have already dropped supply pods somewhere out there in the forest that we simply don’t know about.’

Sam gaped at him. ‘Amit, is that possible?’

‘Any number of strategies and contingencies were being discussed as part of the Initiative’s long-term planning. And perhaps if things had gone the way they were supposed to, and we still had all our memories, I’d be able to say whether that was the case. But until the mothership responds, guessing is all we have.’

‘Any idea yet why it won’t respond?’

‘It’s possible the lander’s transponder was damaged during the landing. I can’t find out for sure because the transponder is located in a part of the ship that got crushed against the boulders. Systems tests, however, suggest it’s still functioning.’

Amit stepped over to a low table and picked up a coloured sheet, handing it to Sam. ‘This is for you. It’s composited from the drone’s footage—it’s not nearly as detailed as I’d have liked, but it’ll help keep you oriented on your trip to the mesa.’

Sam saw it was a map: the clearing had been rendered as a rough oval, rendered in flat green. The building, as they’d come to call it, lay to the north-west, past territory depicted as broken and hilly. The river plain, where they’d come across a herd of buttheads, lay to the north-east, while the mesa lay directly to their east.

‘That’s great,’ said Sam. He carefully rolled the map up. ‘Thanks.’

Amit nodded. ‘I’ve already given a copy to Vic for his expedition.’

They heard people moving around on one of the lower decks just then. ‘Sounds like Joshua and the others are up,’ said Sam. ‘I should get back down—we’re going to have to clear all that crap away from under the ramp before we can even go outside.’

Amit nodded, a slight tremble in his hands as he turned towards a console. ‘Of course. I’ll continue—’

‘No.’ Sam put his hand on Amit’s arm. ‘Get some sleep or you’ll be worse than useless. I’m sure Kevin and Kim can find their way around the lander’s systems just as well as you do by now.’

Amit managed another faint smile. ‘Good luck, Sam.’

‘Thanks,’ Sam replied. We’re going to need it, he thought, as he made his way down the shaft.

* * *

Down in the lower cargo bay, he found Jess and Karl standing on either side of the still-closed ramp. Each held an improvised shovel made from flat pieces of scrap metal they had lashed to sturdy branches using vines and discarded electrical wire. Their lower faces were covered with ragged strips torn from the sleeves of their jumpsuits. Traynor stood between them, also facing the ramp, with Joshua and DeWitt standing right behind him. All three men carried printed water bottles on their backs, held in place with more knotted vines.

‘Okay,’ said Karl, reaching out to the ramp controls, ‘here goes.’

The ramp shuddered, then dropped about a metre before coming to a jarring halt, still only partway open. Sam looked out at a narrow envelope of red dawn sky, smoke eddying away from them.

‘Amit set the lander’s internal air pressure to slightly higher than outside,’ said Karl, looking around at the rest of them. ‘That way the smoke’s blown away from us, instead of coming back in.’

‘Still stinks like a son of a bitch,’ Traynor muttered.

‘Me and Karl will go outside first and get started on the clean-up,’ Jess rasped, walking up to the edge of the part-lowered ramp and grabbing hold of its open lip.

‘Careful,’ Traynor warned her. ‘I can feel the heat even from in here.’

She nodded, then squeezed through the narrow gap between the hull and the part-lowered ramp, her head bent low.

‘All clear,’ she said, scanning the clearing. She dropped her improvised shovel to the ground, then pushed herself the rest of the way through and out of sight. Sam heard her hit the ground a moment later, followed by a great deal of cursing and shouting.

‘Hey, Karl,’ she shouted after several seconds. ‘Roll to the right. There’s less hot ash on that side.’

It was Karl’s turn to climb up to the ramp’s edge and peer down. ‘Doesn’t look so bad.’ He glanced around at the rest of them. ‘The bonfire’s collapsed to the left. It still looks pretty hot, so roll soon as you hit the ground. We’ll be there to help you.’ 

Then he, too, dropped out of sight.

‘Our turn,’ said Traynor, stepping forward.

Traynor next dropped over the edge of the ramp, followed by Joshua and then DeWitt. Kevin appeared while Sam was waiting his turn, saying he wanted to check the truck over and make sure it was still functional.

When Sam peered over the lip of the ramp, he saw it had come to rest on top of a mound of cinders and half-burned wood. His eyes swam from the billowing smoke, and he held his breath for as long as he could while he manoeuvred himself through the gap between the ramp and the hull.

He saw Jess, waiting below to one side of the collapsed bonfire. ‘Anyone else coming out?’ she called up.

‘Just Kevin.’

‘You’re going to need a hand,’ Joshua called up to Sam.

Sam favoured his injured shoulder the best he could, but it still made things awkward. When he let go of the ramp, he tumbled to the ground like a bag of rocks. Jess and Joshua hurried to drag him away from the hot ashes.

He still managed to inhale some of the smoke and started coughing uncontrollably. Joshua thumped him hard on the back where he lay sprawled on the ground, while Kevin dropped from the ramp.

‘Better?’ Joshua asked.

Sam nodded, his eyes watering. ‘yeah.’

Narrow shafts of early morning light came through the trees to one side of the clearing. Sam looked around, hearing and seeing nothing beyond the rustle of leaves and the cries of native wildlife. Jess and Karl got to work shovelling the ashes away from under the ramp, their faces tight grimaces beneath their improvised masks.

What I would give, thought Sam, for a bulldozer.

‘Soon as you start feeling any kind of side-effects from that smoke,’ Traynor warned Jess and Karl from a safe distance, ‘find someone to take over for you.’ He turned to Sam. ‘Well, I guess this is it.’

Sam nodded. ‘Good luck.’ At least this time, he was able to meet the other man’s eyes without hesitation. And maybe one of these days soon we’ll find out why you’re here.

Traynor nodded stiffly back. ‘You too.’ He turned and made his way over to the north-west edge of the clearing.

Joshua came up to Sam and clapped him on his good shoulder. ‘See you tonight.’

Sam watched as Joshua went to join Traynor, followed by DeWitt, who turned to raise a hand to the rest of them back beside the lander. The three men stood there at the clearing’s edge for another minute, studying their map, then stepped forward as one, slipping into the forest and merging almost immediately with the shadows.

Sam stared after them, hearing only the sigh of the wind, and the sound of Jess and Karl shovelling hot ash.

Kevin, who had gone to check the truck over, came to stand by Sam, pausing on his way to grab up a handful of pale yellow leaves from the bonfire.

‘Smell it,’ he said to Sam, holding out a fistful of the leaves.

Sam took them and held them close to his nose. They had the same sickly sweet scent as the smoke that filled the lander.

‘The thing I keep wondering,’ said Kevin, ‘is how did they know these were poisonous to us? It’s not like we’re even from here.’

‘But they don’t know they’re not poisonous to us either.’

‘We need to set this whole damn forest on fire,’ Jess called over to them. ‘Burn the fuckers alive. Level the whole damn forest if we have to.’

Sam looked at her. She was leaning on her shovel, her eyes bright with fury.

‘That won’t work,’ said Kevin, turning to look at her.

She stared at him, incredulous. ‘You get that it’s us or them, right?’

‘What I get,’ said Sam, ‘is that starting a war we can’t win isn’t going to do us any good.’

She took a step closer. ‘This already is a war! You want to pretend we’re in a democracy, fine, but we’re not. Vic was saying—’

‘You’re right,’ Sam said evenly. ‘It’s not a democracy, except that the majority decided to put me in charge. Got a problem with that?’

‘All I’m saying is—!’

‘Shut up,’ Sam snapped, his temper finally fraying. There was, after all, only so much he could put up with. ‘Finish your damn work like you were told to, then go back inside the lander and help anybody who needs it.’ 

He held her gaze, her hands gripping her improvised shovel as if ready to swing it at his head. ‘Nobody’s burning anything down because there’s a million of them out there and a bare dozen of us,’ Sam reminded her. ‘Even the worst gambler in the world would stay away from odds that bad.’

She regarded him blackly for a long moment, then turned away, stabbing the blade of her shovel deep into the remaining ash as if she were driving it into his skull.
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It wasn’t long before they had cleared enough of the ash away that they could lower the ramp the rest of the way down. Irish emerged first, her compound bow slung over her shoulders along with a quiver of steel-tipped arrows. She went to join Sam and Kevin, who were waiting by the truck.

‘When we get back,’ said Kevin, ‘I want to park the truck up inside the cargo bay in case those animals try to take it apart the next time they attack us.’

Sam squinted at him. ‘You sure there’s enough room for it?’

‘Only barely,’ Kevin admitted, then cast a significant glance towards the torn-up remains of their prefabricated shelters. ‘Don’t get me wrong—it’s going to make things a lot more cramped than they already are, but I’d rather not take any chances.’

‘Fair enough,’ said Sam. He patted one of the curving safety bars on the truck. ‘How long before we roll?’

‘I figure about now.’ Kevin walked around the truck like a man convinced he’d forgotten something, but couldn’t quite recall what. ‘Everything looks about right, but…’ He sucked at his teeth.

‘Anything goes wrong, and we get stuck out there with no way back,’ said Sam, ‘we’ll eat you first. Deal?’

Kevin’s frown faded, and he chuckled. ‘Seems fair enough.’ He slid into a front bucket seat and touched a flat-screen console set beside a steering wheel. Almost immediately a whine built up from somewhere under the chassis; the wheels turned, kicking up dirt, and the truck lurched a metre or two backwards before juddering to a sudden halt.

‘Shit,’ said Kevin, studying the screen. ‘Give me a second here.’

The truck rolled forward this time, but at a much slower pace. Kevin brought it to a gentle halt before looking over at them.

Irish laughed in delight. ‘Well, all right,’ she exclaimed. ‘It lives!’

Karl, standing leaning on his shovel next to the lowered ramp, applauded. Jess sat on the edge of the ramp, fixing the bindings holding her shovel together, and pointedly ignored them all.

‘I think it’s time to test-drive this thing,’ said Kevin.

‘Shotgun!’ yelled Irish, climbing into the seat next to Kevin’s. Sam got in back: the seat proved to be quite rigid, and he had a feeling a couple of hours sitting on it might be enough to make him desperately wish they’d walked instead.

The truck rolled forward again, and this time Kevin nearly steered it into one of the lander’s legs before he managed to brake.

‘Problem?’ Sam asked dryly.

‘Whoever designed this thing,’ Kevin groused, ‘didn’t build for ease of steering, put it that way. Okay, here we go again…!’

Kevin reversed the truck again, swearing under his breath, then drove around and past the lander’s leg. He kept the speed low, circumnavigating the entire clearing before parking it near where he had started out but with the vehicle’s nose facing east.

‘All right,’ he said, looking around at his two passengers with a cheery grin, ‘First Safari tours of Aranyani welcome you aboard!’

* * *

Irish took on the role of navigator, studying Amit’s printed map as they drove towards the rising sun.

At first, the driving was as easy as Amit had suggested it would be; the terrain was remarkably smooth and flat, and most hollows or dips they encountered were smooth-sided and shallow. The trees were evenly spaced, growing far enough apart that Kevin was only rarely forced into making any kind of detour. Sam, meanwhile, kept his eyes out for clusters of blue flowers. He held onto the safety bar with a death grip and wished he’d tried harder to persuade Kevin to build a cabin over the chassis.

His worst fears came true when, not too long after they’d set out, they were attacked by a bungee-bug.

Kevin was hunched over the steering wheel, guiding them up the incline of a low-lying hill, when some instinct caused Sam to glance upwards. He lifted his head in time to see a toothy maw ringed with tentacles come rushing down towards him with bowel-loosening speed.

The bug smashed into the truck’s crash-bars, the vehicle skewing wildly as Kevin temporarily lost control. Irish let out a scream and snatched up the compound bow laid across her lap, but it was already over. The bungee-bug was behind them now, twisting on the end of its long, ropey umbilical as it reeled itself back up into the overhead foliage with an indignant squeal. Somehow, they’d driven through a spray of blue flowers without any of them noticing.

Irish spat out an impressive string of anatomically unlikely expletives. ‘So much for bringing my bow,’ she said finally.

Sam laughed shakily. ‘You sound disappointed.’

‘Well, I am. That thing could have fed us for days!’

He looked at her with unfeigned surprise. ‘A couple of days ago you hated the idea of killing anything.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘but that was before.’

He shook his head, heart still beating wildly from the near-miss, and wondered if all this time he’d misread her. ‘There’ll be other opportunities.’

‘Could be a whole new sport,’ Kevin mused as they picked up speed again. ‘Like horseback archery. Drive under a tree, wait for a bug to knock itself out trying to eat you, then shoot it.’

‘I’ll cheer you from the sidelines,’ Sam assured him.

* * *

After another half hour of slightly more careful driving, and with no further encounters with either bungee-bugs or any of the local fauna, the forest thinned out even more.

‘I think we’re almost there,’ said Irish, who had flattened their map across the dashboard so they could all see it. ‘It looks like there’s a big clearing up ahead. Once we’re across that, there’s some more forest, and finally the mesa.’

They ascended a low hill, from the top of which they could get their first good look at the mesa, now seven or eight kilometres distant. It rose above the surrounding forest, a flat plug of red rock topped with a carpet of green and red. Mist, perhaps from a waterfall, rose along its southern flanks.

Now that he could see it clearly, Sam realised how huge it was. More than enough room for them all.

They rolled down the far side of the hill until they came to the edge of the clearing, which was about a kilometre across. Its far end sloped down to the shore of a river, its waters sparkling in the late morning sun. Steam rose from a hot spring close to one shore. The sight of it filled Sam with a near-irrepressible urge to tear off his increasingly rank jumpsuit and dive into its steaming waters.

Much of the clearing’s not-grass was hidden beneath a layer of scattered white stone that reflected the sunlight brilliantly. Kevin reduced the speed as they rolled forward, and Irish jerked upright, gripping the overhead bars with one hand as she stared around.

‘Pull over,’ she ordered Kevin, her voice flat and terse.

Kevin gave her a strange look, but did as she asked. The truck had barely rolled to a halt before she’d jumped out, bending on one knee to examine the nearest of the rocks.

But by now Sam had realised they weren’t rocks at all.

‘Bones,’ said Irish, standing back up with a large fragment of animal skull held in both hands. ‘These are all bones.’

The two men disembarked, stretching their legs after the long drive and looking around. There was such a profusion of remains that the not-grass on which they lay was hardly visible in places.

‘It’s almost like an elephant’s graveyard,’ Kevin mused, kicking idly at what might have been an alien femur. ‘How long do you think all this has been here?’

‘Decades, at a guess,’ said Irish. ‘Could be even longer. See how they’ve all been picked clean and bleached by the sun? But I don’t think it’s a graveyard—at least, not in the sense you mean.’

‘How do you figure that?’ asked Sam.

She spread her hands as if to encompass the whole clearing. ‘If it was an actual graveyard, we’d see bodies still decomposing, or at least some more recent remains. But…this looks to me like they all died at about the same time. And God knows how many thousands of them there were.’

‘You mean…like a massacre?’ Kevin asked her.

Sam used the toe of his shoe to push at a skull that appeared to be almost entirely intact. He wondered for a moment what it reminded him of, and imagined it wrapped in dense black fur, with eyes that shone green in the dark…

‘Howlers,’ said Irish, before he could say the same thing himself. ‘I think these are all Howlers.’

‘Question is,’ said Sam, a chill deep in his bones, ‘what happened to them?’

Nobody had an answer. They picked through more bones, wandering around the part of the clearing closest to the truck. Something with long, segmented wings circled on a thermal high above the hot spring.

‘Kim should be here,’ said Kevin at last. ‘He’s the exobiologist. Perhaps he’d be able to explain all this.’

Sam moved back towards the truck, bones crunching and rolling under his feet. ‘Maybe it’s the site of a battle,’ he suggested.

‘Okay, so who was fighting who?’ asked Irish.

‘Intelligent or not, they’re definitely aggressive,’ said Kevin. ‘This might have been the site of a turf war or some kind of religious conflict. Or maybe they disagreed over which side of the bed to get out of in the morning.’

Something caught Sam’s attention, and he knelt, picking up an intact Howler skull. He turned it this way and that and stared at it for a long second.

‘Looks to me,’ he said, something shifting in his chest as he stood back up, ‘like it was a shooting war.’

Kevin looked at him like he hadn’t heard him right. ‘Come again?’

Sam lifted the skull so they could both see it and pushed a finger through a hole that had been neatly drilled through it. ‘Alien critters or not,’ he said, ‘trust me when I say I know what a bullet hole looks like.’

‘That’s not possible,’ Irish said numbly.

‘We’ve been here six days,’ Sam reminded her. ‘We can’t even begin to guess what might or might not be possible.’

‘Maybe it was done by bows and arrows,’ said Kevin.

‘If you see any arrowheads,’ said Sam, ‘fine. But I haven’t seen a single one. Have you?’

He paced back and forth, sudden irrational anger flowering deep inside him. He threw the skull away from him as hard as he could.

‘What in hell is going on?’ he shouted into the empty air.

‘Take it easy,’ said Irish, looking distraught. ‘Let’s try to work this out logically. There’s got to be some way to make sense of all this.’

‘Look around you,’ said Sam, unable to hide his agitation. ‘Someone herded them here before mowing them down with automatic gunfire.’ He kicked at more bones. ‘There are more with bullet holes in them. Can’t you see?’

‘A couple of flying gun-drones could do the job,’ Kevin agreed. ‘Assuming there’s any such thing anywhere on this planet.’

Sam’s anger faded, replaced by exhaustion. ‘We know from the camera someone must have got here before us,’ he said. ‘More than likely they killed all the Howlers.’

‘The jury’s still out about that camera,’ said Irish. ‘That could still have been one of us. Let’s not jump to assumptions until we have all the facts.’

‘Perhaps Vic had something to do with it,’ said Kevin. ‘Or one of the military types, now we know they’re not supposed to be here.’

Irish stared at him, then back at Sam. ‘What’s he talking about?’

Sam sighed heavily, then told her about the crew manifest and the missing crew-members.

Irish listened to him with an expression of wounded betrayal. ‘Why the hell didn’t you tell me all this before?’ she shouted as soon as he had finished.

‘We didn’t know what it meant,’ said Kevin. ‘And we didn’t want Vic and the others who aren’t on the manifest to know. Things are hard enough dealing with them as it is, so keep it under your hat for now.’

Irish nodded, her mouth set in a thin, hard line.

‘I think we ought to take more of a look around here and see what we can find while we still have time,’ said Sam.

Kevin glanced up at the sky. ‘We’ve got a couple of hours of light left to get to the mesa and see if there’s some way up top. We should go now.’

Sam sighed. ‘I take your point, but this is too important. We have to at least try to figure out what happened here.’

* * *

Kevin relented, and they drove the truck closer to the hot spring, hearing bones crunch and snap under the heavy tyres. Then they disembarked and spread out, keeping an eye on the sun as it tracked its way inexorably towards evening.

It wasn’t long before Irish let out a yell, something held high in one hand.

They hurried over. ‘Let me see,’ Sam demanded.

Irish dropped a corroded bullet casing into his hand.

Kevin stared down at it from beside him. ‘Well, that pretty much settles it,’ he said, a tremor in his voice. ‘I have absolutely no fucking idea what is going on here.’

‘You know,’ said Irish, gazing out across the clearing, ‘maybe there’s a reason the Howlers want to kill us all.’
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They were considerably less chatty when they boarded the truck once more than they had been only a few hours before. Irish sat in her seat, staring at a chunk of skull in her hands as if, through some process of divination, she could find the answers they all sought.

Kevin negotiated the truck across the narrowest and shallowest part of the river, after which they entered a patch of denser forest. The terrain became much less even, and Kevin had to drop their speed considerably to keep them from getting stuck in sumps or caught up on boulders and loose scree. The mesa itself was intermittently visible through the trees, close enough now that it looked almost like a wall across the world.

At last, Kevin brought them to a halt, switching the engine off before disembarking. He strode ahead, making his way up a steep rise, the air all around them filled with a steady, unvarying roar. He stood at the top of the rise for some seconds, peering down at something below his feet before, at last, turning to wave them over.

‘You’d better take a look at this,’ he shouted to them through cupped hands.

Sam and Irish went to join him. Kevin was standing on the edge of a deep chasm, cutting off their access to the nearest side of the mesa. Far below, and barely visible through a veil of mist, a torrent of foaming water rushed between steep granite walls.

‘So that’s it?’ Sam shouted over the roar. ‘There’s no way we can get any closer?’

‘Not today, by the looks of it,’ Kevin shouted back. ‘If I’d been able to fly the drone this far, we would have known about this.’

‘This river must run into the plains north of here,’ said Irish. ‘I’m guessing it’s mostly run-off from the mesa. It’s probably swollen from the rain we had the other day.’

‘Say we drive parallel to this chasm,’ Sam asked her, ‘either up or down river. Could we find a way across?’

‘Sure,’ she agreed, ‘but as Kevin said, it won’t be today. We’d run out of daylight long before we could find our way back to the lander.’

* * *

After that, returning to the lander was precisely what they did, although the journey back needed nearly as many stops and starts as the journey out had required: their map, being only a crude representation of the terrain, didn’t show land features hidden beneath the forest canopy.

By the time they finally returned to their own clearing, the sky had darkened. However, it soon became clear that those who’d remained behind had been far from inactive during their absence.

The air was filled with the sound of industry as Kevin pulled up next to the lander, which was now, Sam was astonished to see, part-surrounded by a wooden palisade. Amit came over to greet them, explaining that he’d programmed the robots to cut down trees: doing so required two of the machines to work in tandem, one on either side of a tree trunk, with a wire-like blade strung between them that levelled trees faster than any pair of humans could. The operation had worked well enough that the clearing had already expanded somewhat around the lander’s immediate vicinity, with much of the resulting timber piled next to the remains of the prefab shelters.

Jess, Ethan and several others were meanwhile engaged in the hard work of digging holes in a circle all around the lander, into which the freshly cut and trimmed logs were placed upright. Sam saw Wardell and Joshua guiding a huge spool of what appeared to be metal filament down the ramp.

‘Aluminium,’ Amit explained when Sam asked about it, ‘scavenged from a bay we cleared out yesterday. We ran it through the printer to turn it into wire. Aluminium makes nearly as good a conductor as copper.’

Sam stared at him. ‘You’re building an electric fence?’

‘Electrified wooden fortifications, to be precise,’ said Amit.

Kevin laughed in delight. ‘You managed all this while we were gone? This is incredible!’

Amit beamed under the praise. ‘Two robots and six healthy young bodies in peak condition can achieve a great deal,’ he declared, as if giving a speech on business management.

‘And the power for the palisade?’ asked Sam.

‘Routed directly from the lander’s primary reactor,’ Amit said proudly.

‘Enough current to kill the Howlers?’ queried Irish.

Amit’s smile faded a little. ‘I wish only to dissuade, Miss Wilson, not kill. But it’ll carry enough current, I hope, to reduce the threat of further attacks.’

Sam had little doubt the others would be more than happy to push the current well past lethal levels if the Howlers attacked again, but said nothing. He wondered how much resistance Amit would put up, were it to come to that. But then again, Amit was smart enough he’d probably already considered that possibility.

Amit glanced at the truck. ‘So, did you find a way to the mesa?’

‘I’m afraid not.’ Sam explained about the chasm. He glanced around at Irish and Kevin and caught both their eyes. ‘There’s a few other things of interest we came across, but we’ll save them for later.’

‘I made some hand-corrections to the map,’ Irish added. ‘That should make it a faster trip next time.’

Amit nodded. ‘We still have a lot of work to do,’ he said, nodding towards the pile of logs. ‘Your help would be appreciated if you’re not too exhausted.’

‘Seeing everything they’ve done,’ said Sam as Amit hurried away to deal with some problem, ‘makes me think I should take more trips away from the lander.’

‘So aren’t we going to tell them about the bones?’ Irish asked him bluntly. ‘And the bullet casing?’

Sam hesitated. ‘Of course.’

She studied him carefully, her expression defiant. ‘But why not now?’

‘The more questions we give everyone,’ he said, ‘the more they’re going to get to fighting over what it all means.’

‘Is that why you didn’t want to tell me about the manifest?’ she asked, ‘because I’m still pissed off about that.’

Kevin nodded. ‘We already told you why. And we’ve got enough to worry about just staying alive without having to deal with anything else.’

‘There are too many people keeping secrets around here,’ said Irish, her eyes blazing. ‘It doesn’t sit right, you hear me?’

‘Please,’ said Sam, ‘hold off about the bones until we can figure out how it fits with everything else.’ If it ever does.

There was little opportunity to do much talking after that, since it took all of their combined effort to complete the palisade by sunset. Each of the cut and trimmed logs measured three metres in height, and the work involved in lifting and placing each one upright into its allotted hole was tremendous.

Even that was only half the work: Kim and Amit had also set one of the robots to cut shorter logs that could be pushed into the ground at an angle inside the palisade, to shore up the taller ones. Then came the work of digging up more soil and packing it in mounds around the poles to further steady them.

By then the light was fading fast, and Sam was far from the only one casting frequent glances towards the edge of the clearing. There was still no sign of either Traynor, DeWitt or Joshua.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Jess, taking a ration of water from Sam when he handed it to her. They had finished guiding the truck up the ramp and into the lower cargo bay, and she sounded calm and unconcerned. ‘They’ll be back, with time to spare.’

But by the time night came, there was still no sign of the three men.

* * *

‘Try again.’

‘You think it’ll hold up?’ Wardell asked nervously, eyeing the palisade from beside Sam at the top of the ramp.

They’d heard the howling start within minutes of the first stars coming out. Sam could hear the Howlers even now, circling through the trees past the edge of the expanded clearing. Power cable snaked over the lip of the ramp, which had been raised halfway, and the aluminium wiring wrapped all around the palisade clicked and hissed faintly. Jess had doused the campfire to prevent the creatures from making further use of it.

The palisade had already proven its worth: several Howlers had been forced into a hasty retreat when they made the mistake of grasping the electrified wire wrapped around the logs. And even though something in Sam’s gut insisted this was only a temporary victory, the subsequent shower of sparks and cries of pain had given him a powerful sense of satisfaction. It was the first time they’d successfully pushed back against the creatures.

As he’d known they would, both Kim and Amit voiced considerable misgivings over the amount of current being run through the wire. However, a compromise of sorts had been forced by necessity: run the current too high, the two men had warned, and there was a real danger the aluminium wire would melt. Run it too low, and the Howlers could force a breach in the fence.

‘Okay,’ said Sam, stepping back from the ramp, ‘let’s close it up a little more.’

Wardell nodded and operated the controls. The ramp hissed upwards until only a narrow gap was left between it and the hull—just enough room for the power cables to pass through, and no more.

* * *

Sam made his way back up through the ship, ignoring Kim’s glare when he arrived on the command deck.

‘Got some bad news,’ said Jess, glancing over from where she stood by a console. The light from a screen displaying a composite view of the clearing flickered against her face. ‘They’re starting to collect more wood, and they’re piling it up next to the palisade at one specific point. I’m guessing dousing the campfire won’t have made much difference.’ She shook her head, her eyes heavy with fatigue. ‘They’re determined, I’ll give them that.’

‘Two more nights,’ said Kim from where he sat amidst a mess of wiring. ‘That’s how much air we have left.’

‘And that,’ Sam reminded him, ‘is why we need the current as high as—’

‘I wanted to go to that building,’ Kim interrupted him, a touch of venom in his voice. ‘Being able to run fast is not a suitable qualification for a first-contact scenario.’

‘We needed you here,’ Sam replied.

Kim’s nostrils flared. ‘The only good thing about this whole mess is Vic’s almost certainly dead by now.’

Sam glanced sideways at Jess and saw her mouth form into a thin, angry line.

Sam shot the exobiologist a warning look. ‘They’ll be back.’

‘Perhaps they’re inside that building right now,’ said Jess, ‘chatting with the locals.’

‘If they don’t come back,’ said Sam, ‘I’ll go out there myself.’

‘And this time you’ll take me with you,’ said Kim before pointedly turning his back on them both.

* * *

Sam asked Wardell to wake him if there were any major developments and crawled into a corner to get some much-needed sleep. Wardell indeed woke him several hours later, informing him that the Howlers had breached the palisade: the wire was still intact, with current flowing through it, but the creatures had been smart enough to dig the earth out from under several of the logs, sending them toppling. Kim had taken the step of disconnecting the cables and pushing them outside the ship so they could close the ramp all the way.

Sam followed Wardell to the command deck and watched as the Howlers once again piled wood and leaves beneath the closed ramp. Sam ordered the vents closed, and the bottled air supply switched on.

Dawn was already approaching. The palisade hadn’t lasted nearly as long as any of them had hoped, but it had at least bought them a little extra time.

The Howlers departed shortly before sunrise, and Sam and the others repeated the exercise of the day before, using improvised shovels to clear away ash before dropping the ramp.

It wasn’t until later on the afternoon of their seventh day on Aranyani that Traynor and DeWitt suddenly appeared at the north-west edge of the clearing.

* * *

A shout went up as soon as the two men staggered forward before collapsing, exhausted, onto the not-grass just beyond the palisade. Karl and Ethan were the first to reach them.

Sam, who along with Irish and Wardell had been busy helping reconstruct the palisade, was on his way back from the improvised latrine behind one of the lander’s legs when he saw Ethan help a limping DeWitt back onto his feet. Traynor hobbled like a crippled man as Karl got an arm under his shoulder.

‘Where’s Joshua?’ asked Sam, hurrying over to meet them.

Traynor shook his head wordlessly, and Sam felt his throat constrict. He followed behind as the two men were helped over to the lander, where they sat on the ramp’s lower edge.

Jess, who must have seen their arrival from up on the command deck, came hurrying out with the very last of their water supply and helped them to drink. Their faces were dark with sweat and mud, their jumpsuits torn and ragged.

Sam pushed himself in front of Traynor. ‘First tell me what happened to Joshua.’

DeWitt shook his head. ‘Didn’t make it.’ He sounded like he could hardly speak.

Yeah, I gathered that, thought Sam, though hearing it said out loud made it that little bit worse.

‘Did you find the building?’ demanded Amit, who had followed Jess down from the command deck.

Traynor shook his head. ‘There’s no building.’

‘You mean you didn’t find it,’ insisted Amit, apparently oblivious to the man’s fatigue, ‘or that there’s nothing there?’

‘Nothing there,’ said Traynor. ‘It’s just some big, dumb rock. Sure, from a distance it looks like something, but…’ His voice trailed off.

Sam glanced at Irish, who stood chewing her lip as she listened. Her expression made it clear she did not consider this an adequate response. Neither did Sam.

‘Some kind of natural formation is all it is,’ said DeWitt. He sat with his hands hooked over his knees, eyes fixed on the ground. ‘That picture was grainy as shit, anyway.’

‘At least tell us how you managed to stay alive all night,’ said Irish.

‘How long did it take you to get there?’ asked Wardell.

DeWitt coughed and started to reply. ‘Got there a little after midday when—’

Traynor snapped a look at DeWitt and he paused mid-sentence.

‘Midday?’ asked Amit. ‘So you presumably had plenty of time to look around before you returned.’

‘If it’s nothing but a big rock,’ Sam asked carefully, ‘why didn’t you come straight back?’

He saw something flicker across Traynor’s face. ‘Joshua twisted his ankle,’ he said. ‘He couldn’t run or walk, so we had to carry him. That slowed us down a lot.’

Sam nodded. It was plausible enough. In a place like this, even a minor injury could become a death sentence.

‘And that meant there was no way we’d get him back here before nightfall,’ Traynor continued, ‘especially given we’d already spent half a day getting there.’ He shrugged wearily. ‘So we had to find some place to shelter for the night. We were still looking by the time the sun went down.’

DeWitt nodded beside him. ‘Then we heard them coming.’

‘The Howlers,’ said Irish.

‘Obviously you found somewhere to hide,’ said Sam, ‘otherwise you wouldn’t have made it back here. Am I right?’ He watched Traynor carefully, feeling like a hawk circling high above unwary prey, unseen and unheard.

Traynor nodded. ‘Turns out they don’t like water much. There’s a river most of the way there—we forded it a little after nightfall, but the current was too strong for us and—well, Joshua got swept away.’ He regarded Sam through furrowed eyebrows. ‘Nearly sucked us down as well, with the Howlers on our trail. DeWitt and me swam to the far shore and found a tree—a massive, ancient thing with its trunk split wide open, probably by lightning. We climbed up inside it and hid there the rest of the night.’

‘And they didn’t sniff you out?’ Sam persisted.

Traynor didn’t even try to hide his irritation. ‘The tree was right on the edge of the river,’ he scowled. ‘Maybe that put them off. We heard them howling all along the shore the whole damn night, but by the sound of it I don’t think there could have been more than, I don’t know, five or six of them. Mind you, we were covered in so much mud and shit, maybe they simply couldn’t smell us.’ He shook his head. ‘Worst night of my whole life.’

‘A week,’ said Ethan, his voice brittle. ‘One damn week, and that’s nearly a third of us gone. At this rate, we’ll be lucky if there’s anyone left a month from now.’

‘Shut the hell up,’ said Kevin. ‘That kind of talk is a long way from helping.’

‘He’s got a point, though,’ said Traynor, lifting his head to look around at the rest of them. ‘We’ve been sitting here waiting for them to kill us. It ought to be the other way around.’

Jess nodded tightly. ‘Damn right.’

‘I don’t like to say it,’ Ethan muttered, ‘but…I’m beginning to think there’s something to that idea.’

‘No!’ Kim, who had followed the rest of them over, stared around with a face full of thunder. ‘This is one small part of an entire world. We’re on their territory, and we already know there are far more of them than there are than of us. Moving to the mesa at the soonest opportunity is the only sane option left to us.’

‘Or maybe it’d just be more of the same,’ said Jess, ‘with us under siege up there instead of down here in the lander.’ She looked at Sam. ‘You know, I got to wondering if there might be some way to use the lander’s printer to manufacture napalm or something like it. Now that’d send the fuckers running.’

Irish gave Sam a look that said stop this before it goes any further.

‘There’s something you need to know,’ Sam said, loud enough to shut them all up. ‘We found something on our trip out to the mesa.’

Their eyes all swung towards him as he reached into a pocket and took out the bullet casing. He stepped towards Traynor and held it out to him. ‘I wanted to wait until you were back before I talked to everyone about this. We came across a clearing filled with the bones of what must have been thousands—and I mean thousands—of massacred Howlers.’

‘A bullet casing?’ said Jess in confusion.

‘We had enough time to take a careful look at the remains. From what we could see, some of them—perhaps even all of them—were killed by automatic gunfire.’

Everyone started shouting either at Sam or each other. Sam put his hands up until they quietened down.

Traynor reached out, and Sam handed him the casing. He held it close to his eyes, DeWitt beside him leaning over to get a good look at it.

‘Hollow-point,’ Traynor mumbled, looking back up at Sam. ‘Copper casing. Badly corroded, so it must have been lying around a long, long time.’

‘But where did it come from?’ Amit demanded. He sounded like he was on the verge of hysterics.

Traynor shook his head wearily, then passed the casing to Jess, who studied it with equal care. She, in turn, passed it to Kevin.

‘Personally,’ said Kevin, looking around, ‘I’d bet my life on this being manufactured by human hands. We need to find whoever made this, and find out what they want from us.’

Irish caught Sam’s attention, then glanced pointedly away from the ramp before walking a short distance away. Sam went over to join her.

‘I don’t know exactly what it is we saw in those pictures Kevin got from the drone,’ she said, ‘but I know that wasn’t just some rock.’

‘But it could still be some kind of natural formation, couldn’t it? Maybe we all saw what we wanted to see—’

‘No.’ She shook her head firmly, then glanced carefully past Sam’s shoulder. He knew she was looking at Traynor.

‘He’s lying,’ she said, looking back at him. ‘And you know it too,’ she added, her voice a fierce whisper.

Sam’s shoulders slumped in defeat. ‘Except, why would he lie? Either he and the other two found something, or they didn’t.’

‘Which means whatever they did find, he’s got some reason for keeping it to himself,’ she hissed. ‘And if he’s lying about that, then…’

She let the words trail off, her eyes fixed on his. Then he’s lying about everything else as well.

Which meant if Traynor had found something out there, it might have been worth killing Joshua for.
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Any further arguments, speculation or discussion had to be put aside in the face of the very real need to finish repairing and rebuilding the palisade before the next Howler onslaught—for there were none amongst them who had any doubt one was coming.

By the end of that evening, they had finished bolstering the palisade with extra logs and bracing, as well as repairing parts of the wiring. Even with all eleven of them working together, they were barely finished by the time they heard the first cries of the Howlers. By then there was nothing left to do but drag themselves back up the ramp and wait another night out.

* * *

‘I’m not sure how much more of this I can take,’ Kevin muttered a few hours later on the command deck.

He sat next to Sam, watching on the screens as Howlers ran back and forth between the lander and the forest. It was their third night under siege, and despite all their preparations the palisade had barely lasted an hour. The Howlers had pushed the tips of their spears through the electrified wire, twisting it until it broke, then thrown looped vines over their wooden defences and pulled them down. 

Karl, once again, had been forced to disconnect the power cables and drop them outside before he could fully close the ramp. He’d still been standing next to the ramp controls when the Howlers broke through, watching as they raced towards him and even managing to grab hold of the ramp’s outer edge before trying to drag it back down.

Worse, they had nearly succeeded. The ramp’s hydraulic systems had struggled under their collective weight. Karl had remained at his post, but he’d come face to face with one of the creatures in the moments before the ramp finally slammed shut. When Sam went to speak to him, he’d found the man in a profound state of shock.

One screen showed a flare of light close to the edge of the clearing. The camera filters automatically adjusted for the sudden brightness, and they watched as a Howler emerged, carrying a flaming torch as it raced under the lander.

Another screen showed the same Howler plunging its torch deep into a freshly built bonfire. It was ablaze within moments, sending a rush of heat against the underside of the ramp.

Sam glanced around the command deck, seeing read-outs and screens flicker and shift in response. ‘Are the vents closed?’

Kevin tapped at the keyboard before him. ‘They are now. We won’t need the bottled air straight away, but soon enough.’

‘How much is left?’

‘Enough to get us through tonight,’ said Kevin. ‘That’s it.’ He turned to look at Sam. ‘We should take the truck back out again at first light with as many people as we can fit on it. We’ll explore up and down that damn chasm all day if we have to until we find a way across. There’s got to be some way onto that mesa.’

‘That still means someone’s going to get left behind.’

‘We’ll come back for them,’ Kevin said doggedly. ‘Maybe there’s not air enough for all of us, but there’s got to be enough for at least a few people to hang on for one more night after this. That way, we can do two round trips.’ He shook his head. ‘Or maybe we can all go, with some of us walking and the rest riding on the truck.’

So it had come to that, Sam realised. If they didn’t find shelter, they were going to die.

‘I’m not going,’ he said.

Kevin blinked rapidly. ‘You’re not making sense. If you stay here, it’s suicide.’

‘That’s not what I meant.’ Sam glanced around to make sure they were alone on the command deck, a gesture that had become a habit. ‘I mean, I’m going back out to where we thought that building was.’

‘Ah.’ Kevin nodded, his eyes glinting in the semi-darkness. ‘You didn’t believe Vic’s story.’

Sam looked closely at him. ‘You didn’t either?’

Kevin laughed and shook his head. ‘Something about it sounded…rehearsed.’

‘More than rehearsed,’ Sam agreed. ‘Their entire story had more holes in it than the Titanic.’

‘You know,’ said Kevin, ‘DeWitt has looked none of us in the eye since he got back. Ethan went to talk to him to get his version of things without Vic there to complicate things, but Jess isn’t letting anyone get near him.’

I should have known about that, thought Sam, and tried to hide his irritation.

‘Amit was right,’ he said, his voice flat. ‘We shouldn’t have let Traynor go out there. It should have been just Joshua and one other person, someone we can trust. I need to see what’s really there. I’ll leave at sunrise as soon as I think it’s safe.’

‘And what about the rest of us?’ asked Kevin. You can’t just up and disappear without a word of explanation.’

Sam gave him a faint smile. ‘Then I guess you’re going to have to cover for me.’

‘This,’ said Kevin, ‘is where I remind you you’re barely recovered from an injury. A couple of days before that you were nearly poisoned to death.’

‘You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. I can make the trip if I have to, especially reborn into a younger body.’

Kevin opened his mouth like he was about to make a protest, then closed it again. ‘You know, I often forget we’re all younger than we remember. It’s like I still can’t get used to the idea.’

‘When morning comes and the Howlers have gone,’ suggested Sam, ‘we’ll tell the others we’ve gone to do a little foraging. That’ll be our cover story while I go see whatever Vic found.’

‘And when I come back without you?’ Kevin asked. ‘What do I tell people then?’ 

‘Just tell them I convinced you I work better on my own.’ He shrugged. ‘Which is true.’

‘This,’ said Kevin, ‘from the man who told us we couldn’t all go wandering off on our own.’ He shook his head with sudden determination. ‘Not a chance, Sam. I’m going with you—all the way there and back.’

It was Sam’s turn to shake his head. ‘We need you here to run the fabricator and fix the truck and a million other things. I’m not so necessary.’

‘You’re not the only one who can run,’ Kevin insisted. ‘Look, until about a week ago I was overweight, middle-aged, and I struggled to stand up from my couch. Now I feel like I could run halfway around this world without breaking a sweat.’

Sam couldn’t help but admire the man’s persistence. ‘I’m sorry, Kevin. You’d slow me down, fit or not.’

Kevin made an exasperated sound. ‘They’ll smell the bullshit a mile off when I tell them you went foraging on your own! What if they want to go looking for you when you don’t come back after a couple of hours?’

‘Things have changed since the Howlers appeared,’ said Sam. ‘They won’t have the time and energy to spare looking for me. And if it turns out Traynor and DeWitt have been telling the truth about what they found, I’ll come clean when I get back and take responsibility for my actions. But if I do find something out there…’

Kevin drummed the fingers of both hands on the console before him, his mouth twisted up. ‘I don’t like it.’

Sam regarded Kevin evenly until he finally shook his head in exasperation.

‘Shithead,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘I’d better print you another map.’

* * *

Sam slept in a corner of the command deck and woke just before dawn. He retrieved his spear and hunting knife and went in search of Kevin, finding him asleep in a bay on a lower deck. He roused him and together they made their way down to the lower cargo bay, where Irish and Wardell stood squeezed in between the front of the truck and the still-closed ramp, shovels in hand.

Sam nodded to them, then noticed one of the water bottles Traynor had taken on his expedition abandoned in a corner. He picked it up and tucked it under one arm.

Wardell operated the controls, and the ramp separated from the hull, dropping to land on top of a fresh mound of hot ash and half-burned wood and leaves. They peered outside and waited, but nothing moved or made a sound. Once they were certain the Howlers were gone, they went through the same routine as before, Irish and Wardell jumping down first and using their shovels to sweep as much hot ash out of the way as quickly as possible.

Sam and Kevin were the next out, dropping over the edge of the ramp and rolling away from the remains of the Howler’s bonfire. They stood and brushed burning ash from their jumpsuits, cursing at the heat and the stink of the poisonous leaves.

‘Hey,’ said Wardell, as Sam and Kevin made their way towards the edge of the clearing. ‘Where are you two going?’

Sam stopped and looked back at him. ‘Figured we might do some foraging.’

Wardell regarded him dubiously. ‘Well, be careful. And don’t take too long. Vic’s got an announcement he wants to make later this morning. He wants all of us there.’

Sam regarded him with newfound interest. ‘What kind of announcement?’

Wardell’s expression became cagey. ‘Hell if I know. Just be back before midday, okay?’

Sam stared at him for several long seconds. ‘We’ll do our best,’ he said at last.

* * *

They made their way towards the boulders against which the lander had come to rest, coming to a halt near where their pods still lay open.

Sam gave Kevin a look. ‘An announcement? What the hell was that about?’

Kevin shrugged. ‘Call me cynical, but I can’t imagine it’ll be good, whatever it is.’

Sam glanced back towards the ramp. ‘Maybe now isn’t the time for me to—’

‘No.’ Kevin shook his head brusquely. ‘I wasn’t sure at first, but now I am: you need to go out there. I keep thinking maybe Joshua’s still alive somewhere out there, like Sun was.’

Sam nodded: the same thought had occurred to him. ‘Water first,’ he said.

It took more time than Sam would have preferred for them to get to the stream, following a safe route that had been marked out. That didn’t make it any less of a necessary detour: Sam knew he wouldn’t last long in the burning heat of day without fresh water. Once they’d filled his bottle, Kevin helped him secure it between his shoulder blades with vines ripped from nearby branches.

‘Okay,’ said Kevin, reaching into his jumpsuit and pulling out a fresh copy of the drone map before passing it to Sam. ‘I guess you’re as ready as you ever will be.’

Sam pushed the folded paper inside his jumpsuit, and they shook hands. ‘What are you going to do when you get back?’ Sam asked him.

‘Get the truck back outside and check it over. Then I’ll talk to everyone about packing as many of us as we can onto it before heading for the mesa.’ He shook his head. ‘You know, you might end up coming back to an empty lander.’

‘I’ll take that chance.’

They shook hands again, and Sam was off, skirting the north side of the clearing and staying out of sight of the lander. He moved at a steady pace to keep from tiring too quickly, stopping only to adjust the water bottle until it sat more securely between his shoulders.

It felt strange to run through the forest knowing that the Howlers were lurking somewhere out of sight, hiding from the daylight. After the first hour, Sam stopped long enough to study the map and check the position of the sun: one thing living in the jungle had taught him was how never to get lost, and the rules were the same here, however many light-years from home he might be.

The light beneath the canopy faded the  further he got from the lander until he moved through a perpetual twilight, broken only by occasional shafts of light that streamed through breaks in the foliage. It was almost like being underwater: as if the glades and ancient groves were subaquatic caverns of luminous blues and greens and reds. 

Sam’s new muscles powered him along, and memories came to him of running through another forest with a spear in one hand, clad in little more than a pair of torn-off combats.

Sometime later, he paused at a cluster of rocks, slinging the bottle down from between his shoulders and taking a long swig. Then he climbed up and over the boulders, breathing hard as he made his way back down the far side. 

Something small and brown darted out from under one foot and through mulched leaves, before shooting up the nearest tree trunk with remarkable speed.

The ground gradually became steeper, then flattened out. He’d started to lose all sense of time, something he also remembered from those long-ago hunts. He came to a valley and saw that it had been marked on the map as a narrow pass between two steep-sided hills. Pebbles and rocks skittered down from on high as he negotiated tangled bushes and roots to get to the valley’s far slope.

At one point, he found his way to the summit of a hill to try and get a sense of how far he’d come already. He thought he could see the lander far away to the east, lost amidst a sea of green and red, and a moment’s glance to mark the position of the sun told  Sam he’d already covered more than half the distance in just a couple of hours.

He pushed on, doing his best to ignore the growing cramp in his leg muscles.

At one point, he thought he heard something following him through the undergrowth, and felt his heart freeze at the thought a Howler might be stalking him in precisely the same way Jess and Sun had been stalked. He ran towards a tree with low-hanging branches and managed to jump up and grab hold of one, pulling himself on top of it and scrambling closer to its trunk.

He pressed himself down flat against the branch, his heart beating wildly as he listened to the creak and snap of trees and bushes being pushed aside or trampled over. Eventually, a creature of a type he had never seen before came shambling past, mountainously huge and sloth-like and covered in brown and red mottled fur. It kept moving, paying him no attention, veering towards some deeper part of the forest. The tree on which Sam hid shuddered at its passing, and he stayed where he was until he was sure it was gone.

He climbed back down and drank more water. Soon he encountered more valleys, and more cliffs, each requiring a precarious ascent or descent. By the time he heard a steady, muffled roar from somewhere ahead of him, the sun had tracked some distance across the sky. He pulled out his map, now sweat-stained and much-folded, and consulted it, thinking that the sound might be the river Traynor had mentioned.

So far as he could tell, he was still headed the right way.

A few minutes later, Sam pushed past a cluster of tall weed-like plants that reached higher than his head and found himself at the edge of a broad river that rushed by at a furious pace. It would be very easy to be swept away in such waters, he thought, especially if you had suffered a twisted ankle.

He followed the river’s twisting course northwards, keeping one eye on the map, until he came to a point where the opposite shore could be reached by climbing across a fallen tree that formed a natural bridge. Once on the opposite shore, he saw another tree that matched Traynor’s description of the one he and DeWitt had hidden in. 

It was far larger than almost any other tree Sam had yet seen on Aranyani, and, he suspected, far older. Its trunk had been split wide open and hollowed out, and he could see how a few bodies might squeeze down inside it.

He drank the last of his water and refilled his bottle from the river. The others, back at the lander, would soon become aware he was missing. But with any luck, they were more focused on heading for the mesa. He hoped so, anyway.

He soon left the river behind and made his way up a steep-sided slope dense with foliage. North and south of him, huge, jungle-strewn buttes rose out of the land like the huddled bodies of sleeping giants.

He froze near the top of the slope, seeing what he at first thought was some kind of animal, gazing down at him from further up. Then he relaxed, seeing it was strung with vines and covered in thick moss. A stone outcrop, perhaps, that his eyes had made into something it wasn’t.

He worked his way closer, seeing that neither was it a rock. It was a construction robot: identical, so far as he was able to judge, to the ones back at the lander. Except this one was draped in dense vines, its carapace streaked with dirt and rust.

He stared at it in utter disbelief. It was impossible that such a thing was sitting out here, so far from the lander. 

Yet here it was, regardless.

He tore at the vines draped across its body to get a better view of it. The machine was much more badly rusted than he had at first taken it to be. It stood tilted to one side, its long, flexible arms folded in against its body as if it had settled down to sleep.

He gaped at it, perplexed and strangely frightened. It looked like it had been standing there for years. Perhaps even decades.

As impossible as it was, it was also undeniably real.

Sam let out a shaky breath and looked past the machine and up the slope beyond it. Presumably, if there were answers, they were to be found somewhere ahead.

He had to force himself to keep moving. Part of him, Sam realised, didn’t want to know the answer to the questions posed by the machine: was afraid of what he might find. His traitorous feet insisted on carrying him onwards.

His eyes soon picked out a trail in the undergrowth, perhaps trampled down by the local wildlife. He reached the summit and saw that the opposite slope descended towards a glade half a kilometre away. A huge and bulky structure rose out of the gloom to one side of the glade: like the robot, it was so thickly draped with vines and moss it was hard at first to make out much more than its approximate shape. Yet it was undoubtedly the building  or structure they’d spotted in the drone footage.

But now that he was close to it, Sam saw it wasn’t a building at all. It was another lander. He had a feeling that, were he able to sweep aside the moss and vines, it would prove identical to the one that had brought him and fourteen others to Aranyani.

He worked his way down the slope, his feet squelching loudly as he traversed muddy soil. His heart beat faster and louder, panic gripping him as his eyes took in the bulky metal shape rising on four squat legs, the upper curve of its hull brushing the treetops. He passed a second robot, in even worse condition than the first, and hardly paid it any attention.

Then he dropped to his knees and stared up at the lander they had all mistaken from afar for a building. He had seen enough by now to be certain it was identical to their own—but, like the robots scattered ruined all around it, it was old. Very old.

He wondered for one terrible moment if he had somehow become unstuck in time, and this was, in fact, his own lander, but centuries in the future.

But that, too, was impossible.
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Think.

There had to be an explanation, thought Sam: some reason for there to be more than one lander, but none would come to him. He stayed where he was for some minutes, still breathing hard, his legs burning from fatigue.

He took several long, deep breaths, then moved closer, seeing the lander’s ramp was lowered.

There had to be a reason Traynor had lied—and the answer, he was sure, lay within.

Heading towards the ramp, Sam caught sight of a scrap of brown fabric poking out of the soil. He dropped to one knee and discovered that it was part of a jumpsuit. He scraped at the muddy soil all around it, pulling up clumps of not-grass until his fingers touched something smooth and white. More digging soon revealed a half-buried skull.

A human skull.

He stood again, finally noticing things that had somehow escaped his attention until this moment. A cluster of crude metal crosses stood close by one of the lander’s legs, each made from mismatched pieces of metal.

He moved closer to them, seeing that whoever had made them had also used a drill to scrawl a name on each: Ethan, Joshua, Irish, Sun, Kevin…

When Sam saw his own name, written on the last cross, it was too much. He staggered backwards until he collided with the nearest of the lander’s legs, one hand pressed to his mouth, his skin prickling with horror. The world seemed to sway around him.

Was it possible, he wondered, that this was the reason Traynor had called a meeting, rather than tell them outright about everything they had found? Perhaps he and DeWitt needed time to process everything they’d seen, and so had held back on the truth until they were ready to talk about it.

If it had been him who first came out here, instead of Traynor, maybe he wouldn’t have been in much of a hurry to tell the rest of them just what he’d found either.

Sam took a deep breath and then, despite the heavy foreboding in his heart, willed himself to make his way up the ramp and into the lander’s lightless interior.

Just enough daylight found its way inside the lower bay that Sam could make out a second skeleton slumped beneath the ramp controls. It was dressed in torn rags that, again, closely matched his own jumpsuit. 

He nearly choked on the stink of decay and mould. The air inside the bay was close and sticky and much too dark for his nerves, but soon his fingers found the switch he’d been looking for: pale red emergency lights running off of an emergency backup system came online, illuminating the dirt-streaked walls and bulkheads around him.

Better. The door leading into the lander’s interior was jammed halfway open. He squeezed past it and climbed the access shaft, trying not to think how much it felt like exploring a haunted house. He breathed shakily, seeing ghouls and faceless creatures in every red-lit shadow.

He quickly discovered that all the bays were not only intact but filled floor to ceiling with neatly shelved supplies—more than enough raw material, he realised, to fabricate almost anything they could need. Perhaps enough to keep them self-sufficient for many, many years.

He let out a yell born of shock and nerves when small, dark shapes scurried under his feet and into the shadows of another bay. Following them, Sam found a truck identical to the one Kevin had salvaged, although this one had been gutted of its engine, batteries and seats. The small, ultralight helicopter parked next to it  looked to be both intact and in good condition, its blades folded and pointing up at the ceiling.

Sam soon found another surprise: a bay containing nothing but functional-looking weaponry.

He counted a dozen rifles mounted on wall racks, while storage bins directly beneath them were filled with boxed ammunition. Some racks, he noted, were empty, but there was no sign of the weapons they would have held. There were also hoppers containing plastic explosives, while shelves above these held what looked to his inexpert eyes like primers or blasting caps.

He worked his way through to the back of the bay, where he found several gun-mounted aerial drones stacked one atop another like dishes in a pantry. Several more drones set on the deck next to them had been fitted with nozzles and tanks that made him think of fire-fighting equipment. They looked as new as the day they’d been manufactured.

Sam turned and looked back down the length of the bay. It contained enough weaponry, ammunition and hardware to start a war—albeit a very one-sided one.

When Sam finally reached the command deck, he found it had been gutted of much of its electronics as well. Most of the screens were gone, and wall panels stood discarded, their machine-innards dissected and removed.

But not all.

Pale light shone from the screen of one of the few consoles that remained intact. Sam went over and saw the image of a man’s face frozen on it, as if someone had paused a video halfway through, with the expectation of returning to watch the rest.

Someone like Traynor.

The face on the paused video was lined, with pale blue eyes and receding grey hair. It wasn’t anyone Sam recognised or had seen before. Something in the set of the man’s mouth made Sam think whoever he was—or had been—he’d been used to having his orders followed.

Reaching out, he hesitantly touched the screen and the video burst into sudden motion.

‘-er instructions to follow,’ said the man in the video, before fading to black.

It was clear whoever had last played the video had paused it mid-sentence. Sam touched the controls, and the video ran backwards at speed, the face jerking into reverse motion. When he lifted his hand, the recording resumed from an earlier point.

‘-arameters of your mission have been changed. You will have the support of infantry who, like you, were secretly placed inside the ship’s memory and gene banks. You should soon be brought up to speed on any specifics I don’t mention here.’

The man on the screen cleared his throat. ‘However, there are a few generalities you should be aware of. It wasn’t possible to delete all of the civilian element of the landing party as we initially hoped. Doing so would have risked alerting the primary AI that it had been compromised, triggering a mission abort. Therefore, you are to secure both the landing site and, if possible, the aid and support of the remaining undeleted civilian crew members. But if they resist, or refuse to cooperate, deal with them by whatever means necessary.’ The figure leaned closer to the lens. ‘Further instructions to follow.’

The video faded to black.

Sam’s legs grew weak beneath him and he sank into the rotted remains of a chair, pressed his fingers deep into his calves as if trying to hook them through the muscles beneath his skin.

It came to him that the video must have been intended for Traynor: somehow, he and a few others like Jess had been inserted into the ship’s memory for some very specific reason none of the rest of them were ever supposed to know about. It certainly explained the missing crew members.

Except, of course, that didn’t explain this second lander. Or the crosses planted in the soil outside. He remembered Sun suggesting they might all be in Hell, but didn’t know it…

Don’t think about that. He clung desperately to the notion there must, had to be, some rational explanation for all of it.

Instead, he forced himself to focus on the advantage the derelict would give him and the others back at the other lander. Despite its outwardly ruinous state, the ship was clearly in far better condition than their own, especially given the fact it had all its supplies and equipment intact.

It might even take off again—and if so, he realised with a rush of excitement, then maybe they could fly it to some part of Aranyani far from the Howlers.

Sam glanced again at the screen. The time indicator at the bottom of the video told him he’d seen only a short segment of the whole. He moved to watch the rest, then noticed a red light blinking on a half-gutted console across the deck.

It hadn’t been blinking a moment ago. 

He stepped over to it, brushing dust from the console’s screen and touching the keyboard beneath. The screen came to life, displaying a view of the forest around the base of this second lander. The exterior lenses were grimy with dirt, yet he was startled to see a figure moving close by the open ramp.

A human figure.

A prickle of fear ran down Sam’s spine, his throat turned paper-dry in an instant. He touched the keyboard again, and the camera zoomed in on the source of the movement. The figure was in shadow, making it impossible to see their face: they moved swiftly from tree to tree, clad in browns and dark reds that rendered them, whoever they were, nearly indistinguishable from the surrounding forest.

Then the figure paused and looked up at the underside of the lander’s belly, almost as if they knew they were being watched. Then they darted away and out of range of the lens.

Adrenaline brought a sudden, startling clarity to Sam’s senses. He made his way as quickly as he could back down to the lower cargo bay, where he stood at the top of the ramp, looking around the glade and listening.

He heard and saw nothing.

He made his way cautiously down the ramp, instinctively forming his body into a low crouch. Then he jogged over to one of the lander’s legs, hoping to conceal himself in its shadows.

He nearly shouted out loud when he saw a figure sitting with its back against the leg. Their head drooped down against their chest as if they were asleep.

Sam shuffled closer, breath ratcheting in his throat, and saw that it was Joshua. A third of his head was missing: there was a crater where the left side of his face should have been. Sam realised he must have walked right past his body when he arrived and entirely failed to see it.

Joshua had died of a gunshot wound. The only question was, where could Traynor or DeWitt possibly have got hold of a…?

‘Fuck,’ he said quietly under his breath, glancing back over at the ramp. He should have grabbed a rifle and some ammunition of his own while he had the chance. But then again, how could he possibly have expected there’d be someone else out here with him?

Sam heard a sudden movement from behind him and, in response to some nameless instinct, threw himself flat on the ground. 

A gunshot echoed through the clearing, dazzling him with its thunder.

He pushed himself upright and ran as fast as he could, legs working like pistons as he made for the nearest trees.

‘Newman!’ someone shouted from behind him. ‘Wait!’

Another shot, sounding closer this time. Sam leapt over gnarled roots and came to a halt against the far side of a tree, the thunder of his heartbeat seeming to fill the surrounding air.

‘Where the fuck are you?’ the voice shouted. Sam recognised it as Karl’s. ‘Come out!’

Karl’s footsteps crunched through the undergrowth. Sam couldn’t see him from where he was, but he crouched lower before scuttling further away from the vicinity of the lander.

Something caught his foot, and he stumbled, losing his balance. He hit the ground hard and cursed under his breath when he saw that his foot had become tangled in a vine. He worked himself free and tried to stand again.

‘Don’t move.’

Sam twisted to one side and saw Karl standing over him, a rifle in both hands aimed at his head. Karl’s eyes darted from side to side, as if looking for something.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Sam shouted at him, ‘what the hell are you doing?’

‘Shut up,’ Karl snapped, his attention returning to Sam. The barrel of the rifle loomed in Sam’s vision like the yawning mouth of a cavern.

Something—some animal or rodent, perhaps—darted through the undergrowth, and Karl twisted around, staring into the shadows.

Stand up, thought Sam. If ever he had a chance to take the rifle from Karl, it was now. He started to push himself upright, but then Karl turned back towards him and it was too late.

‘Get the fuck back down,’ Karl snapped, gesturing with his rifle.

‘Why?’ Sam demanded, certain he was about to die. ‘Why should I make it easy for you to kill me?’

Karl’s nostrils flared, and for the first time, Sam had a hint of the other man’s panic. ‘For fuck’s sake,’ he shouted, ‘I just need you to—!’

Sam heard a sound like a hammer hitting a watermelon. Karl staggered slightly, a look of surprise on his face.

‘Goddammit,’ he said, his voice thick. His grasp on the rifle loosened until it had almost slid from his fingers. He reached behind himself with one hand, like he was trying to scratch an itch between his shoulder blades.

Then the rifle tumbled from Karl’s grasp and he sank to his knees, still fumbling around behind his back like he was trying to get hold of something.

‘Goddammit,’ he said a second time, then slumped face-first into the mulch and leaves and stopped moving.

Sam stared at the arrow protruding from between Karl’s shoulder blades, tipped with fine, feather-like fletching. Then he looked up in time to see a figure step  out from the dappled shadows of a tree, a crossbow held in its hands. It moved towards Sam in a low crouch, sweeping the bow this way and that, a second arrow nocked and ready.

The figure stood straight and shouldered the crossbow as if satisfied they were alone. At first, Sam thought it might be Irish. Instead, he found himself confronted by an elderly man dressed in ragged-looking clothes the same colour as the surrounding trees.

‘Hey,’ said the man, coming closer again. His skin was dark brown, his face scored with lines. His eyes had the deep, steady gaze of someone who had survived much. And even though Sam thought he must be at least in his seventies, his forearms and neck were lined with sinewy muscles that suggested great strength.

‘Anyone else with you?’ asked the man, stepping closer.

Sam shook his head. ‘No.’

The man nodded. ‘Figured.’

There was something familiar about him. Sam’s lips moved, finding a name. But it couldn’t be…

The old man nodded, as if he could read Sam’s thoughts.

‘Amit?’ Sam asked at last.
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The old man with Amit’s face came closer, dropping onto one knee next to Karl and pressing two fingers against his neck. He nodded to himself, then looked up at Sam.

‘Dead. Looked like he was about to…’ the old man paused, like he couldn’t find the words. ‘Kill you,’ he finished at last.

He spoke, thought Sam, like someone unused to speaking.

‘I think he was,’ said Sam. ‘Although I’m still trying to figure out exactly why.’

Old Amit grinned at him. ‘Lots of questions, huh?’

Sam gave him a look, and the old man nodded. ‘It’s good to…to see you, Sam,’ he said. ‘It’s been a…a long time.’

The old man worked the arrow out of Karl’s back, then snatched up the dropped rifle, cracking it open and quickly checking the chambers.

The only plausible reason Sam could think of for Karl to be here was that Traynor had sent him. He’d killed Joshua because of what he’d seen in the video. And he’d seen through Kevin’s story, which had only ever been a delaying tactic, anyway. And once he’d realised where Sam had gone, he’d sent Karl after him to kill him…

‘Guess what,’ said the old man, snapping the rifle shut again. ‘Empty.’ He pushed his hands through the dead man’s pockets. ‘Wasn’t carrying extra ammunition either.’ He shook his head and chuckled to himself. ‘Weird.’

‘What is?’

The old man waved one hand in small, tight circles. ‘This. Talking. Too long since I had anyone else to talk to.’

He got back up and helped Sam to stand as well. Sam watched, dazed, as the old man slung Karl’s rifle over one shoulder, his crossbow over his other.

‘Amit,’ Sam asked hesitantly, ‘is it really you?’

The old man put a hand to his lips and nodded upwards. ‘Getting late.’

Sam saw that the sky was rapidly darkening. There was no way he’d get back to his own lander in time.

‘Those things in the forest,’ asked Sam. ‘The Howlers—’

The old man squinted at him. ‘The what?’

‘Howlers. They have spears and they’ve been trying to kill us and they only come out at night. You know what I’m talking about, right?’

Comprehension dawned on the older Amit’s face. ‘We called them indigenes.’

‘“We”?’

‘The previous expedition,’ said the old man, scratching one grizzled cheek. ‘How many of you are there left alive?’

He spoke as if it were a given that some of them would be dead by now. ‘Ten.’

‘But there were fifteen of you, right?’

‘Sure.’ Sam nodded. ‘How did you know?’

‘There were fifteen of us, too.’ Amit surveyed their surroundings. ‘You understand, right? The previous expedition—we were all the same people. Same as you, I mean.’

Sam remembered the crosses and the names on them. ‘Clones? Is that what you mean?’

The old man made a face. ‘Close enough.’

Even with the evidence of the graveyard, it was difficult to accept what the old man was telling him. ‘And you’ve been living here all this time, inside this lander?’

‘No. Somewhere else. I haven’t been back this way in…’ He paused for some seconds. ‘A long time, put it that way.’ He glanced past him through the trees, and Sam knew he was looking towards the makeshift graveyard with its metal crosses. ‘Too many bad memories.’

‘So where have you been all this time?’

‘Somewhere safer than here.’

‘I…’ Sam pressed a hand against his temple. ‘I don’t understand any of this.’ He looked again at the old man, his face so familiar and yet so different. ‘How the fuck,’ he asked at last, ‘can there be two expeditions?’

‘I’ve been waiting over fifty years to see you again,’ Amit replied. The more he spoke, the more his confidence in his own words seemed to grow. ‘I wondered if I might die without ever seeing another human being again. There were times I got to thinking about…’ the lines on his forehead deepened. ‘Ending things.’

‘You need to come back with me,’ said Sam, ‘to my lander. Tomorrow, when it’s safe. The others need to see you.’ God only knew what that other, younger Amit would make of this ancient spirit of the forest that shared his face and name.

‘No.’ The old man shook his head abruptly. ‘This is the eighth day—they’ll all be dead by the time we get there.’

Sam stiffened, staring at the old man. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘The—what did you call them?—Howlers.’ He nodded to himself. ‘They always attack in the greatest numbers by the eighth night. And this is the eighth night since you got here.’

Always? What the hell, Sam wondered, did he mean by always? ‘They’ve been attacking nearly every night since we woke up!’ he shouted, grabbing the old man by the arm. He felt hard muscles beneath the rags. ‘We hid in the lander, and the damn things tried to burn us out.’

‘There’s more coming—far, far more,’ the old man assured him. ‘You know they’re much more than just animals, right? They’re intelligent, adaptable.’

‘But—!’

‘I’ve been out here a long time, Sam. I’ve watched them for many, many years. They have rituals, and beliefs—the same as we do. At first, they attack only at night—but only at first.’ He shook his head. ‘More are on their way—thousands of them. And when they get there, all your friends will die.’

‘Then I need to go back.’

The old man laughed. ‘Go back? You’d only die with the rest of them.’

‘How the fuck,’ Sam demanded, ‘could you even know how long we’ve been here?’

‘I saw you, blazing across the sky eight days ago. All that time I’ve been making my way to you, but I’m too late.’ He shook his head. ‘I had to come so far, you understand. I only stopped here because I have supplies stashed inside the lander. It’s just luck that I found you when I did.’

The old man took a sudden step back and raised his head as if scenting the air. ‘Can you hear them?’

‘Hear what?’

The old man put a finger to his lips. ‘Listen.’

At first, all Sam heard were the sounds of forest creatures—sounds that were already becoming deeply familiar to him. But soon he heard something else, approaching through the dusk: the cry of Howlers.

A lot of them.

Terror wrapped icy tendrils around Sam’s ribs. ‘We need to find somewhere to hide, or we’ll never survive the night.’ He nodded towards the lander. ‘That’s our only chance.’

‘Hide in there if you like,’ said the old man, ‘but you’ll die if you do.’ He raised one hand to the forest canopy above them. ‘The safest place is up there.’

He produced a hunting knife from out of his rags. Like his bow, the knife looked identical to those Kevin had printed back at the other lander just days before. Sam stepped back, alarmed, afraid the old man had found a reason to kill him the way he’d killed Karl: instead he knelt by Karl’s body, forcing the dead man’s jaws open and pushing the blade between them.

Sam watched with rising horror and disgust as the old man sawed away at Karl’s tongue until the dead man’s blood coated his wrinkled fingers. He kept working, his face a mask of quiet concentration. Sam put a hand over his mouth and took another step back as Amit stood up with his prize held in one red-streaked hand. Karl’s blood dripped from it, staining the forest floor.

Old Amit grinned broadly at his discomfort. Sam noticed that those few teeth remaining in his mouth were stained a deep oak-brown.

‘This,’ said the old man, holding up the severed tongue, ‘is our ticket up. Now come on.’

Sam didn’t move. ‘But—!’

‘Listen,’ the old man said more sharply, his grin fading. ‘The indigenes will be here soon. No time to waste.’

He was right, of course. The old man turned and ran off without warning, back into the deep shadows of the forest.

Sam ran after him, terrified at the thought of being left behind. The old man darted his head here and there as if searching for something.

For one heart-stopping moment, Sam thought he might have lost him, and opened his mouth to shout; then he saw the old man had come to a halt before a tree, blue flowers pushing up through the loam between its roots.

‘Here,’ said the old man, reaching out to Sam with his free hand and waggling his fingers. ‘I need you to come closer.’

Sam edged closer, despite his growing certainty that this other Amit might have lost his mind after too many years alone. Then he heard howls from back the way they had come and reached out to take the old man’s hand.

Amit threw Karl’s tongue down on top of the patch of blue flowers and stamped hard on the ground. Next he grabbed hold of Sam’s shoulder and pulled him back half a pace, meanwhile craning his neck up at the distant heights of the forest canopy.

Sam looked up too, in time to witness the dark silhouette of a bungee-bug dropping towards them with terrifying speed, its tentacles writhing like a black nightmare. Sam took another step backwards, but the old man’s grip was like like steel.

‘Do as I do,’ the old man shouted.

‘Wait—!’

The bungee-bug slammed down onto the ground directly in front of them, its tentacles writhing as it snatched up the still-warm morsel of flesh. Then, just as abruptly, the old man leapt forward and onto the creature’s back, grabbing hold of its umbilical and dragging Sam after him.

Sam yelled in terror, for one terrible moment imagining that he was about to be sacrificed to the bug. Only then did he realise the creature’s tentacles couldn’t reach up behind its own back.

Amit let go of Sam’s shoulder and grabbed hold of his hand, pressing Sam’s fingers around the thick flesh of the creature’s umbilical.

‘Grab hold with both hands!’ shouted the old man, before wrapping his own fists tight around the thick, fleshy cord.

Sam was too terrified to even think about disobeying. The bungee-bug twisted and shuddered beneath them, clearly desperate to be free of its unexpected burden. Then it let out a shrill cry and suddenly shot upwards, lurching violently  from side to side as it rose.

‘They’re strong fuckers,’ Amit shouted in Sam’s ear. ‘This is a lot easier than trying to climb these damn trees.’

Cold sweat bathed Sam’s skin, and he tried not to think about what would happen if the bug, still twisting and twitching beneath them, managed to shake them loose. He wrapped both fists around the umbilical in a death grip and experienced an urgent and almost overwhelming desire to urinate.

The bungee-bug rose yet higher—far higher than Sam would have believed possible. Suddenly the canopy was all around them, a thick tangle of branches, vines and leaves that in parts seemed almost to form a second forest floor high above the soil.

‘Get ready,’ shouted the old man, grabbing Sam by one elbow. ‘Time to get off.’

The bug was still ascending, but much more slowly than before. Sam glanced up and saw they were rushing towards the underside of a thickset branch, around which the bug’s umbilical wrapped itself in a tight knot.

‘Now,’ said the old man, before nimbly stepping off the creature’s back and dropping onto another branch just as the bug rose past it.

Sam saw that the branch onto which the old man had alighted was huge, extending almost horizontally out from the trunk of its parent tree. It looked wide and flat enough to park the lander’s truck on top of it.

He hurried to follow the old man, afraid that if he hesitated, he might be crushed against the underside of the branch from which the bug hung. He leapt off the creature’s back and, for one terrible moment, there was nothing but air between him and the forest floor far below.

Sam landed hard enough to knock the air out of his lungs, his hands scrabbling at bark that felt slippery with moss and fungus. He started to slide, his feet kicking at air, pulled towards the edge of the branch by his own weight. He opened his mouth to scream, but there was no air left in his lungs.

Amit hurried towards him, grabbing him by a shoulder and lifting him bodily up and back on top of the branch in what, under any other circumstances, would have been a demonstration of prodigious strength and balance. Sam felt like his arm might become separated from its socket.

When Amit let go of him, Sam pressed himself close against the mossy bark, letting out small, panicky gasps. Amit, meanwhile, stood poised and balanced further along the branch. Small creatures flitted through the surrounding canopy, jumping from dense thickets of leaves to branches and back again. 

When Sam next raised his eyes, he saw the dark shape of the bungee-bug pressed up tight against a branch of a neighbouring tree. It was now still, its tentacles pulled in close against its body.

‘Are you sure we’re safe up here?’ Sam finally managed to ask, his voice shaking so hard he could barely get the words out.

Old Amit cleared his throat and spat into the void. ‘The indigenes won’t climb up here. You don’t need to worry about that.’

‘So what now?’

‘We stay here until light. Then we move.’

‘Where?’

‘Not back to your lander. Too dangerous.’

Sam had other ideas about that, but held them back for the moment. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but if not there, then where?’

The old man glanced at him furtively. ‘There’s something I need you to see.’

‘Why not just tell me?’

‘Seeing is believing,’ said the old man. ‘And if I just told you, you might not believe me.’

Amit moved to kneel close by the edge of the branch, peering over its side in a way that sent Sam’s heart climbing into his mouth. ‘Look,’ said the old man, pointing down. ‘See how many there are now?’

Sam couldn’t see anything, not clinging to the branch where he was. But he could certainly hear them, even from way up here: the steady huff of their breath and the occasional high-pitched yelp was all too audible as God knew how many Howlers dashed through forest glades where the two of them had been standing only seconds before.

‘Here,’ said the old man, stepping towards Sam and grabbing hold of his ankle. ‘Take a look. I won’t let you fall.’

Sam thought about arguing, but then he realised he did want to look. He crawled back to the edge of the branch, fighting a sudden rush of vertigo as he peered down at the ground far below. He could make out dozens—no, make that hundreds—of dark-furred shapes flitting past the tree on which they sheltered.

Another minute passed, but the flow of Howlers never relented. They kept coming in an unceasing tide of black fur and fury, an ocean of limbs and claws.

And these, Sam realised, were just the ones he could see.

‘They’re all headed for your lander,’ said Amit from behind him. ‘It was the same the last time,’ he added, his voice taking on a sad quality.

Sam cautiously pushed his way back from the edge of the branch to where he could sit up. ‘Exactly how long has it been since your own expedition landed?’

‘Didn’t you hear me before? Half a century. Fifty years of waiting to see if anyone else might ever come down.’

‘So you were on your way to warn us, is that it?’

‘Amongst other things,’ said the old man.

There was something evasive about the way he spoke. ‘I need you,’ said Sam, ‘to tell me everything.’

‘All in good time. Right now, we need to sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead of us when daybreak comes.’

‘The others—’

‘Are all dead, I assure you. Or if they’re not, they will be soon.’ The old man’s face took on a wistful quality. ‘I wish it were otherwise, but there’s nothing you can do for them.’
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The old man’s blithe disregard for the lives of his fellow stranded infuriated Sam, yet under the circumstances, he could think of nothing he could do.

Old Amit, Sam soon realised, had come well prepared for a night in the canopy. The old man shuffled his way closer to the trunk of the tree, and Sam saw a knapsack had been tied to another, much narrower branch just within reach. Much like the old man’s clothes, the knapsack shared the colours of the surrounding forest.

Amit dug around inside the knapsack, then pulled out two thick lengths of dark green rope that looked like he’d made them himself. Amit looped one rope over one shoulder and under his opposite arm, then reached back inside the knapsack, producing a set of steel pitons and a hammer. He used the hammer to drive two of the pitons side by side into the trunk, then threaded each end of his loop of rope through the eye of a piton.

Only then did he turn and hand Sam the second rope, before explaining precisely what they would do: with a rope tightly secured around each of them, they could thread the ends through the pitons and that would keep them from sliding off the branch as they slept.

Sam couldn’t help but eye the vertiginous drop that lay on either side of them as Amit spoke. ‘We’re really staying here the whole night?’

The old man regarded Sam in what would have been silence, if not for the sound of Howlers still streaming through the forest below. ‘You’d rather fight your way through those things down there?’ Sam watched as he settled back against the trunk before adjusting his rope around his waist. ‘Be my guest.’

* * *

Sam slept only fitfully since he kept snapping awake with the absolute certainty he was about to slide off the branch and into eternity. The old man snored through it all beside him, his head hanging forward over his chest.

Time passed, and the horizon began to redden. The very idea of trying to sleep struck Sam as ridiculous, not after everything the old man had told him. The sound of the Howlers faded as dawn approached, the rope around his shoulder and waist rough and abrasive-feeling through his jumpsuit.

The old man suddenly grumbled from beside Sam and then untied himself, standing and urinating so close to the edge of the branch that the sight of him perched there made Sam’s jaws ache.

‘Time to move,’ said Amit, looking around at him as he finished. ‘Sunrise is close.’

Sam untied himself with enormous care and watched as the old man went through the same routine as the night before, but in reverse, pulling the pitons free and packing them, the hammer and the ropes going back into the knapsack in the same order in which he’d taken them out. Finally, he pulled two small dark bundles from out of a side pocket of the knapsack and handed one to Sam.

‘Breakfast.’

Sam discovered it was cured meat wrapped in a leaf. ‘How do we get back down?’ Sam asked as he ate.

The old man shrugged as he finished his own meal. ‘Same way as before.’

Sam glanced up and sideways at the dark bulk of the bungee-bug still clinging to its nearby perch. ‘I don’t know,’ he said carefully, ‘if I can go through that a second time.’

The old man snorted, then pulled on his knapsack, shifting Karl’s rifle and his crossbow around on his shoulders until he was satisfied before regarding Sam with a pitying expression. ‘Then I guess you’ll have to stay here.’

Sam opened his mouth to say something, but old Amit was already on the move, running along the length of the branch with his body low. He reached up and grabbed hold of a smaller branch above him, pulling himself on top of it like some wizened Tarzan.

Sam scrambled upright and watched, heart thudding, as Amit ascended to a point a little higher than the bungee-bug. He dropped onto the same branch the bug clung to, then carefully lowered himself onto its back.

It reacted much as it had the night before, thrashing its tentacles as it struggled to be free of its unwanted passenger. Then it dropped a metre or so, and then another, its umbilical unravelling slowly at first, then with increasing speed.

‘Jump!’ Amit shouted over at Sam, as the bug dropped past the branch on which Sam stood.

A variety of profanities came to Sam’s mind, but there wasn’t enough time to express so much as a single one. He pushed himself into the air before he could really think about what he was doing, dropping a metre or two before he landed on the bug’s back.

Old Amit grabbed hold of Sam with that same vice-like grip before he could bounce or roll off the creature’s side. He pulled Sam up close to the umbilical until they were face to face, and Sam again took a tight grip on the fleshy rope.

‘Fuck you!’ he screamed at the old man. ‘You might have given me some fucking warning!’

They descended quickly, the writhing of the creature’s tentacles sounding remarkably like the pages of an open book caught in a sudden breeze. The bug hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of Sam. Amit dragged him free and didn’t let go until they’d put some distance between themselves and the writhing bungee-bug, then turned to see it already winding its way back up into the canopy.

‘All good?’ asked Amit, breathing hard when he let go of Sam.

Sam took a swing at him, but the old man dodged out of the way.

‘Don’t ever pull something like that again,’ Sam shouted, his fists curled at his sides. ‘Not ever!’

Sam staggered over to another tree that lacked any blue flowers and slumped down with his back to it. The old man, unperturbed, dug around inside his knapsack before passing him a scratched and ancient-looking aluminium bottle. Sam gulped water from it, then passed it back.

‘As I said before,’ the old man told him, ‘we should get moving.’

Sam cleared his throat. ‘No. First, tell me what it is you want me to see so badly you can’t even tell me what it is.’

‘You wouldn’t believe me.’

‘Try me.’

The old man regarded him in stony silence.

Sam struggled back onto his feet. ‘Those people back at my own lander are my priority, do you understand?’

‘I already told you,’ said old Amit, ‘they’re already—wait!’

Sam turned and walked away before Amit could finish speaking. He looked ahead, seeing the vine-clad bulk of the second lander through the trees, visualising the route by which he’d come upon it. He began to walk more quickly, reaching up to touch the pocket in which he kept Kevin’s map, as if for good luck.

‘Wait!’ the old man shouted again.

Sam picked up his pace until he was running.

* * *

He made his way back across hills and valleys, pushing himself to such limits that it felt as if his mind had somehow become detached from his body: he became reduced to a point of consciousness, lost in an alien wilderness, hardly aware of the flesh-and-blood machine that carried him along. His blood beat in his skull from fatigue and dehydration.

Eventually he saw a pillar of smoke to the east, rising high above the canopy. The sight filled him with urgent despair.

As he ran, Sam knew the old man was following him at a distance. He could hear the snap of twigs under the old man’s feet, and he caught snatches of his muttered curses. But the old man didn’t stop him, which was all that mattered.

Dehydration and exhaustion finally caught up with Sam in the early hours of the afternoon. He crashed to his knees, the blood pounding in his skull now sounding like the crashing of waves on a shore. He lacked even the strength to resist when hands lifted him back up onto his feet and again pressed the water bottle into his hands. Sam drank thirstily, then leaned hard on the old man as they carried on through the forest, still headed east.

* * *

‘We’re here.’

Sam struggled upright from where Amit had let him slide to the ground and saw that they were back at his own lander. The clearing was deserted; the campfire burned out.

There was no sign of movement, and even the forest seemed somehow quieter than usual. The ramp had been torn from the body of the lander, leaving a ragged hole. Logs from the palisade lay scattered all about, tangled in broken wire.

‘I warned you,’ said the old man.

Sam looked at him. Old Amit was breathing hard, his face bright with sweat. He pulled out his water bottle once more and drank from it before giving Sam the rest. He looked nervous, thought Sam: twitchy.

Sam took a step forward, but the old man stayed where he was. ‘You’re not coming?’ Sam asked, looking back at him.

The old man laughed softly. ‘I’ve seen enough ghosts. And enough death.’

Sam turned back towards the lander and realised something was missing. ‘The truck,’ he said. ‘It’s gone.’

‘Perhaps someone got away after all.’

‘We had a plan,’ said Sam. ‘We were going to head for a mesa east of here. We figured we’d be a lot less vulnerable if we could find our way up on top.’

‘Mesa?’ Sam turned again to see the old man nodding slowly. ‘There’s a way up there all right, but I doubt they’d find it. Assuming any of them really survived the night.’

Sam stared at him. ‘You’ve been there? To the mesa?’

Old Amit pointed towards the lander without answering Sam’s question. ‘There’s a body.’

Sam hurried over, finding Ethan’s body close by the torn-away ramp, his skin and clothes grey with ash. There was a gunshot wound in his chest big enough Sam could have put his fist inside it.

The old man apparently found the courage to come closer, for Sam heard him come to a halt a few feet away. ‘Poor bastard,’ Sam heard him mutter. ‘That wasn’t done by the indigenes.’

‘Traynor,’ Sam said with angry certainty. ‘He did this.’

‘What makes you so sure?’

‘We had a drone that took pictures of the forest from above. At first, we thought that other lander where you found me might be some kind of building. Traynor, DeWitt and Joshua went to check it out. When they came back without Joshua, they claimed there’d been an accident. I didn’t believe them.’

‘You were right not to.’

Sam stared towards the darkened, exposed interior of the cargo bay. ‘I need to look inside.’

‘You won’t find anyone alive,’ the old man warned him.

Sam had to take a running jump before he managed to grab hold of the lowest edge of the open hull before hauling himself up and inside the cargo bay. He found Kim first, a look of shocked surprise on his face. His neck had been torn out, presumably by a Howler. Kevin’s body lay closer to the inner bay door, but like Ethan, he had been shot to death.

Sam steeled himself before venturing further into the lander. There was no sign of Traynor, Wardell, Jess or DeWitt. They must have taken the truck, he decided, leaving  behind anyone they hadn’t already murdered.

He found the bodies of the rest of them squeezed into nooks and crannies. It looked like they’d been trying to hide from the Howlers as they swept through the ship.

He tried to work out what must have happened. Kevin and Ethan, he guessed, had died trying to stop Traynor and the remaining soldiers from fleeing with the truck. The rest of them had holed up inside the lander, hoping somehow to survive the night, but then the smoke had come drifting in, killing them slowly. It was easy to imagine Kim lowering the ramp in desperation, hoping to communicate with the Howlers, knowing the only other choice was slowly suffocating.

That left five at most still alive—six, if he counted the old man waiting outside. He pictured Traynor and DeWitt carrying weapons back from the second lander, hiding them close by and then using them to stage their coup while Sam had still been running through the forest. Knowing they couldn’t last another night, Traynor had saved only those he thought he could trust.

He emerged from the lander’s interior and dropped back down into sunlight, then retched onto the not-grass.

The old man came closer. ‘We should get moving,’ he said, not unsympathetically.

‘I’m not in the mood for fucking games,’ Sam snarled.

‘Everything will start to make a lot more sense once—’

‘Jesus!’ Sam shouted. ‘Can’t you give me one straight answer?’

‘We took too much of a detour coming here,’ the old man replied doggedly.

‘Is that all you think this is—a detour?’

Amit’s expression grew hard. ‘I saw people die, the same as you. I’ve lived with that every day since.’

Sam stepped closer to him. ‘How the hell can there be two landers, two Amit’s, and all the rest of it? How the fuck can something like that come about? How?’

‘The mothership is programmed to grow us, then build and launch a lander to carry us down to the planet’s surface,’ said Amit. ‘You understand that much, right?’ Sam nodded. ‘Well, once it was clear my expedition had failed, it repeated the entire process again—and here you are.’

Sam took a step towards him. ‘Don’t you find it strange that such a thing could even happen?’

‘Of course I do. But it happened, regardless.’

Sam pushed a shaky hand through his hair and fought the desire to tear it from his scalp. ‘Alright. Fine.’ He breathed loudly through his nose. ‘Answer me this, then. We lost a huge chunk of our memories. What about you?’

‘28th August 2050, is the last day I remember before I woke up here.’

The same as the rest of them , Sam realised. He closed his eyes for a moment, senses swimming, even though he had never really expected any other answer. ‘And after all this time, you still haven’t been able to figure out why that is?’

‘If you want answers,’ the old man said carefully, ‘then come with me so I can show them to you. But I need you to stop asking so many questions between now and then. We simply don’t have the time.’

‘And how long before we get to wherever it is we’re going?’

The old man glanced up at the sun. ‘A few hours at most.’

Sam sighed heavily. ‘I guess I don’t really have much of a choice, do I?’

‘Not really, no.’ The old man glanced to the east, then back at him. ‘But I’ll tell you this much: Vic—our Vic—took over our lander just a day or two after we woke, and killed anyone who tried to stand in his way. When the indigenes began their attack, he had us running weapons off our fabricator day and night.’

‘How the hell did he manage that? The most we were able to print were crossbows and knives.’

‘Vic discovered there were ways to circumvent the fabricator’s programming that only he could access. Since we were under attack, we didn’t ask too many questions. But before long there were so many indigenes attacking us there was no way to kill even a fraction of them.’

‘I need to bury them,’ said Sam, staring at Ethan’s corpse.

‘Then you can come back later and do it. Otherwise, you’ll still be here when the indigenes return. Which they will.’

Sam looked at him. ‘Is that all you have to say for them?’ he demanded, unable to keep the bitterness out of his voice. ‘I can’t just leave them here to rot.’

The old man regarded him with exasperation. ‘You hardly got to know them.’ He turned and started to walk away, then glanced back at Sam. ‘Well?’

Fuck you, you psychotic son of a bitch, thought Sam, before hurrying to catch up with him. He had resumed walking again.

‘Whatever this is,’ Sam seethed from beside him, ‘it had better be worth it.’

Amit picked up speed, lengthening his stride. ‘Believe me,’ he said with quiet assuredness, ‘it is.’
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As they walked, Sam took the opportunity to more closely study the man beside him. Long, hard years had carved deep grooves into the old man’s face: gone was the earnest, geeky individual Sam had got to know in the space of only a few days.

This Amit, by contrast, truly seemed to be a part of Aranyani, hardy and capable of surviving in circumstances that few others might have endured for more than a few days or weeks. But perhaps it wasn’t so surprising: the other Amit had been tenacious, unswerving in his beliefs and unwilling to give up. He could see how one man could have become the other.

They drank from the stream near where Piper had died, then continued. Sam wondered out loud at his ability to endure such hardship, even with a wounded shoulder. He’d walked and run  further and longer than any time he could recall.

‘We were optimised,’ the old man explained bluntly. ‘They’d hardly program the mothership to adapt us to the environment without the option of a few additional tweaks.’

‘You think?’

Old Amit glanced sideways at him. ‘We’re meant to build a colony on a hostile alien world,’ he said, before walking ahead of him with brisk efficiency. ‘Of course we have advantages.’

* * *

Amit led him south-east, still walking fast until they came to a wide, shallow river. Dark, sinuous shapes slid through its pale blue waters. Sam caught sight of the mesa in the distance, but the old man was leading him south of the mesa, rather than straight towards it.

They paralleled the river until afternoon gave way to early evening. A familiar rumbling soon became evident, growing in volume even as the ground beneath their feet became more fractured and difficult to traverse. Sam’s feet had long since become badly blistered, then become agonising. The pain had faded somewhat now, which worried him more. 

At last, they came to the edge of a cliff, staring down at churning waters barely visible in misty granite depths. They were standing on the edge of the same gorge that had earlier blocked the truck’s route to the mesa, but several kilometres further south of where Sam had last been.

The old man waved him on, and they kept moving south with the gorge to one side, the air becoming misty with vapour. Soon they came within sight of a vast cataract, its waters dropping into the darkness somewhere far beneath their feet. The din was enormous.

‘We’re almost there,’ the old man shouted through cupped hands, before hurrying ahead and almost vanishing into the mist.

The ground dipped, and they picked their way down a steep slope. The roar of the waters faded, and then they arrived at a slope above a glade with a river running through it.

The river, fed by the cataract, foamed white as it surged through the glade. At first, Sam thought his eyes deceived him: standing on the nearest shore, its legs half-sunk into the loam and its hull a shattered ruin, stood a third lander.

* * *

From what Sam could see, much of this third lander’s hull had either been dismantled or had simply collapsed inwards. He couldn’t even begin to guess at its age. Certainly far older than the one at which he had first encountered the old man.

‘There’s not far to go after this,’ said old Amit, his voice softer now. ‘And I know how tired you must be, but I wanted you to see the old girl. So you would understand.’

Sam nodded, mute, and they made their way down into the glade. A tree, massive and ancient, grew out through a hole in this third lander’s upper hull. They picked their way past twisted roots and rocks until they came to the shore of the river. Sam dropped to his knees and drank until he felt fit to burst.

‘Start talking,’ Sam croaked, looking up at the old man. The water tasted like wine, but his throat rasped like thousand-year-old parchment.

Amit nodded, then heaved his knapsack to the ground, followed by the rifle and crossbow. Then he knelt by Sam and took his fill of water. 

‘That mothership up there above us is smart,’ he said when he had finished. ‘Maybe even very smart. But not conscious—not in the way you and I are. It’s still only a machine. The first thing it did when it arrived in this star system was to  attach itself to the right kind of asteroid—a carbonaceous chondrite, suitable for raw material.’

‘Amit—the other Amit, I mean—said there might be thousands of colonists waiting to be born up there.’

‘Strictly speaking, they’re meant to be born down here. Our job as the advance crew was to establish a secure settlement for a new generation of colonists to be brought to term in the same way we were, all of them carrying the memories of people who’d been dead for centuries.’

Amit heaved a sigh. ‘Except that’s not what happened. Instead, every single expedition that found its way to the surface got wiped out by indigenes within days. And because the crew of each expedition had lost all memory of why they had come here, they could never figure out how to contact the mothership in time to halt the cycle. And then they wound up dead.’ He raised his eyebrows at Sam. ‘So when each of those crews failed to contact it, what do you think that stupid-smart machine up there in orbit did that its creators couldn’t possibly have anticipated?’

Sam swallowed, a hard lump in his throat. ‘It started again?’

‘That’s right,’ said the old man, bitterness creeping into his voice. ‘It started again. And it keeps repeating the process again and again and again, like the inflexible, stupid-smart fucking bag of nuts and bolts it is. And if any of the previous expeditions had figured out a way to get the damn mothership to respond, we wouldn’t be standing here having this conversation.’

‘You’re telling me that thing up there keeps firing out copies of us, because nobody can figure out how to talk to it?’

‘Obviously,’ Amit said dryly, ‘that wasn’t the mission’s original strategy.’

‘How the fuck would you know? You lost decades of memories—we all did!’

A sudden thought struck Sam, an idea so terrible in its plausibility that all of his strength fled him and he sprawled in the grassy mud.

‘Amit—the way you talk, you make it sound like there were a lot more than just the three expeditions.’

‘There were, I’m afraid.’

‘How many?’

‘As far as I’ve been able to figure out,’ said the old man, ‘your expedition is the twelfth.’

Bile rose up the back of Sam’s throat. ‘You can’t—I mean, it’s not possible. I—’ he stopped abruptly, aware he was babbling.

‘Mine was the eleventh expedition. The other landers are scattered over an area a couple of thousand kilometres across.’ The old man crouched down until his face was level with Sam’s. ‘Now what do you think you’d have said if I’d told you all of this, back when I first found you?’

‘I’d have said you were a crazy old fuck who’d been lost in the jungle too many years,’ Sam mumbled.

‘The next question you’re going to ask is how long all this has been going on. Well, the indigenes slaughtered the rest of my expedition almost exactly fifty years ago. Half a century, Sam. Five whole decades I had to wait before your lander finally came streaking across the sky.’

He shook his head like his own words amazed him.

Got to keep a grip, thought Sam: he stared at the ruined, half-collapsed lander, already en route to merging with the rock and loam of the glade. It was almost too much to take in, the thought of God knew how many other Sam Newman’s waking up and being torn to shreds without ever discovering why…

A sudden pain gripped his belly, and he pressed one hand to it.

The old man stepped up beside him and placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. ‘We need to get to safety. We’re going to have to backtrack a little, but it was worth it to show this to you. You’ll be able to eat and drink and get some rest—enhanced or not, we all have our limits.’

‘And then what?’ Sam demanded. ‘The whole thing happens again in another fifty years?’

‘Yes,’ said the old man, helping him stand again. ‘Unless we can break the cycle of birth and rebirth.’

‘How?’

‘There’s a way. But I need your help to do it.’

Sam stared at him. ‘My help?’

The old man nodded towards the mesa. ‘That’s where we’re going.’

Somehow, Sam wasn’t at all surprised. ‘So there is a way up there.’

‘There is, but only I know it. Once we get there, I’ll show you exactly what it is I’ve been working on all these years.’

‘Traynor and his cronies might still be somewhere out there,’ Sam reminded him.

‘Even if some of them survived last night,’ the old man reassured him, ‘I’m quite certain the indigenes will finish them off by nightfall. Now come on,’ he said, picking up his knapsack, ‘one more stretch and we’re home.’

* * *

They retraced their steps north until the gorge became increasingly narrow, shrinking to a width of a few metres and funnelling the river to yet greater speeds as it rushed south toward the great cataract. The sheer wall of the mesa rose high above them, so close Sam felt he could almost reach out across the gorge and touch it. Through the mist, he saw a flat metal panel supported by a hinge on its lower end, standing upright against the side of the mesa directly opposite them.

‘What is that?’ Sam yelled over the noise.

Amit looked up from where he’d been rummaging around inside his knapsack. ‘A drawbridge,’ he shouted back, then grinned. ‘Suppose that makes me king of the castle, eh?’

The old man withdrew a handheld device from the knapsack and pointed it at the metal panel. Sam heard a metallic clunk, and the drawbridge, rattling and squealing, lowered towards them before landing at their feet with a dull thump. Beyond lay the mouth of a dark cave.

On closer inspection, Sam realised the drawbridge had originally been the ramp from a lander.

‘Now let’s get inside,’ said the old man, waving him forward.

* * *

As soon as Sam stepped off the drawbridge and inside the cave, the sound of the river became muffled. The old man touched something on the wall of the cave and electric lights flickered into life, the drawbridge raising itself back up with a squeal of unoiled metal.

He looked around. The chassis of a truck stripped of its engine and most of its seats stood parked nearby.

‘Been meaning to repair that for a while,’ said the old man, nodding towards it. ‘I needed the parts for something much more important, however.’

‘What is this place?’

Amit directed his attention to the rear of the cave. Sam saw the mouth of a tunnel. Unlike the cave, its walls and floor were too smooth to be natural. It rose upwards at a steep incline, lit throughout its length by more electric lights.

‘All this,’ Amit explained, ‘was built by the first expedition.’ He nodded towards the tunnel. ‘I’ll show you the rest.’

He led the way, Sam following. The tunnel was long, perhaps thirty or forty metres. When they finally emerged on top of the mesa, Sam saw the sky had darkened sufficiently for the first stars to reveal themselves.

They were surrounded by more forest. When Sam looked around, he saw where the trees came to an abrupt end, marking the edge of the mesa. The river was barely audible, far below.

The old man led him along a path worn into the not-grass, headed for the centre of the mesa. Sam noted patches of cultivated land here and there between the trees.

The path soon intersected with a second, lined with stones. They followed this second path to a small clearing, at the centre of which stood some manner of spacecraft, albeit one that was tiny compared to the landers. 

In profile, the craft resembled a cargo launcher—an upright pillar of burnished metal standing upon four fragile-looking legs, with an exhaust nozzle on its underside. The ground beneath the nozzle was blackened, while something that might have been a crew capsule was mounted on its nose. 

Might have been, because the craft had a ramshackle look about it as if it had been assembled from a collection of random and mismatched parts taken from other craft. And the more he looked at it, the more Sam suspected that was exactly what it was.

‘My orbiter,’ the old man explained with pride. ‘Big and powerful enough to carry one man back up to the mothership and dock with it. Eventually, anyway.’

Sam stared at him. ‘So you haven’t flown it?’

‘For reasons I’ll explain, no. But I have tested it. It’ll fly, I know that much.’ He turned to look at Sam. ‘Did your Amit ever tell you about the Starship Initiative?’

‘He said he—I mean, you—helped run it. He made it sound like you were pretty central to the entire project.’

‘In fairness, I was, and having a senior role gave me certain access privileges with the computer systems inside the landers. I’ve been using them to communicate with the mothership for some years now.’

Sam stared at him, astonished. ‘But…I thought the whole reason we were in this mess was that we couldn’t communicate with it!’

‘It took me years before I got a response,’ Amit explained. ‘Nobody else could, because in most cases they barely had a week to figure out what had gone wrong before the indigenes slaughtered them all.’

‘In that case,’ asked Sam, ‘why not simply tell the mothership to stop sending people down?’

Something shifted behind the old man’s eyes. ‘Because somebody reprogrammed it to keep me from accessing certain of its primary systems. I can talk to it all I like, but without access to those systems, I can’t change a thing.’

Sam shook his head, almost too weary to take more in. He remembered the other Amit had wondered the same thing when he couldn’t access some of their own lander’s systems. ‘Who reprogrammed it?’

‘Well, that’s another question—one we’ll get to in a little while.’ The old man turned away from the orbiter and nodded towards a second stone-lined path leading deeper into the heart of the mesa. ‘Come on, and I’ll show you the centre of operations. Then we can have something to eat and drink and talk about all the rest of it.’

Thick cables ran along the ground from the underside of the orbiter and along the second stone-lined path. They followed the cables to a cluster of prefabricated structures, all arranged in a circle on a patch of cleared ground. The cables terminated at a portable Tokamak generator set in the middle of the buildings; more cables trailed from the generator and inside a few of the prefabs.

Amit led Sam inside a shed-like building filled with screens that he guessed had been scavenged from the flight deck of a lander. Sam sank onto a low couch built from dried branches and webbing, his feet feeling like they were made of concrete.

Amit was saying something, but he couldn’t take in the words. His eyelids became impossibly heavy and without really meaning to, he sank into a  deep and dreamless sleep.
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He woke much later to darkness.

Sam sat up, breathing hard and feeling momentarily disoriented. He looked around, seeing dimmed screens. His head felt heavy and thick, like it had been stuffed with mud and branches, but he forced himself to get up out of the couch despite the protest of overworked muscles.

Amit had left a jug of water on a table next to the door. Sam drank it all down in one long swallow, washing the dust out of his mouth, then shuffled towards the nearest screen. It came to life as he approached it, showing him a view of the orbiter in half-silhouette beneath starlight.

Another screen mounted on a rickety wooden shelf showed a view of the circle of buildings, while a third screen showed a view angled down the side of the mesa; he could just make out the edge of the raised drawbridge, far below. A fourth screen remained blank. The old man had turned the building into the equivalent of a command deck.

Sam caught sight of movement on the first screen. Stepping closer, he watched as the old man climbed a ladder mounted on the side of the orbiter’s hull. Stopping just short of the crew capsule, he flipped open a panel and reached inside, making adjustments. Routine maintenance work, Sam presumed.

Next Sam turned to the fourth, still dark screen. It came to life when he touched a keyboard mounted beneath it, displaying a list of numbered options. He went through the list, one by one, finding that each option displayed a different view of yet other parts of the mesa.

The last one of all showed him the one thing he’d been afraid he would find: a view of his own lander, as seen from the camera Jess had discovered at the edge of the clearing, and which Kevin had put back where they had found it.

* * *

Sam found his way through the forest to the orbiter and saw the old man making his way down the ladder bolted to the side of the craft.

‘Ah,’ said the old man, coming towards him. ‘You’re awake at last. I was wondering if you ever would.’

‘How long was I out?’

‘The best part of twenty-four hours.’

‘Jesus…’ Sam pushed his hand through his hair and looked up at the night sky. He’d made the mistake of thinking it was still the previous day. ‘That long?’

Amit nodded at Sam’s shoulder. ‘If you don’t mind, I redressed that wound of yours. You managed to sleep through that as well.’

He took a step past Sam, gesturing to him to follow. ‘You need to eat—you look about ready to collapse as it is. God knows all that running around took a lot out of me.’

This time, Sam followed him to another building, which turned out to be a combination storeroom and kitchen. Amit retrieved a bowl of typically weird-looking Aranyanian roots and leaves from a refrigerator and placed it on a table with a single chair next to it. He gestured again to Sam, and Sam sat and watched as the old man fetched a second chair from the corner before sitting across from him.

‘Believe me, it’s all quite edible,’ he said, seeing the look on Sam’s face as he regarded the bowl’s contents. ‘Not that some of it isn’t something of an acquired taste…’

Sam picked up something that looked like a squashed white tomato long past its best and smelled worse. He pressed it gingerly against his teeth before biting into it. To his surprise, it tasted better than it either smelled or looked, although perhaps not as much as he might have hoped.

It didn’t matter: he leaned forward, pulling the bowl close and hurriedly stuffing it all into his mouth. Amit watched him with bemusement, saying nothing more, until Sam finished.

‘I take it,’ asked the old man, ‘you weren’t able to print your own food?’

Sam pushed the empty bowl away, his hands shaking slightly. ‘You saw the state of our lander. Most of our stores got burned up from a fire when we landed. We had to forage and figure out what wouldn’t kill us by trial and error.’ He nodded at the bowl. ‘Thanks, by the way.’

‘Don’t mention it.’ The old man folded his hands on the table. ‘If you’ve got questions, now is as good a time as any, unless you’d rather wait until you’re feeling a little more—?’

‘No.’ Sam shook his head. ‘Now is fine.’ He nodded towards the door. ‘These buildings, the drawbridge and all the rest of it—who built it?’

‘Most of it was put in place by the first expedition. That lander down below the mesa belonged to them. They stripped it of everything they needed and moved up here.’

‘So what happened to them?’

‘They lasted a whole year. Far longer than any of the subsequent expeditions.’

‘Because they were safe up here?’

‘Because the indigenes didn’t yet have any reasons to want to kill them—although they found some soon enough.’

Amit stood again and switched on an electric kettle sitting on a counter-top. The very ordinariness of the action, so many light-years from home and lost amidst an alien wilderness, struck Sam as somehow bizarre.

‘If we’re going to talk,’ Amit continued, picking up an earthenware jar and spooning black powder from it into two mugs, ‘I have something I’ve been keeping aside for a day like this.’

Sam caught a familiar scent. ‘That can’t be coffee.’

‘The landers come with an extensive catalogue of plant strains from back home, the idea being we could alter their genes for compatibility with the local soil. Well, none of them proved compatible despite my best efforts, except for some coffee beans I grew in a hydroponics unit of my own design. Even then the results were pretty variable, but I freeze-dried some of the best and I’ve been eking it out ever since.’ He poured hot water into each mug before stirring them and handing one to Sam.

Sam sipped at the mug. It tasted like liquid gold, searing hot and infinitely precious. ‘This is incredible,’ he said at last.

‘It’s partly down to your new body,’ said Amit. ‘You remember drinking coffee, but those bones you’re wearing have experienced nothing like it. It probably tastes a lot better than it should.’

Amit slid back into his chair and faced Sam, cradling his mug in both hands. ‘Anyway, that first expedition had the same problem as all the ones that came after: they woke up with no idea how they got here, or why. The very first Amit kept records, though, which is the only reason I have any idea what happened to him and the rest of his crew.’

Sam stared at him, fascinated. ‘And?’

‘About a month in, Traynor staged a coup and took control of their lander.’

‘I found a video briefing aboard that lander where you found me, paused on a screen. I had the feeling it was meant for him.’

Amit looked at him sharply, then sipped his coffee without taking his eyes off Sam. ‘Did you watch the whole thing?’

It felt like the temperature had dropped a couple of degrees, the way the old man was looking at him. Sam tried not to show his confusion. ‘I only saw the last minute or so,’ he said carefully.

‘Why so little?’

‘A screen picked up movement outside and when I went to look, Karl tried to kill me. I never had the chance to see the rest.’

The tension appeared to go out of the old man’s shoulders. Sam had the sense something significant had happened, although he had no idea what precisely it might be.

‘I’ve seen the whole thing,’ said Amit. ‘It’s locked to Vic’s implants—you know you both have implants, right?’

Sam nodded. ‘I figured it out for myself, but Vic said nothing about having implants of his own.’

‘Well,’ said Amit, ‘I guarantee he had them, as do I. You can lock virtual interfaces so only specific individuals can see them.’

‘Are you saying he could have found out about that briefing without anyone else knowing about it?’

The old man nodded. ‘I didn’t discover it myself until long after my own expedition was wiped out, when I came back to scavenge for parts and supplies. I’d have never known about it if I didn’t have root access—part of the privilege of being the ship’s designer, you see.’

Sam wondered if his own Traynor could have discovered the same briefing aboard their own lander, locked to his implants, then remembered the ruinous state they had found the command deck in. More likely, he had first encountered the briefing on board the second lander. He wondered if the clues had been obvious, perhaps a text message or an icon hovering in the darkness of the command deck, but one that only Traynor could see.

‘From the little I heard of the briefing,’ said Sam, ‘it seems like Vic—my Vic—was meant to take over the expedition. Why? And what happened to the original crew, the ones listed on the manifest who aren’t here?’ He paused. ‘Does all of this sound familiar to you?’

Amit put his mug down, spreading his hands on the table. ‘It very much does. Now we’re getting to the heart of the matter: some of what I’m about to tell you is conjecture, and some of it I know for a fact.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘But I’ve had years—decades—to work out the details in my head.’

‘I’m all ears.’

‘The ship that brought us here is what they call a seed-ship for fairly obvious reasons. Someone installed a backdoor in its computer systems and used it to swap out some of the intended colonists for their own people.’

‘People like Vic Traynor.’

Old Amit nodded. ‘There’s no physical cargo aboard the seed-ships, only data, microscopic samples of undifferentiated embryonic tissues and self-repairing tools programmed to build more tools. That’s what makes the ships small, light and fast enough to reach the speeds necessary for an interstellar voyage. They can be course-adjusted remotely, and that’s their point of vulnerability for anyone wanting to carry out any kind of sabotage.’

‘You’re saying the ship was hacked,’ said Sam. It was horrifying to have confirmation that he was the product of nothing more than digits on some computer chip, waiting to be born as a thing that only believed itself to be someone long dead. ‘So who did it?’

Amit waved a hand, as if dismissing the question. ‘Does it even matter? Someone did it—some corporation or government—and that’s all that counts. The Initiative had dozens of subcontractors, any of which could have found some way to infiltrate their mainframes.’

‘All right,’ said Sam, massaging his forehead with a thumb and forefinger, ‘then why did they do it?’

‘You know how bad things were getting back on Earth—runaway toxic blooms, the legacy of centuries of environmental damage, and half a dozen other existential threats looming over us at any one time. Things got a lot worse after when we all last remember.’

‘How could you know that?’

‘Regular, timed data bursts were transmitted to the seed-ship long after it started its journey, carrying news from home.’ The old man paused. ‘The increasing toxicity of the oceans proved irreversible. Shortly after 2100, the data bursts stopped. For all we know, we’re the last living human beings in the whole damn universe.’

Sam fiddled with his mug, deeply unsettled. ‘You can’t know that.’

‘They knew it was too late,’ Amit continued. ‘And so did everyone else. Suddenly, the Initiative went from being some crackpot scheme created by a billionaire to humanity’s one last chance at survival. It’d hardly be surprising if someone decided they had a better use for Tenenbaum’s seed-ships. I wouldn’t be surprised if there are a whole lot more substitutions in the mothership’s memory—maybe thousands more like Vic, ready to take over a colony meant for someone else entirely.’ He smiled grimly. ‘But they screwed up.’

Sam frowned. ‘How?’

‘Their remote reprogramming of the seed-ship’s mission parameters triggered an accidental hard reboot—and that, I believe, is why our memories got scrambled. 28th August 2050 is the same day the AI systems designed to pilot the seed-ships were first brought online, and that’s the date our memories all defaulted to.’

Sam’s knuckles grew white where they gripped his mug. ‘We’ve lost decades of our lives because of a fucking computer error?’

‘You haven’t asked me about the indigenes yet—the Howlers, as you called them. They kill us, because the first expedition tried its hardest to kill all of them. After that first Vic Traynor carried out his coup, they had an encounter with the creatures, and his response was to print weapons and kill every one of the creatures he found within a thousand square kilometres of the mesa.’

‘There’s a clearing near here,’ said Sam, ‘filled with the remains of thousands of Howlers.’

‘That was the first Vic Traynor’s doing, yes. I’ve studied the records from all the landers I found, Sam. Every time a new one comes blazing down from the skies, all the indigenes see is death flying towards them on metal wings. Men like Vic Traynor won’t share a world like this with anyone or anything else, and by now, the indigenes know it. As far as they’re concerned, it’s us or them. And who can blame them?’

Sam opened his mouth and closed it again. ‘Then we’re screwed,’ he said at last. ‘We can’t ever find a way to live here if this simply keeps repeating over and over.’

‘No,’ Amit reassured him. ‘I told you, we can break the cycle.’

‘How?’

Amit stabbed a finger towards the ceiling. ‘By flying up into orbit and making manual changes aboard the mothership that are the only way to get around the sabotage.’ He leaned towards Sam, a glint in his eyes that didn’t look entirely sane. ‘Look, if things go the way I’m hoping, there’ll still be one more lander another fifty years from now—except this time, if I get it right, the next crew will wake up with all of their memories intact, making them far better prepared to deal with the indigenes.’

‘Then why haven’t you done it already?’

Amit leaned back, his grin fading slightly. ‘Because even if I fly up there, the mothership won’t recognise my authority, and that prevents me from resetting the mission parameters.’

Sam struggled to make sense out of it all. ‘Wait a minute. You just told me you could make the changes if you flew up there, only now you’re contradicting yourself.’

‘No, I said someone could fly up there. It won’t recognise my authority,’ Amit explained, ‘but there’s one person whose authority I guarantee it will recognise.’ He extended one bony finger towards Sam. ‘The Advance Mission Commander—and if you’ve seen the original manifest, you know that’s you.’

Sam swallowed thickly. ‘Commander or not, I don’t know how to fly a damn spaceship.’

‘You don’t have to. It flies itself, same as any of the landers.’

‘I seriously doubt that.’

‘Believe me, it’s not much more than a guided missile with room for a passenger. You’d have nothing to worry about.’

Sam fidgeted nervously with his mug. ‘All right, just for the sake of argument, say I go up there. What do I do?’

Amit reached inside his rags and took hold of a loop of wire around his neck, lifting it over his head and passing it to Sam. It had a small metal rectangle strung on it.

‘An interface card,’ the old man explained. ‘It’ll do all the work of triggering a fresh reboot and repairing the damage, but only if you’re physically present to grant the AI permission. Once you’re on board, you plug it in where the mothership tells you to. It’s that simple.’

The card was barely the size of Sam’s thumbnail. He started to pass it back over, but the old man stopped him. ‘Keep it for now. I have duplicates.’

Sam tucked it away in a pocket. ‘All right,’ he said, his heart beating in his chest like thunder. ‘So I go up, perform the reboot, then come back down. Is that it?’

Amit had a look on his face like a doctor preparing to deliver the worst possible news. ‘I won’t sugar the pill, Sam. The orbiter can only carry enough fuel and air for a one-way trip. If it carried enough for a return trip, the extra weight would keep it from ever reaching orbit.’

Sam felt the blood drain from his face. ‘Jesus, Amit…you brought me all the way here to send me on a suicide mission?’

‘Not strictly. Your data—your memories, everything that makes you, you—is still up there on the mothership. You’d live again, the same as you’ve lived a dozen times before, when the next and hopefully final lander comes down from orbit five decades from now.’

‘You can understand why I might have my doubts,’ Sam said, as levelly as he could.

The old man looked at him sharply. ‘You think I’m crazy.’

‘No, I—’

‘Don’t you think I’d make the sacrifice myself if I could? I know what I’m asking of you, but this is the only way to stop the whole fucking tragedy repeating again, and again, and again. It was sheer providence I found you when I did, and thank God for that.’

Sam’s hand strayed into his pocket, touching the cool metal of the interface card. It was hard to believe anything they were talking about could actually be real. ‘And what happens to you in the meantime?’

‘I grow old and die alone, Sam.’ His voice grew softer. ‘One day, that next expedition will find its way up here and discover my bones. I’ll leave them enough information so they understand just what happened to all of us who came before them.’

Sam tried to take hold of his unfinished coffee, but his fingers had turned numb. ‘I can’t—I don’t know. I mean, I—’

‘You need to think about this,’ said Amit, nodding. ‘Of course you do. But I hope and believe that with time you’ll come to see that this is the only way.’

‘It’s a lot to take in.’

‘There’s no rush. It’s not like we have to do this straight away. We’ve got all the time in the world.’

‘All right.’ Sam pushed himself back from the table and took a deep breath. ‘Then maybe there’s something else you could explain to me in the meantime.’

Amit looked at him and nodded.

‘Several days ago, we found a camera hidden near our lander.’ He watched Amit’s face closely. ‘Right then and there, we knew we weren’t the first to land here.’

Amit had grown quite still. ‘Perhaps your Vic Traynor put it there.’

Sam kept his gaze locked with Amit’s. ‘I know you don’t believe that. It wasn’t any of us.’

The old man laughed uneasily. ‘You’re not seriously suggesting it was me?’

‘I damn near poisoned myself to death, eating some roots we dug up. I thought I hallucinated seeing someone in the forest, but it was you I saw, wasn’t it? You told me you couldn’t reach us in time to help us because you were too far from our lander, but really, you were watching us from up here the whole time.’

Amit spluttered in a convincing show of outrage. ‘That’s ridiculous!’

‘I know you put that camera there,’ Sam continued doggedly, ‘because there’s a screen in one of these buildings showing the view of my lander from it. You could have rescued us all and brought us up here where we’d be safe, but you didn’t. Why?’

Amit stared back at him for several seconds without moving. Then, with remarkable speed, he grabbed up his coffee mug and flung it directly at Sam’s face.

Sam flinched to the side, but not fast enough: the mug caught him on the side of his head. He reeled back, nearly toppling from his chair, and before he could regain his balance, Amit had thrown himself across the table, grabbing Sam around the throat with both hands.

Their combined weight was enough to send them both toppling onto the floor, the table crashing onto its side. Sam struggled to free the other man’s hands from around his neck, but the old man was simply too strong: Sam sensed he had seconds at most before he blacked out from lack of oxygen.

He reached out with one hand, desperate to find any kind of weapon, and his fingers found the heavy clay bowl from which he had eaten. He managed to grab hold of it, then, using all his strength, swung it around in an arc that ended with the old man’s skull.

The bowl shattered, and Amit let out a groan of pain, letting go of Sam at the same time. Sam threw his weight on top of the old man, raining punch after punch down on his head until he ceased struggling and slumped back, unconscious.

Sam stood back up, breathing hard, his senses wired to capacity. He reached up to touch his forehead and his fingers came away sticky with blood.

‘And fuck you, too,’ he muttered shakily, before going in search of something he could tie the old man up with.
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Amit spluttered into life the second time Sam threw water in his face.

‘Good,’ said Sam. ‘You’re awake.’

He watched as Amit tried to sit up before realising he’d been bound into a chair with some power cabling Sam had found in an adjacent building.

The old man blinked moisture out of his eyes, then shook his head, water dripping from his nose and chin. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

‘How much of what you told me is true? About this suicide mission to space?’

Amit cleared his throat. ‘It’s all true.’

‘Is it?’ Sam struggled to keep himself from shouting in the old man’s face. ‘Then how come you lied to me about everything else? Kim, Ethan, Irish…even the other Amit would all still be alive right now if you’d lifted one finger to help them instead of just spying on us all from up here.’ Sam leaned in close to him, almost shaking with fury. ‘Now tell me why I should believe one single word you’ve told me.’

Amit stared back at him with a baleful expression. ‘You can’t keep me tied up here forever. You could kill me, but you’d just wind up figuring out all the same things I did.’

‘I just want to know why you left the rest of them to die.’

Amit laughed nervously. ‘Can’t you figure it out yourself? Out of all of them, you’re the only one I couldn’t afford to lose.’

Crazy, thought Sam. Maybe the old man’s orbiter would never fly: maybe it was only a shell, a lunatic’s folly built from scrap. ‘They didn’t deserve to die like that. What’s so special about me?’

The old man let out a shaky breath. ‘Fine. You want the whole truth? Say I’d walked up to your lander and told you all about the mesa. I’d have been putting everything I’ve worked towards for all these years into the hands of your Vic Traynor. The best I was able to do under the circumstances was keep an eye on you. Anything else would have been suicide.’

‘You didn’t just stumble across me, did you? You followed me out to that lander of yours.’

‘I needed to keep you safe. It was the riskiest part of the whole plan. If I hadn’t, all those years building that orbiter, reconstructing the original mission parameters…all of it would have been wasted.’

‘Because you needed me to reprogram the mothership since, apparently, I’m the only one whose authority it’ll accept.’

Amit nodded wearily.

‘You could have taken some of us aside,’ Sam insisted. ‘Me, Ethan, Joshua, maybe some of the others. I’d have believed you about Traynor right from the start.’

‘It was too much of a risk!’ Amit yelled, his wrists straining at the cord binding them. ‘Besides, none of them would have lasted more than a couple of days before the indigenes killed—’

He stopped mid-sentence, his chest rising and falling. ‘I know how callous that sounds,’ he rasped. ‘It’s not the way I meant it.’

‘Really?’ Sam sneered. ‘Because it sounds to me like you let them die because it was easier that way.’

Amit’s expression grew hard. ‘You don’t understand, do you? Death means nothing to us. We’ve all been reborn, again and again and again. What does it matter if it happens even one more time?’

‘I’m pretty sure that when I’m dead, I’m dead,’ said Sam. ‘Some other guy might share my memories and my face, but he’s still not me.’

Amit made a groaning noise, twisting his head from side to side. ‘Oh, for…you’re functionally immortal, Sam! We all are. Our minds can be copied again and again.’

‘So by your logic,’ said Sam, ‘if I killed you right now you’d be okay with it?’

Amit stared at him. ‘You wouldn’t do that.’

‘What I think,’ said Sam, ‘is that you’ve spent the last several decades convincing yourself that standing back and letting people die for the sake of expediency is somehow morally justifiable.’

He turned, then, and walked to the door, unable to stomach any more.

‘Wait!’ Amit shouted after him as he pulled the door open. ‘You have to pilot the orbiter, Sam. If there was a way to bring you back, I swear I would, only—’

Sam let the door slam shut behind him and breathed in the chill night air. He could still hear Amit pleading his case, his words muffled by the door. He walked away, putting as much distance as possible between himself and the old man until his shouts merged with the sounds of the forest.

* * *

For the rest of that night and most of the following day, Sam explored the other buildings and nearly the entire mesa, which Kevin had estimated to be five kilometres square. Amit’s few personal possessions were piled in one corner of an otherwise bare room, while most of the other prefabs were stocked with parts and supplies scavenged from landers. One building had been given over to a partly disassembled fabricator that looked like it hadn’t worked in years. From time to time, when he passed the building Amit was tied up in, he heard the old man still shouting, his voice increasingly cracked and hoarse as the hours passed.

Sam tuned him out as best as he was able, but the only place to find something to eat or drink was right back where he’d left him. When he returned to the room where Amit was to get himself some water and something to eat, the old man tried a different tack, babbling about something he called “karmic engines”.

Sam rooted through a cupboard until he found some yams of the same type Kim and the other Amit had found. ‘Karmic what?’ he said over his shoulder.

‘Karmic engines,’ the old man repeated, straining at his bonds. ‘That’s what we are, Sam, all of us on these expeditions. We’re reborn again and again, making the same mistakes every time, but instead of life as the Buddhists understood it, our rebirth comes through technology. Do you see?’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘We have an opportunity to create a new kind of spiritual enlightenment, one born of circuitry and metal. I call it “echogenesis”.’

Sam paused, yams in hand, and looked around at him. ‘Not a word I’m familiar with.’

Amit fixed him with a peculiar stare. ‘I’m talking about machine karma—a hybrid of technological and biological life, striving towards enlightenment through multiple iterations.’

Sam gave up listening and departed. He’d found a steel firelighter, and used it to get a small fire going in another part of the mesa so he could cook the yams. Once he’d eaten, he wrapped himself in a blanket he’d retrieved from a storeroom and lay down with Karl’s rifle in easy reach and his newly built campfire close enough to keep warm.

At one point he heard the cry of Howlers, but it sounded like they were a long way away from the mesa. He fell into an uneasy sleep but was woken frequently by nightmares that seemed all too real. But for the moment at least, he was safe.

* * *

That day wore into the next, and to Sam’s growing chagrin it became clear that the old man had indeed been telling him something very close to the truth, at least as far as the orbiter was concerned.

Apart from files stored on computers in the control shed, Amit had also kept extensive hand-written records using crude paper he’d made himself from pulped plant fibre. He’d gone so far as to bind the pages together in rough journals. Sam found at least a dozen such journals piled in a stack; it would have taken him weeks to read all of them, not least because large sections had been written in some form of indecipherable shorthand. But it was enough to corroborate the important parts of Amit’s story.

He investigated the orbiter as well, carrying one of the more relevant journals up inside the cramped crew cabin, and propping it on his knees as he studied the controls. The little ship was designed to fly entirely on automatic, requiring little, if any, intervention from the single passenger it was designed to carry. The more he studied it, the clearer it was that the little craft was much more than a maniac’s folly.  

Now all he had to do was decide whether he was really going to fly into space on a guaranteed suicide mission, or wait around for the next expedition when it arrived, half a century in the future.

Either way, he thought grimly, it wasn’t much of a choice.

* * *

Sam woke in the middle of his third night on the mesa to the sound of Amit’s frenzied yells, and the smell of burning.

He opened his eyes and sat up, coughing. He had taken to sleeping in one of the other prefab buildings. When he went outside, smoke drifted past him. A red glow came through the trees from all sides, lighting the undersides of clouds in the night sky.

He hurried past the Tokamak and found Amit right where he’d left him, still tied into his chair and his face bright with sweat. For a moment he’d been afraid the old man had got loose and decided to torch everything.

‘What’s happening out there?’ Amit yelled in a half-croak. ‘I can smell burning!’

‘I don’t know.’ Sam felt suddenly indecisive. ‘I’ll find out.’

‘You’ve got to let me go! For God’s sake, you don’t know how anything works! I—’

Sam stepped back out and slammed the door shut before the old man could finish, and hurried along the path leading to the tunnel and the drawbridge. He kept going past the tunnel entrance until he was at the edge of the mesa, and from where he could look out across the forest below.

The forest beneath the mesa was ablaze in every direction he looked. Great columns of smoke rose high into the atmosphere, and when he drew breath, he tasted ash.

A forest fire, he thought in his panic. Such things were natural. Yet the thudding of his heart left him convinced the cause of the conflagration lay somewhere much closer to home.

He hurried back to the control shed and used the cameras to check the view across the rest of the mesa. It was the same no matter where he looked: endless flames.

Then he spotted a single, unwavering spark of light hovering in the night sky a few kilometres west of the mesa. He took manual control of the camera, zooming in until the light resolved into a drone. It looked identical to the ones he’d seen stacked in a bay inside the second lander.

Liquid fire jetted from a nozzle attached to the drone as he watched, spilling onto the trees below and setting them ablaze.

Sam ran back into the building where Amit was.

‘Vic’s still alive,’ Sam said breathlessly. ‘Is there any way he could figure out we’re up here?’

‘The drawbridge is the only way in,’ Amit replied, ‘unless—?’

The old man paused, his eyes drifting towards the ceiling. Sam became aware of a sound like a buzz-saw.

Or perhaps, he thought, a helicopter, such as the intact Mosquito he’d seen in that other lander.

‘The orbiter,’ Amit shouted, struggling furiously with his restraints. ‘For God’s sake, Sam, I have to make sure it’s safe!’

Sam hesitated, then untied the old man.

As soon as he stood up, Sam grabbed Amit by the shoulder, pushing him up hard against a wall. He pushed the barrel of his rifle against the underside of the old man’s jaw.

‘This does not mean I trust you,’ Sam hissed. ‘I’ll kill you if you even think of stepping out of line. Do you understand?’

The old man swallowed, looking convincingly afraid. ‘Entirely.’

Sam held his gaze for another moment before releasing him. Amit immediately bolted for the door.

Sam followed him outside. He saw Amit standing in the middle of the clearing between the buildings, staring up at a bright artificial light that shone down on him, his thin hair whipped into a frenzy by the downdraught. The Mosquito hovered a few metres above him, its rotor blades filling the air with a steady thunder.

Too late, Sam thought miserably.

‘Don’t move one fucking inch,’ a voice shouted over the din. ‘or I swear I’ll drill a hole in your fucking head!’

Jess.

But instead of obeying, Amit began to run: not towards the orbiter, as Sam might have expected, but towards the control shed.

A shot rang out, and Amit crumpled to the ground. The light flicked towards Sam, dazzling him.

‘I fucking warned him!’ Jess yelled, still only barely audible over the whine of the Mosquito’s rotors. The light flicked towards Sam. ‘Sam—I have you in my sights. Don’t move!’

Sam dropped his rifle and put his hands on his head, watching belatedly as the machine he’d last seen inside the second lander dropped to a gentle landing.

Jess jumped out, followed by Traynor, the ‘copter’s rotors winding down. Sam didn’t fail to notice there were only the two of them.

Traynor stepped towards Sam, his face dark with sweat and drawn tight in an angry grimace. Like Sam, he had a rifle gripped in both hands.

‘All this time,’ said Traynor, his eyes rimmed with red, and something haunted in his gaze. ‘All this time, and you were safe up here while we were running and dying. You son of a bitch.’

Sam opened his mouth to say something, but before he could, Traynor lifted his rifle and brought its butt crashing down on his head.
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Sam collapsed bonelessly onto the hard-packed soil. He tasted blood in his mouth, but rather than losing consciousness, he slipped into a state of near-delirium broken here and there by snapshot-like moments of absolute clarity.

In one such moment, he was aware of being dragged along the ground by Jess, her face lit a deep orange by the glow from the burning forest. In another, he heard someone screaming for what seemed like really much too long.

Eventually the snapshots merged, and he became aware that he was slumped on the floor of the storeroom where Amit discarded most of his machine junk.

When he tried to stand, he discovered that his hands were secured behind his back. Eventually he managed to struggle upright and make his way over to a single window.

It was morning outside, but only barely. The sky had been reduced to a grey and ashen gloom, clouds of dark smoke still staining the vault of the sky.

He was far from surprised to find that the door had been bolted shut from the outside.

Getting down on his knees with his back to a pile of junk, Sam managed to wrap both hands around a steel bar. Carrying it back over to the window, he tried to smash the glass with his back turned to it, but the glass, or whatever it was, didn’t scratch, let alone shatter. It was impossible to put any power into the swing with both hands tied behind his back, and he gave up after losing his grip on the steel bar six times in a row.

He stared morosely out the window, trying to find some option for his future that didn’t wind up with him dead. From what he could see, the fire hadn’t spread to the top of the mesa, but he was a long way from being sure whether that was something to be thankful for.

* * *

Some hours later, Sam heard voices coming closer.

The door slammed open, and Traynor and Jess entered, dragging Amit between them. Sam watched from where he crouched with his back to a wall as they threw the old man down before him.

Amit cowered on the floor, his hands ruined and bloodied and his wrists bound in front with a length of aluminium wire that looked like it had been scavenged from the palisade.

Sam saw to his horror that most of the old man’s fingernails were missing. Fresh bandages, however, had been placed around his right shoulder, where Jess had felled him with a shot. For the moment, at least, they wanted him alive.

Sam looked at Traynor. ‘Just so we know where we all stand,’ he said, fighting to keep his voice steady, ‘you’re not even supposed to be here, are you?’

Jess stepped towards him and leaned down, slamming her fist into his jaw. Sam saw it coming and tried to twist away to minimise the blow, but she still managed to knock the wind out of him.

‘Easy,’ Traynor said to Jess, sounding more like someone talking to a dog on a leash.

Sam pressed his back up against the wall, breathing hard through his nose and waiting for the pain to pass.

‘That’s for killing Karl,’ Jess snarled through gritted teeth.

‘That wasn’t Sam’s doing, remember?’ Traynor said. He nodded at Amit. ‘Our friend here confessed to doing it.’

‘Fuck the both of you,’ Sam snarled, his jaw beginning to swell. ‘Karl was trying to kill me—and you killed Joshua!’

Traynor nodded. ‘True enough. About Joshua, anyway.’ He walked to the window and peered outside. ‘It’s about time we talked.’

‘Another talk?’ Sam sneered. ‘About what—murdering us all so you can take over the colony for whoever the fuck sent you here?’

Traynor regarded him with raised eyebrows. ‘I see the old man’s been telling you stories.’

‘So what now?’ asked Sam, his throat thick with fear. ‘Are you going to pull out all my fingernails too?’

‘You’re quite a piece of work, aren’t you, Mr Newman?’ said Traynor. ‘It took a while, but I remembered a few things about you, after all. From back home, that is.’

‘I thought you said you didn’t remember me.’

‘And I didn’t,’ said Traynor. ‘Not at first. But then it came to me that you were the reason we were able to track Jahaar down at all.’

‘Stop talking,’ said Sam, anger welling up.

‘I’d seen an intelligence report, and that’s where I remembered seeing your name. We were keeping an eye on you because you were a link in a chain leading to Jahaar. That woman—Sarah?—she was on her way to the UN office in Geneva with Jahaar. You followed her to Switzerland, didn’t you?’

‘I said shut up,’ said Sam, a huskiness in his voice.

Traynor smiled carefully. ‘What was your intention, Sam? Hoping to rekindle an old romance?’

‘Something like that.’ He pictured putting a gun to Traynor’s head, seeing the back of his skull blown out. My fault, he thought, tears pricking at the corners of his eyes.

Traynor shrugged. ‘You put her life at risk when you did that. Bad for her, but lucky for us. Otherwise, my agents might never have found Jahaar.’ He held Sam’s gaze for a moment. ‘Or her.’

Sam launched himself at him, a low growl building somewhere deep in his throat. Traynor slammed the butt of his rifle into Sam’s stomach and he fell back with a groan.

‘None of that matters now, Sam. It’s all in the past. A different life, literally so.’ Traynor stabbed a finger down at old Amit. ‘And whatever we did to him is nothing compared to what he was planning to do to you. Or did you believe all that nonsense about rebooting the mothership?’

Sam’s eyes darted towards old Amit, but the old man had his face pressed to the floor, hands curled in close to his chest. ‘What are you saying?’

‘I guess he didn’t mention how he packed that orbiter of his full of high explosives,’ Jess said dryly.

Sam looked at her like he hadn’t quite heard her correctly. ‘What?’

‘She’s not talking about fuel, to be clear,’ said Vic. ‘The funny thing about torturing people is sometimes they tell you more than you wanted to know. They’re hoping if they give you everything, you’ll stop hurting them. And some people,’ he added, regarding the old man balefully, ‘harbour a deep-seated need to confess.’

‘He was going to blow you to shit the moment you docked with that mothership,’ said Jess. She took a step towards Amit, who responded by letting out a panicked gasp and shuffling back from her on his knees. ‘Go ahead, Newman,’ she said. ‘Ask him if it’s true.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Sam. ‘If he was going to blow the mothership up, why would he need me? The orbiter runs on automatic. He could have launched it and done the deed any time he wanted—but he didn’t.’

‘It turns out,’ said Traynor, ‘that the mothership can defend itself. Usually, that means random asteroids or anything else it can’t steer clear of in time, but it can’t distinguish between a lump of frozen rock and ice and another ship. But if you’re on board, it won’t shoot. And that, Sam, is the sole reason he needed you alive: so you could pilot a giant bomb up the mothership’s unsuspecting ass.’

Sam looked at Amit, then back at Vic, feeling a rising sense of desperation. ‘Or else he fed you a bunch of lies so you’d stop torturing him.’

Jess laughed. ‘We threatened to push his damn orbiter over the nearest cliff if he couldn’t convince us he was telling the truth. Believe me, he is.’

Amit met Sam’s eyes briefly, then looked away. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Why?’ Sam asked, horror welling up inside him. ‘What’s the fucking point of just…blowing it up?’

‘I wasn’t sure my plan would work at first,’ Amit said, his voice heavy with fatigue and pain. ‘I was going to monitor the entire process from down here. If the mothership didn’t accept your authorisation, I was going to trigger a detonation big enough to destroy it entirely. That way we’d still bring the cycle to an end.’

‘You said we might be the last humans left alive anywhere,’ said Sam, his voice rising to a shout. ‘And you want to blow the mothership up? You’d be wiping out what’s left of the entire human race!’

‘Only if you failed,’ the old man muttered under his breath.

‘There’s also the fact,’ said Traynor, ‘that he hates your guts.’

Sam looked at him, befuddled.

‘He figured out that you, Sam, were our mole inside the Initiative,’ Traynor explained. ‘So you see, you were the one who compromised this mission. Both of us, it turns out, were working for the same people all along.’

Something cold slithered through Sam’s heart. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’

Traynor nodded at Amit. ‘He told us you’d seen part of the briefing, but not all of it. Is that correct?’

‘I hardly had time, what with Karl doing his level best to murder me.’

‘Actually, he—’ Jess began.

Traynor put out a hand to stop her. ‘If you’d seen the whole thing,’ he continued, ‘you’d know all this. You—the original you, that is, back home on Earth—arranged for the memories and genetic patterns of the people we were working for to be stored onboard the mothership, along with our own.’

When he saw the look on Sam’s face, Traynor shook his head with something approaching sympathy. ‘Not that you’d remember any of that, of course. That all happened long after the date we last remember. But it was quite the kicker when it turned out you were the reason I’m here.’

‘That…doesn’t make any sense,’ Sam insisted. ‘If any of this is true, then why, for God’s sake, did you send Karl to kill me?’

‘You’ve got it wrong,’ said Jess. ‘We sent him to try to make sure you didn’t come to any harm.’

‘You…’ Sam halted, remembering how Karl had been distracted. How he’d peered constantly around, hardly seeming to pay attention to him…

He stared at the old man sprawled before him with growing horror. ‘Karl wasn’t trying to kill me, was he?’ said Sam. ‘He was trying to keep me safe from you.’

‘Now he gets it,’ said Jess with a smirk.

Sam looked back up at Vic. ‘It doesn’t matter what that other Sam Newman did or believed. There’s no way in hell I’d ever agree to help you. I don’t care how many years passed between 2050 and whenever that ship launched. Even after a million years, I’d still want you dead.’

Traynor picked up a chair from next to the door and sat facing Sam with his rifle laid across his lap. ‘I watched the whole briefing, Sam. Twice. Me and DeWitt had to work pretty hard to fill in the blanks, given how much of our memories we’d lost.’

‘And Joshua? Did he see it?’

‘I’m afraid so.’ Traynor shifted in his chair. ‘We caught him trying to sneak away after we all watched it the first time, and…well, you know what happened next. That other, original you was facing the end of the world, same as this old fuck told you: runaway environmental degradation and mass extinctions. You had good reasons to make the choices you did.’

‘People change, Sam,’ said Amit, his voice forlorn. ‘Even you.’

‘Not that much,’ Sam insisted.

‘Really?’ the old man regarded Sam with clear pity, despite his own dreadful state. ‘The Amit you knew believed in non-violence, even in self-defence. I remember him well. I was him, and yet I killed Karl right before your eyes. And yes, I let those others die too when I might have saved them. I admit it. But you changed too, sometime between when you last remember and when you became part of the Initiative.’

‘He’s right,’ said Traynor. ‘You realised sabotaging the mission was the only way for a much greater sample of humanity to survive the coming extinction than the narrow segment of fellow travellers Tenenbaum allowed to join him. A man like him couldn’t be allowed to decide who could be saved, and who wouldn’t.’ He leaned forward in his chair. ‘So this is the way I see things going from now on. There’s a way we can still fly up to that mothership and fix whatever needs fixing, without turning it into some kind of fucking suicide mission.’

‘We’ll disassemble the fabricator from our lander and drive it back here with the truck,’ said Jess. ‘Either that, or we can fly it up here in pieces aboard the Mosquito. Then we’ll scavenge whatever supplies we can from all the other landers the old man found. It might take a while—months, possibly even years—but given time, we’ll add a second stage to that orbiter so we can make it into a return trip. We’ll go up there and talk to the mothership, and get everything back the way it’s supposed to be.’

‘This girl knows her shit,’ Traynor said approvingly. ‘But we want you on our side, Sam. You’re no good to us dead.’

‘Why the hell should I trust you? You think I didn’t see what you did to Ethan and Kevin?’

‘They tried to stop us!’ snapped Jess.

‘So you killed them,’ Sam shouted back at her.

‘Don’t you understand?’ said Traynor. ‘This isn’t about us. It’s about the future of the whole human race. If Tenenbaum and the rest of those Mannite-worshipping idiots had their way, they’d have kept our colony so small we’d never amount to anything more than a bunch of inbreeds trapped up here, all so we could avoid interfering with the Howler’s evolution. Does that seem like any kind of future you want to be a part of?’

Traynor stood and prowled back over to the window. ‘The Initiative had the foresight to try to secure a future for our species, but it was a narrow vision, however good their intentions. That other Sam Newman saw sense once he realised what kind of world Tenenbaum wanted to build.’

‘So what happens to the Howlers in the meantime?’ asked Sam. ‘Are you going to keep on slaughtering them?’

‘They don’t give a shit about the Howlers,’ said Amit. ‘I warned you.’

Traynor ignored him. ‘Less successful species die out in the face of competition. It’s a fact of life, regrettable but necessary. We need this world a hell of a lot more than they do.’

‘Lies,’ hissed Amit. ‘People like you raped the Earth for generations, and you’ll do the same to this one and every other world you get your hands on.’

Jess raised her foot like she was going to kick the old man in the head.

‘Hey!’ Traynor grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back. ‘What part of needing him alive did you not understand?’

‘Ever consider the idea once your bosses wake up in their nice new bodies,’ asked Sam, ‘they’ll simply kill the both of you rather than risk anyone else finding out about the things you did on their behalf?’

Traynor’s face darkened. ‘Take all the shots you like, Sam, but the facts of the situation are still the same. You can help us, but you need to decide if you’re going to do it willingly. Don’t take too long.’

Jess jerked her head towards Amit. ‘What about him?’

Traynor shrugged. ‘Leave him here for now. Let them talk if they want.’

Jess and Traynor stepped back outside, locking the door after them. Sam stared at it for several long seconds.

Amit chuckled under his breath. ‘You’ve got them in a hell of a bind, you know that?’

Sam looked at him sharply. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘They can’t do a damn thing without you, because you’re the one with the authorisation to talk to the mothership. And yet here you are, being all uncooperative.’

‘If I’ve got them over a barrel, that’s good. Right?’

‘Of course, they might just torture you until you’re ready to do whatever the hell they want.’ Amit lifted his ruined hands so Sam could see them. ‘Or perhaps Traynor is right, and eventually you’ll come round to his way of thinking—the same way the original Sam Newman did when he betrayed us all.’

‘If you’re trying to get me on your side,’ said Sam, ‘you’re doing a shitty job of it.’

The old man made a croaking sound that might have been a laugh. ‘You know what’s going to happen? You’ll convince yourself you’re only playing along with them until you can turn the tables. Except that day will never come. You’ll start to believe what they tell you, and once they’ve got what they want from you, they’ll kill you. And that’ll be the end of it.’

Sam fought down a surge of anger. ‘You think you know me,’ he snarled, ‘but you don’t.’

‘You betrayed us then, and you’ll betray us all over again,’ the old man hissed, his face a mask of petulant fury. ‘The indigenes aren’t the monsters: you are, you and Vic and Jess. You think blowing up the mothership is genocide against humanity? Life is precious, Sam, no doubt about that, whether it’s our species or theirs. But letting people like Traynor take over this world would be the true act of genocide.’

The old man was silent a moment, his expression momentarily contemplative. ‘Besides, maybe it’s not as bad as it seems. There are other seed-ships out there, hopefully, ones that aren’t infected with the likes of you and Vic. Maybe they’ll have better luck: I certainly hope so.’

Amit lifted himself back onto his feet with painstaking care, his face twisted up in pain. Sam watched, filled with mute rage, as the old man shuffled over to the opposite corner of the room before sitting on the floor beneath the window.

‘Listen—’ Sam began to say heatedly.

Amit dismissed him with a wave of one hand. ‘I don’t want to hear it. At least let me enjoy my last few days in something like peace. I should be grateful I won’t live long enough to see what’s coming.’

Sam tried to get him to keep talking, but the old man fell obstinately silent, lying carefully on his side with his knees pulled up close against his chest.

Eventually, Amit’s breathing grew more even, and Sam gave up. Instead, Sam stared out at the sky, visible through the window, still heavy with smoke and ash.

He thought of that other Sam—the one who had betrayed not only the Initiative but even himself—and realised he was a stranger, an unknown, someone whose life decisions would have been impenetrable to his younger self.

But more than anything, he realised, that other Sam was an enemy.
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From time to time Sam heard Jess and Vic moving between the other buildings and guessed they were doing the same thing he’d done: taking stock of supplies, studying the equipment inside the control shed to see how everything worked and investigating the orbiter.

Amit remained obdurate in his silence even as the day moved inexorably towards evening. Eventually, Sam lost his temper, shouting at the old man in his fury, but Amit’s sole response was to pull himself even further into a ball, as if physically retreating from the world.

Then came nightfall, and with it a familiar sound.

* * *

Even Amit looked up when the howling began.

Sam stepped past him to look out through the window. The underside of the clouds still glowed orange from the forest fire. He couldn’t see the Howlers, of course, but they were out there somewhere.

Even so, it wasn’t quite the terrifying sound it had been. For one, it sounded like there were far fewer of them, and there was a human, almost mournful edge to their song.

Amit dropped his head back down without comment and fixed his gaze firmly on the wall beneath the window.

Hurried footsteps approached the building before coming to a halt outside. The door rattled open and Jess stepped inside, a rifle carried loosely in both hands. She kicked the door shut behind her and took a firmer grip on her weapon as she faced them.

‘Back over to that corner there,’ she ordered Sam, motioning with the rifle.

Sam moved back across the room to where he’d been. ‘I can hear the Howlers. What’s going on out there?’

‘All I can tell you is there’s a couple hundred of them gathered directly below the mesa. Guess there’s no place else left for them to go.’

She moved further into the room, turning her back on Amit, who still lay curled up facing the wall beneath the window. With his badly injured hands, she clearly didn’t regard him as a threat.  

‘Vic wants to try an experiment,’ she said. ‘He wants you to try radioing the mothership using the computers here, in case that gets it to respond.’

‘Where is Vic?’

‘Keeping an eye on the Howlers.’ She let out a sigh and moved her rifle  so that she held it with only one hand. ‘Look, I don’t want to have to hold a gun on you. And we know you can’t fix anything on your own. So have you thought about it?’

‘Thought about what?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Helping us save what’s left of the human race. At least we’re not asking you to kill yourself in the process.’

He hesitated, then said: ‘I have conditions.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Yeah, I thought you might somehow.’ She stepped towards the single chair in the room and put her free hand on the back of it. ‘Go on.’

‘I’ll agree to work with you as long as wherever the colony gets permanently established is some place a long way away from the Howlers—some island or continent where they haven’t reached. And we don’t interfere with them, now or ever. I also want some say in the makeup of the first wave of colonists.’

‘I can see Vic being able to accept some of that,’ she said. ‘I’m not too sure about the last, though.’

‘I mean it,’ he snapped. ‘Or we might as well stop talking now. So does this mean you’re finally going to untie me?’

She gave him a look like she was a long way from trusting him.

‘If you’re worried I’ll try something,’ said Sam, ‘then bring Vic here. But you’re still going to have to cut me loose at some point, so it might as well be now.’

She glared at him for a moment. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Turn around and face the wall.’

Sam did as he was told. A moment later, he felt the barrel of her rifle press against the back of his neck.

‘One wrong move,’ she told him, ‘and we’ll figure out some way to do without you.’

She tugged at the cord binding his wrists with her free hand, and he felt it come loose. He stood there without moving as she took a step back from him.

‘All right,’ she said, ‘you can turn around and—’

Sam heard a faint creak, followed by an indrawn breath.

Jess suddenly slammed up against Sam, flattening him against the wall. Then she was pulled back from him again, her rifle clattering to the floor.

Sam twisted around to see that Jess had her hands up to her throat, her lips drawn tight over her teeth as she scrabbled with her fingers at a thin length of wire digging deep into her windpipe. The two ends of the wire were knotted around Amit’s bloodstained wrists and drawn close together behind her back.

The old man stood with his nose to the back of her head. Sam watched in horror as he twisted around, drawing the wire even tauter and pulling her head back against his shoulder. Then he leaned forward to take her weight until she was lifted bodily into the air, both feet kicking wildly.

Sam stood, frozen, until Jess’s eyes rolled up into the back of her head and her body went limp. Amit dropped her back down like a sack of coal, then stood there, panting hard. Sam fought a surge of nausea when he saw just how deep the wire had cut into her neck: the same wire that had been used to bind Amit’s wrists. How many hours of agonising work had it taken the old man first to free himself, despite the terrible mutilation of his hands, and then retie the wire so he could use it as a garotte? 

Amit regarded him with an unreadable expression. ‘So tell me,’ he asked Sam, ‘do you know anything about building a secondary fuel stage for a home-made orbiter?’

‘No.’

‘I do,’ said Amit, ‘and I can tell you that every word Vic said is utter bullshit.’

Sam watched as the old man let the knotted wire drop to the floor before turning towards the door. 

Sam kneeled, quickly snatching up Jess’s rifle and bringing it to bear on him. ‘Wait.’

Amit glanced at him, seemingly unconcerned. ‘Why? Or you’ll shoot me?’

‘Maybe.’ Even so, Sam’s hands felt numb from having been tied behind his back for so many hours. The blood came rushing back into his fingers, making it hard to keep the weapon steady.

Amit laughed. ‘Here’s something none of you know. If you’d interfered with the orbiter in any way, the explosives would have automatically detonated. The only way to keep it from blowing up is if I’m in control.’

‘You’re bluffing,’ said Sam. Sweat trickled into his eyes.

‘You know,’ said Amit, ‘perhaps I am. Or perhaps I’m not. Are you willing to take the chance?’

‘Don’t go,’ said Sam, almost pleading now. He could barely hold on to the rifle.

‘Goodbye, Sam,’ said Amit. Then he stepped out into the night.

Sam stared after him and let the barrel of the rifle dip towards the floor. He stepped over to the door, but when he looked out, there was no sign of Amit.

He glanced back at Jess, her dead eyes staring past him. He had to get out of there before Traynor came back, find Amit and…

And what? Kill him, or Traynor, or both of them, assuming he even had it in him to point a gun at another human being and pull the trigger?

Think. What had Amit been planning for all those long hours he’d been lying curled up on the floor, pretending to either be asleep or in some kind of psychotic withdrawal?

Then he remembered what Amit had said, about how the orbiter was in actuality not much more than a guided missile with room for a passenger…and  packed, he now knew, with enough explosives to take out the entire mothership.

He ran out the door and towards the control shed.

* * *

The howling filled the night air like a lament as Sam skirted past the Tokamak. The control shed was empty, although judging by the display running on one of the screens, Amit had already managed to initiate a countdown to a launch, crippled hands or not. Another screen showed Amit hobbling along the path towards the starlit craft, his broken hands held close to his chest.

Sam ran back out of the building and towards the orbiter. By the time he got there, Amit had already begun to ascend the side of the craft, pushing his elbows through the rungs of the ladder bolted to its hull to avoid having to use his hands. Unsurprisingly, he hadn’t got very far.

Sam aimed his rifle at the old man. ‘Come back down, Amit.’

Amit glanced around at him. ‘No,’ he said, lifting his foot to another rung.

‘Vic’s going to kill you when he finds out what you’re doing. We need to find him first.’

Amit made a sound like he thought that was funny. He managed to lift himself onto the next rung, his whole body trembling from the effort. ‘Do you know,’ he said, forcing the words out with some difficulty, ‘until a couple of days ago, I thought there might be some hope for us. For humanity. That…maybe we could finally break with the past.’

Sam glanced around. There was still no sign of Traynor, but it surely wouldn’t be long before he appeared.

‘But I was wrong,’ Amit continued. ‘We’re blind to our destructive nature, Sam. I’ve talked about making peace with other species, but how many of my kind have I killed so far in the name of that peace?’ He let out a sound partway between a laugh and a grunt of pain. ‘Imagine my wilful blindness. But it’s not surprising, really,’ he gasped, climbing a little higher again. ‘Expecting anything else would be like expecting a swarm of locusts to engage in meaningful introspection.’

Sam lowered his rifle. ‘You’re planning to take the orbiter up and destroy the mothership, but without me on board, it’ll blow you out of the sky before you get anywhere near it.’

‘Maybe,’ said Amit, ‘and maybe not.’ He looked exhausted beyond measure, barely able to maintain his grip on the rungs. ‘I won’t really know until I try, will I? I should have done this years ago, instead of waiting for you to come back.’

‘Come back down,’ said Sam. ‘You don’t have the strength to—!’

The report from a rifle cracked across the clearing, and Amit jerked, flopping to one side. One arm was still pushed through a rung, keeping him from falling. A second shot finally loosed his grip, and he tumbled onto the blackened soil beneath the orbiter like a pile of untidy rags.

Sam turned to see Traynor standing at the end of the path, a rifle still raised to his shoulder. He turned to face Sam, his face a mask of fury, his knuckles already whitening as he squeezed the trigger.

There wasn’t time for Sam to return fire. He ducked to one side, and Traynor’s shot went wide. Sam ran towards the nearest trees, a branch ahead of him exploding into splinters as another shot missed.

He dived through the undergrowth and kept on running, the sound of more shots following behind him as he fled. Something in Traynor’s expression convinced Sam he was out of control, beyond reason.

Sam burst back out of the trees and into the clearing where the buildings were. He glimpsed the path leading back to the tunnel and the drawbridge and headed that way. He could hear Traynor crashing through the undergrowth behind him, shouting incoherently.

Another shot kicked up dirt close by Sam’s feet as he ran. He veered from the path, hoping to lose Traynor in the trees, and fought his way through dense undergrowth.

He came to the edge of the mesa almost before he realised it, barely managing to grab hold of a branch and keep himself from tumbling down to the surging river far below.

Gravel and dirt slid out from under his feet and over the cliff. The forest still burned all the way out to the horizon, and the sound of howling was much clearer now. He saw the Howlers far below, huddled along the edge of the gorge. Even from a distance, they made for a terrifying sight.

Sam heard a click and turned to find Traynor facing him, his rifle pointed straight at his chest.

‘I didn’t kill Jess, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ said Sam. He couldn’t stop thinking about the gulf of air behind his back, the long drop to the river.

‘Because you’d never have the guts to kill her,’ said Traynor, his eyes bright and hard and utterly without mercy. ‘You didn’t try to stop Amit from doing it for you either.’ He motioned at Sam’s rifle. ‘Drop it.’

Sam made to drop it on the ground, but Traynor stopped him. ‘Not there.’ He nodded towards the cliff. ‘Throw it that way.’

With great reluctance, Sam did as he was told. He threw the rifle out into the void, hearing it clatter against the rocks as it tumbled into the gorge.

He turned to face Traynor, remembering what Amit had said about how they had all lived before and how they would all live again. What had he called it…? Echogenesis. 

He tried to take some kind of comfort from the thought, but couldn’t. If he died here, he died forever.

‘If you kill me,’ he said, forcing himself to turn back around and face Traynor, ‘it’s all over. I can control the mothership. You can’t.’

Traynor looked at him in surprise, then laughed in apparent disbelief. ‘Of course. He would have told you that, wouldn’t he?’ Traynor shook his head. ‘We were all fools for believing him, Sam. There’s hardly a word he said to either of us that’s true.’

Sam stared at him, thunderstruck. ‘You’re saying he was lying?’

‘That’s not what I mean. He was telling the truth about you having the authority to control the mothership. But, as it turns out, so do I.’

Sam tried to process this information but found he couldn’t. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘You can see why he wouldn’t want me to know,’ said Traynor. ‘And I’ll give him this—no matter how much we hurt him, he didn’t let on. I only just managed to work it out, reading through some of those journals of his. So it looks like I didn’t need you after all, Sam. I—’ He frowned. ‘What are you doing?’

Something had been niggling at Sam: some small but important detail he’d seen but not been consciously aware of when he’d looked down at the Howlers gathered by the gorge. As Traynor spoke, he had glanced down again, his eyes growing wide.

‘What in damnation is it?’ Traynor demanded.

‘He let them in.’

‘Let what in?’

‘The drawbridge,’ said Sam, looking back around at him. ‘Amit’s lowered it.’

Traynor stared back at him with a look of perplexed bafflement. He opened his mouth to say something else, but whatever he’d been about to say was made inaudible by a howl, terrifying in its proximity.

Traynor gasped and swung his rifle around in a circle, looking for the source of the howl. Sam could see he was already lost to panic. Something padded through the undergrowth only metres from where they stood.

Sam saw his chance. He ducked around the far side of a tree growing close to the cliff edge and began to run in the opposite direction from where the howl had come. He heard Traynor curse from behind him as he fled, followed by the sound of several shots.

He crouched low as he ran, but something told Sam the shots weren’t directed at him. Then he heard a sound to chill his blood—the cry of a Howler at close range, followed by a very human scream that abruptly cut off.

Sam somehow found his way back onto one of the stone-lined paths and pounded along it, hearing something enormous rumble and crash in his wake. He kept going until he reached the orbiter, stepping past Amit’s body and scaling the ladder bolted to the side of the craft as fast as he could. The door to the crew module swung open automatically as soon as he reached it.

More howls echoed across the mesa as Sam pulled himself inside the module. Most of the interior was taken up by a single, heavily padded chair, bolted to the floor and angled back so that its occupant would face towards the ceiling and a series of tilted monitors. The rest of the cabin was bare and utilitarian.

That was when he knew with absolute certainty that whatever he did, he was going to die. Either he stayed behind and waited for the Howlers to kill him—or he took his chances with the mothership.

There was no third option.

He pulled himself into the chair and strapped in. A menu automatically appeared on a screen before him, reading: READY FOR LAUNCH—YES/NO?

Sam reached out and selected YES.

Something clunked and shifted deep within the craft’s bowels, followed by a sharp electric hum. Then came a series of verbal instructions, delivered by a bland, computerised voice that emerged from a metal grille to his right.

The door of the capsule swung shut on its own, blanketing him in sudden, unexpected silence. There were more, faraway clunks, and a liquid draining sound, and he envisioned the craft exploding on lift-off, or, more likely, sitting right where it was and going nowhere.

A screen on his left flickered into life, showing two views of the orbiter from different parts of the clearing. As he watched, light blossomed under the base of the orbiter, sending fire washing across Amit’s body and incinerating it in moments. Cables detached themselves automatically from the lower fuselage.

The capsule lurched violently around him, and Sam felt his chair press into the small of his back with sudden and unexpected force. He felt his stomach flip around and prayed he didn’t throw up. If Amit had thought to provide a sick bag, he couldn’t see where it might be.

Then he glanced back at the screens before him and experienced a moment of profound shock: the mesa was already far below him and dwindling rapidly, almost lost amidst a burning forest that appeared to go on forever.

He clung to the armrests, closed his eyes and, for the first time in this life or any other he remembered, Sam Newman prayed.
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The acceleration grew stronger, pushing Sam deep into the upholstered surroundings of the chair. His teeth chattered from sheer terror. From time to time he heard more metallic clunks, and the orbiter would jerk upwards, pressing him yet deeper into the seat.

Then, at last, came weightlessness, and with it, a heavy drug-like sleep born of exhaustion. His limbs floated loosely around him, and he dreamed of making his way home to Earth across the light-years only to find dusty, abandoned ruins and lifeless oceans.

Technical information, unseen and incomprehensible to him even if he had been aware of it, clicked across the screens.

He woke much later to a blinking icon and a raging thirst. When he reached out to touch the icon, it expanded into a camera view of darkness with something small and pale floating at its centre.

He unbuckled himself from the chair so he could more easily reach and operate the screen. He searched through options until he found a way to increase the magnification. The small, pale dot became a world of blue oceans, green and red mottled continents swaddling its equator: Aranyani.

His hand crept into a pocket and found the interface card Amit had given him. He took it out and hung it around his neck as he worked.

After a while, he figured out how to locate the mothership through the orbiter’s cameras. It appeared on a separate screen, showing as an irregular shape against the stellar darkness. When he adjusted the magnification, it showed him a lump of charred-looking rock with something crablike clinging to its contours and valleys.

More hours passed. Sam drifted in the zero gravity like kelp caught in an ocean current. There had to be a way to find out exactly how much air he had left—how many hours and minutes before he inevitably suffocated. And yet he lacked the will or the desire to find out; either Amit had given him enough air to survive the outward bound trip, or he had not.

To Sam’s surprise, now that he knew he was going to die, he was entirely calm. There was, after all, nothing he could do but wait.

And wait.

The scarred chunk of rock grew incrementally larger as the hours ticked past. The crablike structure gradually resolved into a cluster of artificial structures—autonomous factories, he had learned from old Amit’s journals, much of it formed from the raw materials of the asteroid itself and converted into landers, air, and even people as and when the need arose. There were long arrays of silver tubes and a forest of solar panels. Small metal shapes moved here and there about the asteroid’s irregular surface, like mites crawling across the hide of some animal.

To his brief bewilderment, points of bright light suddenly shimmered into existence all around him, in appearance like soap bubbles glowing with some internal light. He reached out to touch one of them, and it expanded into a cluster of labelled boxes, each linked to the other by faintly luminescent lines. He worked his way through the menus, each item expanding to show him tight clusters of technical information beyond his comprehension.

As suddenly as they had appeared, the menus were sucked away, leaving only a single soap bubble that expanded to show a human face, warm and female and apparently in its middle years. It had been carefully crafted to be convincing, but not so convincing he couldn’t immediately see that the face was generated rather than natural.

‘Commander Newman,’ said the face, in a voice tailor-made to convey warmth and reassurance.

‘Who—what—are you?’

A small smile appeared on the face, leavened with puzzlement. ‘I am the Konstantin E. Tsiolkovsky, Sam.’

‘The…’ He blinked. ‘So you’re the mothership?’

‘Yes.’ The smile edged into a frown. ‘Is everything quite all right, Commander?’

‘Yes.’ He cleared his throat. ‘No. No, it’s not. I don’t remember anything.’

For an infinitesimal fraction of a second, Sam thought he saw the face freeze before coming back to animated life. He was talking to an AI, although he couldn’t begin to guess how smart a computer, built several decades after he last remembered, might be.

The constellation of soap bubbles reappeared and arranged themselves all around him.

‘What do you remember, Commander?’ asked the machine.

* * *

The asteroid slowly grew to fill the screens as Sam conversed with the Tsiolkovsky for what felt like a long, long time.

Despite the fact he was dealing with a machine, Sam was careful in describing the nature of his mission, aware as he was that it had been compromised. He was allowed to dock, he learned, by virtue of his clearance level, and when he enquired about Vic Traynor, he found that he indeed shared the same clearance.

He was not, however, permitted to make any fundamental changes to the mothership’s mission programming without first obtaining the permission of a list of individuals and Initiative subsidiary companies located in Geneva, the names of which the AI read out to him one after another in pedantic fashion.

More than once Sam reached up to touch the interface card hanging by a wire cord around his neck. The hard limits of the machine’s intelligence became clear when he tried to query it regarding the fate of the previous expeditions. Trying to argue with it led nowhere: he’d have been as well arguing philosophy with a dog.

Then, at long last, the orbiter docked with the Tsiolkovsky. Sam, warned by the AI to strap back in, experienced the docking procedure as a series of faint hums and rumbles, followed by a single, booming thud from somewhere beneath his feet.

The hatch to his right swung open, revealing a narrow metal tube that extended for several metres. He swallowed despite his dry throat, then unstrapped before pulling himself along the tube. The soap bubbles followed in his wake, making the whole experience feel strangely aquatic.

The tube terminated inside a space that reminded him of the lander’s command deck, except that it was arranged in multiple dimensions. There were chairs attached to both the floor and ceiling, and physical orientation was more of a personal choice than anything else, given the asteroid’s minuscule gravity. The room also had a strong chemical scent, like something that had only just been unwrapped after being kept in some airless cupboard for a very long time.

The Tsiolkovsky didn’t need air to work, so the supply, the AI informed him regretfully, again revealing the limitations of its replicated emotions, was good for only another few hours.

He slid the interface card from around his neck with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking and wondered if the machine could read body language, and if so, how well.

‘I need to plug this in,’ he said, holding it up so whatever hidden lens the Tsiolkovsky was watching him through could see it.

‘Use the console to your right,’ the machine informed him.

Sam pulled himself into a seat and searched around until he found a slot set into the face of a console and pushed the card in. He heard a faint beep and waited for something to happen.

And waited.

‘There is a problem with the interface card,’ the machine said at last.

Sam blinked, staring at the card still pushed deep in its slot. ‘A problem?’

‘The card is damaged,’ the machine explained, synthesised regret creeping into its voice. ‘The data has been scrambled.’

Sam swallowed, heart thudding. ‘You can’t read it at all?’

‘I’m afraid not, no,’ the machine replied, with all the sympathy its circuits could muster.

Sam laughed.

And kept laughing until the tears nearly rolled down his cheeks. He was going to die here, alone, for all he knew the last living man in all of existence, because of a faulty fucking interface card.

The greatest tragedy was that there was no one else left alive to appreciate the irony.

He asked the Tsiolkovsky how much air he had left. When it told him, he felt a hollowness in his gut. Not long at all.

And then an idea came to him.

‘Tsiolkovsky,’ he said aloud. ‘My cortical tap. Can it upload, as well as download?’

‘Of course.’

Sam nodded to himself. The air tasted close and warm, and yet he dared to hope. ‘Can I do that right now? How?’

‘The data can be uploaded directly from your tap, but I require your spoken permission.’

‘Granted.’

‘Thank you.’ A pause. ‘The process has begun.’

Sam felt nothing—not that he’d expected to; indeed, the entire process proved distinctly anticlimactic.

‘How long does it take?’ he asked, feeling suddenly short of breath.

‘Not long. A few minutes.’

‘There’s something else I need you to do. Or I need you to tell me if it can be done.’

‘Of course.’

Sam kept it simple, so the Tsiolkovsky understood his request. He kept talking, even as the air grew warmer and his heart began to thud as it worked to push less and less oxygen towards his brain. He was terribly afraid the AI might refuse to do what he was asking of it. That, he thought, would be the worst thing of all—to have discovered this one crumb of hope, only to see it dashed.

And then at last it was said and done, and the AI did not refuse his request, even as his breaths grew deeper and more strenuous, and the blood beat in his veins and flecks of darkness formed at the edges of his vision. He drew a faltering breath, and then another, and then, at last, he grew still, and the silence of centuries fell back across the mothership.
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—awoke to cool darkness.

Sam blinked, remembering—

…remembering…

It came back in a rush: the lander, Vic Traynor, the mesa—all of it.

The Tsiolkovsky.

His tongue felt heavy in his mouth, and he licked lips dry with the memory of thirst.

His first thought was that he must still be on the mothership, up in orbit. The only explanation was that the ship had found some way to keep him alive…

Then he became aware of the tight confines in which he now found himself. He was in another coffin-like pod: a window set into its lid afforded him a view of a ceiling of ribbed metal, a few metres above him.

He listened, hearing a muffled voice from outside of his pod. A face moved in front of its window, little more than a silhouette. Sam squinted, trying to make out who it was.

Then the face moved, and he saw.

Sun. His heart beat hard and wild with joy. Her lips were moving, but he couldn’t make out her words through the window. Then came a sudden hiss, and the lid lifted up along one side.

She reached down and helped him slide the corrugated tube from out of his throat. He sat up, coughing hard, and she passed him a small paper cup filled with water.

He stared at her in baffled amazement. ‘Sun,’ he said. ‘It’s really you.’

Her face registered shocked surprise. ‘You…you know me?’

She blinked, then handed him a rolled-up jumpsuit. He took it from her.

‘Where am I?’ he asked.

‘Well,’ she said, helping him out of the pod, ‘that’s the one question we’ve all been asking.’

* * *

It was immediately clear that he was inside another lander. Because he was still weak, and still a little disoriented, it took him a few minutes to get dressed. But once he was done, he let Sun guide him through the craft and down to its lower cargo bay. The ramp was down, and he heard voices from beyond—familiar voices.

‘You know my name,’ she said, guiding him down the ramp, ‘but I don’t know yours.’

‘Sam,’ he said. ‘Sam Newman.’

By now, he remembered everything he had done in those last moments aboard the Tsiolkovsky. When he’d asked the AI to delete the existing copy of his memories from its computer banks and replace it with his more current mind state, it had offered no objection: more recent cortical uploads, it explained, automatically took precedence over older recordings, and the hard limits on its intelligence made it unable to appreciate the purpose behind his request. The memories of the man he’d become back on Earth were lost forever, but he found he had no regrets.

He closed his eyes against the bright dazzle of daylight. He was in yet another clearing, but one that lay close to snow-capped mountains, their peaks obscured by clouds. The air felt cooler here, suggesting they were much further from the equator than the previous expedition had been.

He saw there were people gathered close by the base of the ramp. He saw Joshua, and Ethan, and…

And Jess. He saw no recognition in her face when she turned to look at him.

Of course.

Then he saw the rest of them, spread out across the clearing: Kim, DeWitt, and more, all alive, all of them strangers once again.

From somewhere nearby, he heard rushing water and guessed they must be close to a river, perhaps, or some other body of water.

Ethan came towards him and extended a cautious hand. ‘Name’s Ethan,’ he said. ‘How about you?’

‘Sam,’ he replied.

‘Don’t suppose by any chance you know what we’re all doing here?’ asked Ethan. ‘Because the last thing any of us remember—’

‘I do.’ Sam nodded. ‘There’s a lot I need to tell you.’

He stumbled, a wave of dizziness washing over him. Ethan put a hand on his shoulder.

‘Easy there,’ said Ethan. ‘We already had someone nearly crack their head open.’ He turned to look around at the others. ‘Hey—this one says he knows something.’

‘Well, thank God for that,’ said Joshua, coming up to look at him. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’ve got work I need to get back to.’

Sam shook his head, trying to shake off the last of the grogginess. ‘You won’t be going back to work.’

More of them came over to stare at him. They all regarded him with slightly stunned expressions.

‘Vic Traynor,’ asked Sam. ‘Is he here?’

They all looked at each other. ‘I don’t—’ Ethan started to say.

‘Vic?’ Sam looked around and saw it was Wardell who had spoken. He nodded towards some trees. ‘There’s someone with that name back here.’

Sam let go of Ethan and stepped towards Wardell. ‘Show me.’

* * *

He found the new Vic Traynor leaning on a rock next to the shore of a river, past some trees, deep in conversation with Angel. They both looked around as Sam pushed his way through the undergrowth towards them, followed by several others. So far as he could ascertain, none of them had been awake for more than a few hours.

Traynor stood, perhaps seeing something in Sam’s expression as he came walking straight towards him. ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘who are—?’

He never got to finish the sentence. Despite his disorientation, despite the weakness that still afflicted his new limbs, Sam shoved him hard with both hands. Traynor stumbled backwards, losing his balance and landing in the rushing water with a splash.

‘Hey!’ someone shouted from behind Sam. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

He turned to see it was Jess. ‘Stay back,’ he growled, and she came to a halt, confused and angry.

Traynor began to struggle back towards the shore, but Sam moved towards him, shoving him back.

‘What the fuck?’ Traynor shouted.

‘I’d like to say I’m sorry about this,’ said Sam, ‘but I’m not.’

He punched Traynor hard on the jaw, and this time he went down and stayed down.

Sam grabbed hold of the collar of Traynor’s jumpsuit before he could drown and dragged him back onto the shore, letting him drop onto the not-grass. Then he looked around at the rest of them, now gathered in a loose semi-circle, all of them looking at him with varying degrees of shock and confusion.

‘I really hope,’ said a clearly alarmed Joshua, ‘that you’ve got a damn good explanation for this. Because there’s a hell of a lot more of us than there are of you.’

‘There’s a very good reason,’ said Sam. ‘But it’s going to take time to explain, and you’re going to have to take a lot on trust.’

Joshua glanced between him and Traynor, clearly trying to figure out whether Sam was crazy. ‘Do you know him?’ he asked, nodding towards Traynor, supine on the grass. ‘Why did you attack him?’

‘He was sent here to kill you,’ Sam explained. ‘Except he hasn’t figured that out yet. He will soon, though.’ He pointed around at the rest of them. ‘Irish,’ he said. ‘Piper, Karl, Kevin…I know every one of you by name. I can tell you things you told me about your lives, even if you think you don’t know who the hell I am.’

‘What kind of nut job,’ said Ethan, his face twisted up in a scowl, ‘just walks up to some guy and wallops him like he’s—!’

‘Wait.’ Joshua put up a hand to stop Ethan, a look of intense curiosity on his face. ‘All right. Let’s say you’ve got our attention. So what gives?’

‘If any of you want to stay alive longer than the next couple of days,’ said Sam, ‘you need to listen closely to what I have to tell you.’

He took a deep breath and started from the beginning.
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