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They sat in an office, the younger man and his older colleague. They faced each other across the worn desk, each reclining in chairs that creaked whenever they moved. Their drinks remained untouched. The bare walls reflected the coldness of the light from the ceiling tiles.
This wasn’t a room to be enjoyed, or one to call attention to itself. And that was fine, because this conversation was one for the shadows.
“So things are in place?” the older man asked, in a tone that suggested he already knew the answer.
“The situation is contained,” said the younger. “I foresee no problems that cannot be overcome.”
“But I’m still concerned. Our primary contact‌…”
“Remains accessible. Do not worry.”
The older man shrugged. “It’s my job to worry.”
“Understood. But your concerns are unfounded.”
The old man paused, then seemed to dismiss the matter. “So the evolution is real?”
“Potentially. When the subjects reach re-emergence we’ll know for sure, but indications are positive.”
“And the anomaly?”
“We need to assess.”
“Always. But your personal thoughts?”
The younger man raised one eyebrow, as if this was an impertinent request. But the old man was used to this, and he simply waited for a response.
“The situation was unforeseen, even in our wildest models.” The young man spoke as if reciting a speech. “There is only a minute probability of replicating the event. I don’t believe we can risk the whole operation, so I still lean towards removal.”
“But he is contained? The situation is being monitored?”
“Of course. But‌…‌containment is not sufficient. That has failed us before‌—‌your decision, I believe.”
“Just because the outcome was not what we desired, don’t assume the decision was not the correct one.” The old man kept his tone level, refusing to rise to the bait. “Besides, the decision ultimately rests with the company.”
The younger man snorted in derision, but looked suitably repentant when the old man glared. That was the problem with youth‌—‌it had no patience. It had no understanding of the need for things to run their course.
The old man eased back, letting his fingers tap a rhythm on the desk. “So you would remove the anomaly from our calculations. But what of those awaiting re-emergence? Are they not also unknowns? We did not envisage infection, after all. What would you have the company do with them?”
“They are a major leap forward. They require study and observation, of course, but they bring us extremely close to the ultimate goal. The anomaly?” He shrugged. “He’s a freak. He doesn’t belong in the program.”
“And so, as you have stated, you would have him removed.”
“Yes.”
The old man waited, and was unsurprised when the man across the desk sighed. His shoulders slumped, and his weariness washed across his face.
“To be perfectly blunt, I would sleep a lot sounder if Haven itself was removed.”
The young man didn’t meet his eyes, and again the old man was not surprised at that. And his colleagues sentiments? Again, unsurprising. Because the old man was thinking exactly the same. There were too many unknowns, and too many ways things could end poorly.
He, too, would rest easy if the base and all its inhabitants simply ceased to be.






Brice couldn’t remember the last day without rain.
His clothes clung to his skin, the chill seeping through. His boots rubbed his ankles as he slid in the mud once more. Water bounced off leaves to attack him from all sides, the tiny explosions on his skin no longer registering.
If Brice’s lattice wasn’t playing up, he could warm himself and dull his aches and pains.
But at least he was outside. At least he wasn’t stuck in the increasingly claustrophobic atmosphere of Haven.
“Cage still okay on your back?” Ryann asked, from her position behind him.
Brice turned his body‌—‌moving only his head wasn’t an option. “Daman really wants us to catch one of these things?”
“We only have to set up the trap. We don’t have to be anywhere near when a shade approaches.”
“There any around?” He turned, the base of his spine complaining, and looked into the shadows of the trees.
Ryann paused before responding. “Always. But they’re staying back. We’re safe.” She tapped the torch strapped to her chest. The beam illuminating her face and rising into the canopy of leaves. Like everyone else, there was another torch strapped to her back, as well as one in each hand. The only weapon that worked against the shades.
It wasn’t dark yet‌—‌not even Daman would send anyone out after nightfall‌—‌but with the constant storm cloaking the dim afternoon light, they couldn’t be too careful. They walked in a bubble of sol lighting.
They approached the trees, and in the gloom Brice saw the path. That was where Daman wanted his trap.
The man was an idiot.
“Still don’t know why he wants one,” Brice said, to nobody in particular, but loud enough for everyone to hear. He would have sussed it, but with his lattice still not fully back on board, this was one option unavailable to him.
“Ours is not to reason why,” Ryann said, but she didn’t continue the rhyme, and nobody else took it up. Maybe it was too close to home.
“We’ll never get one anyway,” Ronat said. She was just in front of Brice, the water running through her close-cropped hair. She didn’t turn, but Brice could imagine the stern look on her face. “They’re too intelligent for that.”
“Maybe we should use Daman for bait.”
<‍Careful,‍>Ryann sussed. Of course, Brice couldn’t respond like that, but at least the remnants of his lattice allowed him to listen in. <‍Keep professional.‍>
Because even with the protective light, and the afternoon sun‌—‌what there was of it‌—‌the shades were still a danger. There had been too many suicidal attacks recently, with the beasts rushing from the shadows, only to be burnt by the light. A couple of times they’d reached people with their claws, and there had been a few fatalities.
Brice didn’t intend to be another statistic.
<‍Getting close to the path,‍> Farrell sussed, from his position on point.
<‍Okay,‍> Ryann responded. <‍Bunch up, and we go in as planned.‍>
Farrell stopped just before the branches closed in over his head, and he shone his torches forward. Mariner pulled up behind him, large enough to hide Farrell from Brice’s view, even without the other part of the cage that he carried. The big man shone his beams to the right. Behind him, Dara played her torches to the left, even as she stepped as close as she could to Mariner, her head barely reaching the tops of his shoulders.
Brice, when he reached the others, pointed his torches into the air. The beams were powerful enough to reach the clouds‌—‌or maybe the clouds were closer than he imagined. Maybe they’d be walking back to Haven encased in mist.
Just what he wanted‌—‌more wet and cold.
The path was wide enough to walk five abreast, and Brice had done so once. But that was with his old crew, before Cathal had become the first of the infected, and before Tris had been taken by the shades. And Keelin refused to leave Haven now‌—‌refused to even leave the Deck.
There were no more crews anyway. Haven’s chief, Arela, had pulled back all but the most essential missions, and then only allowed ones that remained walking‌—‌or running‌—‌distance from the base itself.
Haven was collapsing. And all because of the bloodsucking monsters that besieged them.
They walked single-file; Farrell on point, then Dana, Ronat, Mariner with half the cage, Brice with the other half, and Ryann at the rear. Brice still couldn’t get used to not having Cathal on his heels, calling him ‘Green’ and pulling up the crew to ask what they thought. To Brice’s mind, Ryann should still be on point. She was the best tracker Haven had, after all‌—‌if anyone could detect the movements of the shades, it was her.
But nothing was the same now. Even the forest had changed. Where once the warths had been the biggest threat‌—‌and they were no danger if they were unprovoked‌—‌now only a fool would go walking amongst the trees.
But a fool with power, like Daman, would send others out to do his pointless work. What the hell was he going to do with a live shade anyway?
<‍Anything watching?‍> Dana sussed, aiming her words at Ryann but keeping communication open to everyone.
<‍Watching from the trees,‍> she replied. <‍Stick to the plan and we shouldn’t have any problems.‍>
Shouldn’t. Not wouldn’t. Brice knew that wasn’t a slip by Ryann, and he shuddered.
<‍In position,‍> Farrell sussed, bringing the non-crew to a stop.
<‍Okay. Recap roles. Ronat?‍>
<‍Fix the sensor on that tree.‍> The woman pointed, and Brice could make out the metal box high up, just beneath the first major ring of branches.
<‍Mariner and Brice?‍>
<‍Set up this rat-trap close to the trees.‍> Brice let Mariner answer. No point breaking silence unless he had to.
<‍Farrell and Dana?‍>
<‍Observation and back-up,‍>Dana answered.
<‍Perfect,‍> Ryann sussed. <‍All communication open. I detect any activity, and we retreat. Okay, let’s do this.‍>
Those words reminded Brice of Cathal, but he pushed any thoughts of his old commander from his mind as he unshouldered his pack. With Mariner, he did what they’d practiced far too many times, but at least this time the paper-pusher from the company wasn’t watching.
<‍Used to have things like this on Foran,‍> Mariner sussed, tight to Brice. <‍In the back of the stores. Sand-rats would get in and cause havoc, so we set up cages. Smaller than this, of course. And baited with dried meat. We figured out they liked that, and it was tough enough that they’d have to work at chewing it. Our chief reckoned that would give time for the door to seal.‍>
Brice knew the man was talking more to himself, but he responded anyway, keeping his voice low. “Did they work?”
Mariner tightened a bolt and snorted a laugh. <‍Course not. Once we’d caught a few, the others grew smart. They’d block the door, pull the bait out, then drag it off and eat it elsewhere. They loved it. Free food.‍>
Brice pulled another pole into place. “So how did you get rid of them?”
Mariner shrugged. “No idea. I shipped out after a couple of months.”
“You weren’t interested?”
“Not my problem.”
They screwed the last pole into place and opened the door. Mariner checked the mechanism with a branch, and the door slammed shut. Brice heard Farrell curse.
<‍How are we doing?‍> Ryann asked.
<‍Almost there,‍> Mariner replied.
<‍Ronat?‍>
<‍Final tweaks, then I’m done.‍>
Brice looked up, peering through the ball of light high off the ground. If he had his lenses and filters, he wouldn’t need to squint like this, but he could still make out Ronat, leaning back against the webbing she’d wrapped round the trunk, tinkering with the sensor. She seemed comfortable up there, as if being off the ground gave her extra security.
As if the shades couldn’t climb as easily as they could walk. As if the shades couldn’t leap from tree to tree.
<‍Brice?‍> Mariner’s voice dragged his attention back to their own job. <‍You want to do the honours?‍> He’d covered the cage with the cloth they’d bought‌—‌Daman wanted a live shade, not a burnt offering‌—‌and Brice had the last job.
He pulled the plastic container from his pack. “You got the door?”
<‍Nah. Thought we’d test it.‍> But Mariner was grinning, one hand holding the door. Brice smiled in return.
He played his torches inside. Under the cover, the beams cast an eerie glow, and Brice had to take a long breath before he entered. He placed the container at the back as fast as he could and lifted the lid. The bloody tang of fresh meat made his stomach churn.
<‍Getting activity,‍> Ryann sussed. <‍No movement, but definite interest. Time to move out.‍>
Brice had no problem with that.
<‍Hate that smell now,‍> Mariner sussed when Brice emerged. <‍Think I might go vegetarian.‍>
Brice had to smile. Mariner would never survive without his burgers.
<‍Okay. Farrell, lead us back. Keep vigilant. That meat’s definitely working.‍>But it didn’t sound like Ryann was happy about that.
Farrell walked fast, and everyone followed in close formation. Ahead, through the rain, and framed by the trees on either side of the path, Brice saw the pod, the sides curving upwards. They’d left through Stores, because that exit was closer. Nobody wanted a long walk outside anymore.
The path took longer, and Brice wanted to reach the end. He wanted to see the expanse between the edge of the trees and the pods of Haven, where they’d cleared more trees to give a wider protection zone. With sunlight during the day, and arc lights burning sol all hours of the night, only the most suicidal shade would attempt to reach Haven. A few had tried, and their charred remains still lay in the middle of the clearing, left as a warning.
Brice thought back to an earlier time‌—‌was it only a couple of weeks?‌—‌when he’d run a full circuit as a warm-up to training. He’d leave from the Hulk, where his quarters were, then head clockwise, round the separate pods. First the large pod of the Deck, where the craft landed and took off, then round the Medi-pod, maybe take a detour to the separate Generator, back past Stores, and finally to the Hulk once more.
But there was none of that now. Even the gardens, penned in by the walkways connecting the outer pods, were only open during daylight, and even then only with express permission. Gone were the days of leaving the rec hall and having a drink outside.
If Brice wanted to make a circuit now, he had to use the walkway around the rec hall. And that was growing crowded.
He almost didn’t want to head back. Haven felt too claustrophobic.
But outside was worse.
Up ahead, Farrell raised a hand and stopped. Brice saw him crouch, turning to his right.
<‍We need to keep moving,‍> Ryann sussed.
<‍Thought I saw something.‍> His voice wavered on the final word.
<‍They’re close to the tree-line. But we keep torches on, we’ll be fine.‍>
Brice looked to the left, bringing his torch up high into the trees. There was movement, but that could have been the wind and the rain. Or it could have been the shades.
And then there was a grunt from Dana, and Brice saw her stagger to one side.
<‍They threw something at me!‍> She held a hand to her head.
Brice swallowed. He knew what was about to happen, but he couldn’t get the words out quick enough to warn the others.
The onslaught began.
The first rock to strike Brice hit his hand, and his fingers opened wide, the torch dangling from his wrist. The next one hit his thigh. Then another struck his shoulder.
<‍Run!‍>Ryann sussed.
They ran. More rocks flew, and Brice saw Ronat stumble a couple of times. He heard grunts and cursing. Light swirled around, mainly on the ground.
<‍How many?‍> Farrell asked.
<‍Lots. Just keep moving.‍>
The shades continued their barrage of rocks and stones. Some came from the sides, but others fell from above, and Brice’s heart missed a beat as he imagined the creatures just over his head.
Mariner swore, and staggered to the right. Ronat jumped to one side, leaping out of his way.
Brice stopped, holding out a hand. Mariner grabbed it, and Brice saw the blood streaming down his face from the wound on his forehead.
“Come on!” Brice said, pulling Mariner to his feet. A rock struck between his shoulders, and he yelled out.
And then Mariner was pulled from his grasp.
The hiss from the angry shade was unmistakable, as was the stench. Rancid meat, but also burning.
The shade threw Mariner to the ground, and fell on him. Its hide bubbled as the light hit it, blisters popping and a smoky mist forming around its body.
But the beast’s hunger was too strong. Hissing in agony, it lowered its head and opened its jaw wide. Fangs glistened in the torch-light, and it sunk them deep into Mariner’s neck, even as it writhed and staggered.
<‍Move!‍> Ryann pushed Brice forward as he saw another shade leap from the trees, landing by the first. It shrieked as the light hit its body, but it, too, fell on Mariner. Mariner’s foot twitched, and Brice thought he heard a cry.
There was nothing Brice could do for the man. He turned and ran.
But more shades bounded into the light. It was suicide, but they didn’t seem to care. Bloodlust, Brice thought, that word springing bright red in his mind.
Brice let his right torch dangle from his wrist, and he grabbed the knife he always wore. His fingers were damp‌—‌sweat or rain, it didn’t matter‌—‌and he gripped tight. He pictured, briefly, the shade back in the Hermes, the one he’d attacked. The one he’d stabbed in the back of its neck. The one they’d killed.
He didn’t know if stabbing them like that killed them outright, but it definitely slowed them down.
A shadow shot from the right, and Dana flew left. Ronat twisted and fell.
Brice leapt after Dana. The shade rolled, steam already rising where the light hit its body. But it rose to its feet and opened its arms, razor-sharp claws stretched out. It cried, part in agony, part in victory, and it lunged.
Dana was quick, but it caught her wrist, and she cried out as the claws dug in. Blood erupted, warm where it hit Brice’s face.
He threw himself forward, towards the stench of the shade. He yelled, bringing his knife down as hard as he could, sinking it into the vile leathery skin.
The shade spasmed beneath Brice. Something popped, close to his head, and another spray, this time cold, hit his face. It stunk almost as much as the creature itself.
He pushed, driving the blade in deeper. The beast buckled, and collapsed. But it still had the strength to throw Brice from its back.
His knife slid out of the wound, and Brice rolled away, pushing himself to his feet. The shade spun at him, claws flashing in the light, and Brice ducked, swinging his knife up and across, like he’d practised so many times. He felt pressure in his muscles as the blade bit into flesh, and fetid breath rolled over him.
The shade staggered, and Brice jumped to one side. There was a sharp pain in his left arm, and when he pulled it back he saw blood. His left hand still held a torch, and he thrust this forward into the creature’s face, ignoring the throbbing. The thing’s lips bubbled and cracked, and dark liquid oozed out. It staggered, then collapsed on the ground, its pained cry fading away.
Dana was on her feet, Ronat by her side. And Ryann was next to Brice. Just beyond her, Brice saw the open ground around Haven.
<‍Cut the heroics. We need to get back.‍>
She grabbed an arm and pulled him on. He ran. What else could he do?
They burst from the path and sprinted across the open area, the arc lights bathing them in wonderful sol, almost blinding in its intensity. Brice swore he could feel the warmth. Behind him, hisses and shrieks filled the air, but there were no more attacks.
They didn’t stop running until they came to the small side-hatch in Stores. Farrell punched in the code, speaking the letters and digits like he needed to kick-start his brain to remember it, and then they tumbled into the safety of Haven.
Dana collapsed. Blood flowed freely from her wrist, and the gashes looked deep. Ronat took off her jacket and used this to stem the flow.
Farrell leaned against a wall, breathing heavily. Ryann, hair plastered to her face, had that faraway look in her eyes that meant she was sussing, probably calling up help.
And Brice’s arm was red. He brushed the blood away, and saw where the shade had punctured his skin.
Not gashes, like those the claws had left in Dana’s wrist, but deep, ragged puncture wounds, where the shade had sunk its fangs into his flesh.






The rec hall was quiet. A few people sat around tables, eating and drinking, but they either spoke in low voices or sussed. The odd clatter from the servery echoed around the room, interspersed with soft thuds from the games table where two people batted a ball back and forth. The large screen was blank, and the few people on the sofas had their eyes closed.
That was fine by Ryann. She didn’t want noise at the moment. She only wanted the shakes to stop.
They’d started after the medics had come for Dana, and after she’d persuaded Brice that he should get his arm checked out. A shower had done nothing to calm her, and only now were the shakes little more than occasional tremors. Still, she gripped her drink firmly to stop it slopping over.
<‍Be down in a moment,‍> Arela sussed. <‍Another couple of dockets to sign.‍>
Ryann didn’t ask about the dockets, knowing this was just the chief’s way of saying she was busy. Sometimes it was dockets, other times it was forms to complete, or mandates to initial. If she was going to be longer, she’d have a report to write.
To be honest, Ryann had no idea what Arela did in her office, and she didn’t want to know. Running missions was tough enough‌—‌running the whole of Haven must be a nightmare.
The chief appeared only a few minutes later, coming through the door to the stairwell and making for the drinks machine. Ryann watched her tap for a coffee with an extra shot, no milk, and she knew it must have been a tough morning. And beneath the smile, Ryann saw the lines radiating from Arela’s eyes. Her hair was tied back, as always, but a few strands hung loose.
She sat on the seat adjacent to Ryann, so that both of them could look over the hall. <‍Sent off notification five minutes ago,‍>she sussed. No preamble‌—‌things must be serious. <‍You’re now my special adviser.‍>
<‍Even after what happened earlier?‍>
<‍None of that was your fault. You got as many back as you could.‍>
<‍But not Mariner.‍>
There was talk of returning for his body in the morning, but Ryann didn’t know if anything would come of that. From the sensor feed she’d forced herself to watch, there would not be much left.
<‍No.‍> Then Arela looked at Ryann, holding her eyes. <‍And every death hurts. But you did everything you could. Don’t beat yourself up over this.‍>
Ryann nodded. Of course Arela spoke the truth. It was still daylight, and they had torches. For the shades to attack like that was suicide.
But the smell of blood from the bait had been too much.
Over by the recliners, a few others started to watch the players at the ball table, although Ryann couldn’t figure out why. The match didn’t appear that engrossing. The players knocked a couple of green practice balls back and forth, moving in a way that might be described as rhythmic, but bored would be a better term.
<‍This place is changing,‍> she sussed.
But Arela wasn’t finished with her unofficial debrief. <‍Got a report from Turi. He says Dana’s wounds will heal. A couple of tendons torn, but he’s working on that. Gives her a couple of days, then she should be up and about.‍>
<‍Good to hear. It’s going to knock her confidence, though.‍>
<‍Wasn’t that great to start with. But how’s Brice? Turi said there was no problem, but wouldn’t divulge details.‍>
Ryann nodded, thankful that Turi had agreed with her suggestion to keep things quiet. This place didn’t need any more problems. And nor did Brice.
<‍Looks like his wound was fairly superficial. Deep, but no major damage done,‍> she sussed.
<‍I suppose the shade stabbed with its claws then.‍>
There was silence for a moment, and Arela cast her gaze over the hall, avoiding Ryann’s eyes.
<‍That’s how it appears.‍>
Arela nodded. <‍How’s Cathal?‍>
Ryann’s heartbeat increased for a moment, before she sent signals to her lattice to get it under control. <‍Not much change. He’s still pushing me out.‍>
Ryann had been by his bed-side, reaching out with her lattice and ignoring the stench rising from his body. She hardly recognised him now, but her old commander was in there somewhere, deep down. She felt the spark, even though Cathal‌—‌or whatever Cathal was becoming‌—‌locked her out.
Because he was changing. That was what happened when someone was bitten by a shade. Turi had done what work he could, trying to determine how the shades passed on this virus or whatever it was. But he had come up with nothing. He couldn’t explain how the impossible was happening.
Get bitten by a shade, and you became one of the creatures.
Apart from Brice. Maybe.
One of the ball players missed a shot, and the green ball flew off, landing not far from a table. One of those around that table reached down and picked it up. Ryann recognised her‌—‌Wynne, a tracker fresh from training. Pretty solid when she was concentrating, but easily distracted. She muttered something and threw the ball back to the closest player. He was Torrey, one of the mechs involved with the craft‌—‌not someone Ryann had dealings with. He muttered in return, and it might have been to thank her, but neither smiled.
Torrey returned to his game, striking that first ball hard, almost catching his opponent off guard. Wynne turned back to her drink and her friends, and they returned to their silent conversation.
But the girl kept turning to watch the game. No‌—‌to watch Torrey.
<‍You know I’ve put extra security on quarantine,‍> Arela sussed.
<‍I’ve heard.‍>
<‍Be interested in your thoughts, Ryann.‍>
Wynne was gesticulating now, and her friends at the table were clearly trying to calm her. But Wynne was agitated.
<‍Some people might take it badly, but I don’t think it hurts to be careful when there’s so much tension in the air.‍>
Arela was watching the room, taking in just as much as Ryann. Probably more. She was coy about it, but apparently she’d breezed through tracker training, like it was second nature from the very first day.
<‍I need you with me, Ryann. I need someone close I can trust. I’m too easy to topple on my own.‍>
Ryann forced herself to keep watching the rest of the hall. She swallowed. How could she respond to a cry for help like that? Her first thought was to deny that anyone would ever want to force Arela out, but then she remembered the man from the company.
<‍You think he’s going to take over?‍>
Arela shrugged. <‍Officially, he outranks me. It’s clear he wants things done his way.‍>
<‍So how do you intend to keep Daman in his place?‍>
Arela’s shoulders shook with an internal laugh, but it wasn’t the type that held any joy. <‍His place? I’m not even sure what that is.‍>
<‍Outside, with the shades.‍> Ryann immediately bit down hard on her lip. <‍Sorry. Uncalled for.‍>
<‍But the best place for him.‍> Arela took a sip of coffee, looking at Ryann over the rim of the beaker. She raised both eyebrows, creasing her forehead. She looked older, Ryann thought. Must be the stress.
<‍Don’t hold back, Ryann. I want‌…‌no, I need you to be open. I’ve already told you‌—‌you’re one of the few people I trust in this hell-hole.‍>
When did Haven become a hell-hole? <‍Thanks.‍> A coldness ran down Ryann’s spine. <‍So what are you planning?‍>
<‍With Daman? Not much I can do but pay attention and bide my time. But I’m looking into things. You know I said he worked deep? Well, it’s deep enough that the files are barred and locked down.‍>She paused. <‍Mostly.‍>
Torrey swung his bat round, sending a ball flying past his opponent’s head‌—‌a poor shot, especially for someone who spent most of his free time at the table. There was a staccato burst of laughter, harsh in the stillness, and Torrey glared at Wynne.
<‍What do you know?‍> Ryann asked.
<‍Know? Nothing. But there are rumours. Looks like Daman’s involved with some kind of clandestine lattice research. Some project called Golem.‍>
<‍Nice name.‍>
<‍That’s what I thought. Not exactly comforting connotations. It’s probably not the official title, just whatever the snoops are calling it.‍>
<‍Which tells us more about what they think than the project itself.‍> Of course, that formless group of hackers, idealists and anarchists weren’t above embroidering the truth, but there was usually some basis for their mumblings. And if a rumour developed its own name, it was serious.
Golem. The name brought images of Cathal rising like some undead thing, but then she saw him as he was, silent and still in quarantine, covered by a sheet, the monster’s mask all that was visible.
But Cathal was‌—‌had been‌—‌a person. A golem was a creature created for a purpose, the inanimate given the semblance of life.
She shuddered. <‍Daman’s definitely connected with Golem?‍> The name came out worryingly easily.
<‍Definitely possible.‍>
<‍Which explains his attitude to Cathal.‍>
<‍It explains his attitude to a lot of things. But not what he intends. Or what we can do about it.‍>
Torrey missed a shot, and the group at the table snorted. Torrey turned to them, waving his bats in the air, and said something, the words lost over the distance. Wynne stood, arms raised, her brow furrowed and her head jutted forward.
<‍So we know he’s going to push for a take-over,‍> Ryann sussed, keeping her eyes on Torrey and Wynne. <‍We don’t know when, or how. And the situation with the shades is worsening. That about it?‍>
<‍Pretty much. If things remain static, we’re fine for a few months, even if no more supplies come down from Metis. But that depends on your definition of fine. And ignores Daman. And his side-kick.‍>
It was easy to ignore Murdoch, because he always seemed to be in Daman’s shadow. Ryann must have seen him a dozen times, and heard him on more than one occasion, but she couldn’t remember what he looked like or the sound of his voice.
Torrey dropped his bats on the table, the sound echoing across the rec hall. He stepped towards Wynne. Someone‌—‌Ryann recognised him as Eljin, a pilot on Haven for about a month now, not someone she knew well‌—‌grabbed his shoulder, pulling him back. But he shrugged the hand off, and leaned in to Wynne. She didn’t flinch away. The others from the table formed an arc around her, backing her up.
<‍And that ignores internal tension,‍> Ryann sussed. <‍You seeing what’s happening over there too?‍>
Voices were raised, and words reached across the rec hall, something about monsters and how they should all be destroyed. Even though Wynne was almost a head shorter than Torrey, she squared up to him.
<‍Can’t miss it. Back me up.‍> Arela rose, and Ryann followed her across the hall.
But they were not in time. Torrey reached out and pushed against Wynne’s shoulders, both hands forcing her back. She responded with a fist to his stomach, and he doubled over.
“Hey!” Arela shouted, and she ran, Ryann close behind. They only stopped when they stood between Wynne and Torrey.
Torrey straightened up, one hand against his stomach. Wynne kept a fist clenched, and she breathed deeply. Ryann knew she could let fly again at the slightest provocation.
“What’s going on?” Arela demanded, hands on her hips. Her face was stern, and she met everyone’s eyes, even those watching from the sidelines, with a cold, hard determination.
“Bloody idiot wants to kill us all,” Wynne said.
“I’m not the one trying to justify murder.” Torrey muttered the words, glancing at Wynne before returning to meet Arela’s gaze.
“They’re monsters,” Wynne said before Arela could utter a word. She glared at Torrey. “You let them wake, and you know what will happen.”
“They’re contained.” This was from Eljin, and he sounded nervous. “And who says they’re monsters?”
“‘Course they are! Just like the shades.” Wynne stepped towards Torrey’s friend, and her arm tensed.
“Enough!” Arela raised her hands, palms out. “Explain. One at a time. Wynne first. Talk.”
Wynne moved to look round Arela, but the chief shifted, blocking the woman’s line of sight. She sighed, and her fist unclenched.
“It’s those things in quarantine. They’re bad news. Everyone knows what’s happening. They’re not human any more, and when they wake up, they’re going to be hungry. And we’re going to be the food! How the hell can we justify keeping them alive? They should be‌…‌I don’t know, destroyed. Or kicked out. Let the bloody shades look after their own.”
Wynne’s face was red, and her fingers curled round into fists once more. She opened her mouth a couple of times, but clearly there was no more she could add.
“Torrey. Speak.”
“She’s inhuman. She has absolutely no compassion. What would she think, if one of those shades bit her? Would she be okay about being killed, just because she’s infected? She calls them monsters, but as far as I can see, she’s the monster. She’s the one who wants to murder others in their beds.”
“Yeah? I’m a monster for wanting to protect myself?”
“They’re no danger. They’re in quarantine, and we’ve got this damn bright light everywhere now. You’re sick!”
“People! Watch your words.”
Ryann heard everyone breathing as they looked at one another and then, in the case of both Torrey and Wynne, to the ground. It was Torrey who broke the silence.
“Sorry. It’s just‌…‌Brikita’s up there, and she’s a friend. She’s been bitten, but she’s still Brikita. And we don’t know what’s happening, do we? We don’t even know when they’ll wake. We can’t throw them away. It’s‌…‌it’s wrong.”
Of course it was. Cathal still existed, as did Brikita, and the others. Deep down, they were still friends and colleagues. Of course they couldn’t turn their backs on the infected.
“But we can’t risk it!” Wynne spoke through clenched teeth.
“And we’re not,” Arela said. “The area around quarantine is burning sol, just like everywhere else in Haven. Whatever happens, our colleagues in quarantine are contained. We’re monitoring the situation. We want what’s best and right for everyone.”
“But we don’t know.” Wynne glared at Arela.
“We don’t. And so we learn. We don’t make rash decisions.”
“What about rash indecisions?”
That surprised Ryann, and there was a moment where Arela almost flinched. Wynne had her hands‌—‌fists‌—‌planted on her hips now, in imitation of Arela’s earlier stance. Or maybe it was in mockery.
“This isn’t easy, Wynne. There are no clear answers.” Arela lowered her arms. “But the situation is as contained as we can manage. I wouldn’t do anything to endanger the lives in Haven. Any lives.”
No-one could fail to notice the stress on ‘any’.
One of the group around the table rose. “Come on, Wynne. We need to get ready for training.”
“That’s fifteen minutes.”
“We can run through some prelims in the corridor. Hit the arena hard.”
Wynne nodded. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Arela. “So we don’t know everything. But I hear the shades have a weak spot.” She brought a hand round to her collar. “Back of the neck, right? Lattice’s focal node.” Her eyes flickered towards Ryann. “That right?”
<‍You want to take this one?‍> Arela sussed.
<‍How do you want me to play it?‍>
<‍Stick to the truth, but don’t raise her hopes. I don’t want her getting any more ideas.‍>
“I’ve seen it myself,” Ryann said. “But it didn’t kill the shade. We still had to use sol.”
“But it weakened it. And if the knife cut deep enough, or stayed there for long enough, it might have killed the shade. Right?”
“Possibly.”
Wynne nodded. “So that’s what we aim for. Back of the neck.” She turned to her friends. “We train. Then, when those things wake up, we’re ready.” She glared at Torrey, then strode from the rec hall, her friends following.
Ryann felt the tension fall back. Torrey swallowed. “Thanks,” he said.
“I shouldn’t have to step in like this,” Arela said. “You lost control. You should have walked away.”
“But what she was saying‌…‌I couldn’t let that go. Not when Brikita’s‌…”
“I don’t care. I won’t allow senseless fights.”
“She wants to kill them!”
“I know. And I understand. They do pose a potential danger. But I have friends in quarantine, too, and I don’t want to see them go unless there is no other option. Understand?”
Torrey nodded.
“I need to do what’s right for everyone, and I don’t need distractions. So I suggest you get back to your game.”
By the games table, Eljin held Torrey’s bats out, handles forward.
“And put a bit of effort into it,” Arela said. “The way you’re playing, I reckon I’d wipe the floor with you.”
A smile cracked on Torrey’s face. His eyes opened wide for a moment, and Ryann caught the twitch in Arela’s face. Then Torrey nodded, and turned back to the games table.
<‍You offered him a match?‍> Ryann sussed.
<‍If it takes his mind off Brikita, it seems the right thing to do.‍>
<‍But it’s not a permanent fix.‍>
<‍Nothing is. Little secret, Ryann‌—‌running a place like Haven doesn’t need someone who believes they have all the answers, just someone willing to make decisions.‍>They started walking back to their table, and Ryann wondered if Arela’s coffee would be cold yet. <‍Let me ask you something. If Cathal did turn into a shade, and he attacked you, would you let him take you or would you kill him?‍>
Was the choice that simple? Of course it was‌—‌if Cathal was as bloodthirsty as the other shades.
And honestly, the thought of going up against Cathal seemed ridiculous.
The whole situation was ridiculous.
<‍I don’t know.‍>
Arela smiled, but it was a melancholy expression, and there was sadness in her eyes.
<‍I feel like that most of the time,‍> she sussed. <‍Honestly, this job never gets any easier. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Especially not now.‍>






Brice had been in Doctor Regas’ room too many times recently. Usually, the medic ran a lattice check every few months, and maybe booked a second appointment if he needed to make some minor tweaks. But Brice had been here every single day since that last mission. He even felt like he was getting to know Lynet, the doctor’s assistant. A couple of times she’d even smiled at him.
She did so again, as he opened the door to the outer room. “Brice,” she said, like she was checking his name off a list‌—‌and she probably was. “Doctor Regas is ready for you.” She held the door wide and waved Brice through.
He was always Doctor Regas, never Kerwin. The lattice specialist was old-school, always immaculately dressed as if he’d stepped from another time, even down to the tidy goatee he wore.
“Ah, Brice Carras,” he said, using Brice’s full name as usual, like it was a label and nothing more. “One of the most fascinating conundrums to present itself to me in many a year. So good to see you, young man.” His eyes dipped to Brice’s bandaged arm. “And you’ve been in the wars, I see. I understand from my colleague Doctor Kallis that you survived another close encounter with one of our creatures of the night. And all without a fully-functioning lattice.”
“Just a scratch,” Brice heard himself saying, and found his hand rubbing the bandage. “Turi says it’ll be fine.”
“And so modest.” Doctor Regas glanced at Lynet. “I suppose that makes this young man something of a charmer, hmm?” He smiled, and Lynet’s cheeks reddened before she turned to examine some piece of equipment by her side.
The doctor turned back to Brice. “Please forgive me. I can be an intolerable tease sometimes. But to business. We’ll run through the preliminaries, as usual. You still hear the sussurations of others, yes?” Brice nodded. “Yet you cannot communicate in return.” Brice shook his head. “And your body‌—‌you cannot read any data through your lattice concerning your functions?”
“None at all. Just like before, if I try pushing, it’s like bouncing off a rubber mat. And my lenses are still down.”
“Hmm. What if someone sends you data directly?”
Brice shrugged. “If it’s going in, I can’t read it.”
“And yet you’ve previously reported ‘feelings of warmth’, I believe you referred to them as, and you are convinced this indicates that your lattice is still active.”
“Correct.”
This was routine now, and Brice let his eyes wander around the room. Doctor Regas had moved the tilting chair so that it was side-on to the door now. Brice thought he preferred it as it was, facing the door. Better for making a quick getaway if the medic started messing about with scalpels.
“So we have no apparent change.” The doctor spoke as if this was what he expected. “Take a seat, and we’ll connect you.”
Brice sat, his body easing into the soft leather. He rested his head back, and felt cool air as Lynet slid the panel across and attached the pad to his lattice’s central node, at the base of his neck. The pad felt slightly moist, as did the others‌—‌one either side of his forehead, and a couple more on his chest. He thought maybe Lynet undid his shirt quicker than usual.
She returned to her station, and tapped at a screen. It had always seemed strange, to Brice, how so much checking of lattices was done through external tech.
“I believe we are prepared,” Doctor Regas said from some unspoken signal from Lynet. “Do you feel anything?”
Brice nodded. There was the familiar tingle of the feedback loop. Doctor Regas had explained this, vaguely, as an indication that the equipment was reading Brice’s lattice and body.
“Hmmm.” Doctor Regas rubbed one hand over his chin. “Preliminary stats are as I would expect for someone in your condition. Vitals strong, above normal for the injury sustained. The usual discrepancies. Yes, much is as I predicted.”
“That’s good, right?”
“That depends on my prediction, surely. To offer a crude example, the predicted outcome for a patient with a fatal wound is not good.”
“My wound is fatal?” Brice thought of those puncture marks, and he wanted to scratch under the bandage. He wasn’t turning, not like Cathal and the other infected, but he kept on expecting to see that black, leather-like hide start spreading from under the gauze.
Doctor Regas waved a hand. “Oh, please forgive me. I never meant that to be taken so literally. I only intended to highlight how predictions are merely an extrapolation from existing data.” He glanced at Lynet, who turned her back on Brice and prepared something he couldn’t see. “But improved predictions require a greater amount of data.”
“You want to run the tests again.” Brice sighed.
“That might be instructive, but I would like to push our understanding further. This procedure is not, I must admit, standard practice, but your case can hardly be described as standard, yes? It is unique, and so its study requires methods that lean towards the unorthodox.”
Brice’s concerns must have shown, because Doctor Regas smiled and waved a hand. “Oh, do not worry, Mister Carras. I assure you these methods are safe. We will be monitoring constantly, and have safeguards in place. And, of course, we will not proceed without your express consent.”
But Brice knew that was a formality only. If he didn’t agree, and Doctor Regas thought the procedure‌—‌whatever the hell it was‌—‌necessary, he’d over-ride Brice. Technically, the lattice belonged to the company anyway.
“You’re the expert,” Brice said. “Do whatever you need to.”
“I thank you for your confidence. So, we will begin. Without getting into the fascinating intricacies, I intend to push your lattice in an unconventional manner, and I would like you to talk through any and all sensations you experience.”
“You can’t take readings?”
“Of course. And they will be vital in our understanding. But I have certain theories, and to test these I wish to understand fully how you perceive what is happening. I feel it will be most instructive to monitor any differences between the actual effects of the push and your perceptions of them. Does that make sense?”
Brice shrugged. “I suppose. So you want me to talk all the time?”
“Precisely. Are we ready?”
Brice nodded. Doctor Regas raised one eyebrow. “Yes. I’m ready.”
That thin smile returned, and the doctor glanced to his assistant. She disappeared behind Brice, and he heard her clothing rustle as she bent down by his head.
“Okay, the back of my neck’s warm now. Not unpleasant. Kind of like a hand rubbing it. No, wait‌—‌the pressure’s lifting now.” He was conscious of the pads on his body, especially the ones on his head as he furrowed his brow. But there was one he could no longer feel. “The pad still attached back there? I can’t feel it anymore.”
“It’s fine, Mister Carras. You’re doing wonderfully. Just keep on describing everything you sense.”
Brice nodded, and the room swayed for a moment. Maybe his wound was making him tired.
“Okay. The warmth seems to be spreading, and‌…‌yes, it’s burrowing deeper. Feels relaxing. Like deep muscle massages.” He smiled. “You could charge a fortune for this, Doc.”
Doctor Regas raised one eyebrow, and only then did Brice realise that calling the man ‘Doc’ wasn’t normal. But the name had slipped out before Brice could stop it.
“The warmth is spreading round my neck. It feels a bit like hands now.” He shut his eyes. “If I concentrate, I can tell my heart-rate’s rising. Don’t know if that’s because I feel a bit nervous. Hands round my neck‌—‌that’s not pleasant.”
“You’re perfectly safe. Keep going.”
“Right. The warmth is spreading now, so it’s not like hands any more. It’s running through my body, and it’s growing weaker as it does so. And there’s something else. It’s‌…‌it’s like a message. Or maybe a signal. Seems to be searching for something. And‌…‌there’s pain now.”
“Describe the pain.”
“Just‌…‌pain. It’s not uncomfortable, though. More of an annoyance, like an itch. And it’s moving around. No, it’s settled. But‌…‌it’s hard to pinpoint. It feels unreal, but real, like a dream. Like when you know you’re dreaming, but you’re certain you’re not. The pain’s like that‌—‌there and not there at the same time.” He laughed. “This an illusion? A physical hallucination?”
“An interesting phrase. I may have to store that for future use. But please concentrate. We will push further now.”
<‍First spike, please.‍>
Brice shouldn’t have heard that. Doctor Regas wouldn’t suss something like that and let everyone hear. Even with a functioning lattice, there was no way Brice could have tapped into a private link.
This had happened before, back when his lattice first started playing up. He had heard Cathal and Ryann in private conversation, as clearly as if they were saying the words straight into his ears. And since then, at odd times, Brice thought he caught phrases from those around. Sometimes they didn’t seem to be aimed at anyone in particular, and Brice felt that he was listening in to a person’s own thoughts.
All impossible, of course. And he heard no response from Lynet.
The sensations within Brice changed.
“You’re sending something else. It’s‌…‌it’s travelling fast. Like it’s following that message thing. And‌…‌goddamn, what is that? It’s like something squeezing my chest. Hell, what are you doing to me?” He took a couple of short breaths, forcing his abdominals in to try to quench the agony.
“Talk. Tell me everything.”
Talk through this?
“Like a sucker punch, but won’t let up. I‌…‌hard to breathe. Pain across‌…‌across skin, but deeper too. Pushing down. Warm. Red-hot.” Brice felt his eyes tighten, like his stomach. He rose, hands across his belly, and he twisted to one side.
“Stay in your seat, please.”
Brice turned on his side, trying to bring his knees up. He screamed. At least he thought he did. The agony wouldn’t let up. And he felt‌…
He felt his lattice fight back. That was the warmth‌—‌not the blow, or whatever it was, but his own body’s response. Whatever this spike was, his lattice was rejecting it.
He dived, into the signals that ran under his skin, following them to the source. It was like a blazing white trail, like the pumping of his muscles only a hundred times more intense. And that was the pain he felt‌—‌lactic acid build-up, strain on tendons. It wasn’t something pummelling his body, but his own muscles squeezing. It wasn’t so much a punch as the reaction to a punch.
Brice felt a fist tighten, and he willed the hand to move back before striking hard, into his own stomach. There was the sharp stab of pain, and for a moment he forgot the agony within. But only for a moment. The external had no chance of competing with the internal.
And that was the answer.
Brice remembered how it felt to run through his lattice, pulling readings from his body. He imagined himself doing that, now, and he felt the surge that ran through him. It seemed to be everywhere, with no specific root. It hurt everywhere, and Brice knew he needed to go deeper. Not to the hurt‌—‌because there was no wound, no physical damage‌—‌but to the pain.
He ran along his nerves, like he knew exactly what he was doing. Beneath the lattice, leaping through his abdominals, finding a myelin sheath, searching for a synapse. Running up, through his spine, like racing along a tunnel. He pulled in energy‌—‌he didn’t know how, but he managed anyway. He raced past his own neck, past that cold spot where Lynet was tampering with his focal node.
And then he reached the source of the pain. He reached where he felt.
And his stomach muscles relaxed. The weight lifted.
The pain disappeared, and Brice lay back in the chair. He moved his hand away from his midriff, and he expected to see blood. But there was only sweat, cooling as he regained control of his body.
Doctor Regas stroked his chin, then glanced behind Brice. Lynet rose‌—‌Brice heard her clothing again, along with her heavy breathing.
<‍That’s not possible!‍> she sussed.






The Deck was always busy now. With so few missions going out, people were actually volunteering to help get the Hermes fixed.
Keelin walked across from the other Hermes, the one she was using as a base. Her lattice remained connected to it‌—‌that gave her some kind of grounding, at least‌—‌but she still didn’t like leaving. She felt too exposed out here, and there was too much noise.
“Feeling refreshed?” Ula asked when Keelin stepped through the hatch. Ula was checking the door controls, although Keelin knew she’d be monitoring everything going on in the craft. This was her project, after all.
“Not too bad. Sorry for earlier.”
Ula shrugged. “These things happen. Strange times.” She gave Keelin a smile, which was friendly in a kind of forced way. “After what you went through, I’m amazed you haven’t been shipped off to Metis for a psyche exam.”
“Maybe that’s what I need.” Although Keelin didn’t want to leave. This was her home, and Metis was too far away.
“Nah. Not a tough thing like you.” Ula slapped Keelin between her shoulders, and for a moment Keelin thought the pilot was going to pull her in for a hug. “Anyway, what do you fancy working on?”
“Priorities?”
“All needs doing. Your choice.”
Keelin pulled up the list in her lattice. “Jettison? That looks pretty straightforward.”
“Logged.” The Jettison item blinked red, and the words ‘in progress’ appeared beside it. “Go knock yourself out.”
“Thanks.”
“And maybe see you for a drink in the rec hall later?”
Where the hell did that come from?
“Maybe.” Keelin smiled, to show Ula that she was considering it, even though they both knew she’d hide on the other Hermes as soon as the job was done. “I’ll see how I feel.”
Keelin walked into the Hermes and headed to Jettison. At one point, she’d learnt in her history studies, it would have been called an escape pod, or a life-raft (and wasn’t that a strange term?). But now it was simply Jettison. When things went too far south, crew would jettison themselves and leave the Hermes to fend for itself. Of course, it only worked when the craft was transporting goods, but some of the newer models had the hold double as a Jettison, so passengers could be ejected too.
On Haven they never got the new stuff. This model was older than Keelin, and should’ve been decommissioned years ago.
She’d heard that Daman blamed some kind of fault for his poor landing, but Keelin thought it was nothing more than his terrible piloting.
Jettison was down a short corridor near the aft of the craft. Keelin opened the hatch and squeezed through. The interior was cramped‌—‌these things weren’t designed for comfort‌—‌and pulled down one of the benches. Space for about five people at a squeeze, with five more on the bench opposite, as long as they interlocked knees. At least with the straps, each person could be held in place, and neck-braces made it possible to sleep. Possible, but not probable.
The only time Keelin had used one for real, and not just in a virtual mock-up, was in training. They had to experience it to pass. After five minutes, that close to so many others, Keelin had wanted out. After half an hour she was no longer thinking straight. And the rest of the three hours were a blur. Or maybe she simply didn’t want to remember.
Even with one person, the place felt claustrophobic, and Keelin connected with her lattice and closed her eyes. At least she could call up some external sensors and see signs of life. That was one thing they hadn’t been able to do in training. They were in space, with nothing but a few stars, a planet and two satellites to focus on. She preferred to look at the blank faces of the other trainees rather than the expansive nothingness of space.
She sat and watched the outside of the Hermes for a moment. A few mechs worked on the top of the craft, dangling from wires and tossing tools between themselves as they spun. Others used gantries or worked from ground level. Occasionally there was the flare of a burner or welder, and sparks flew from the underside of one of the engines. Keeling recalled the schedule‌—‌that would be someone fixing the outer casing for second retro, the one that had become furred.
But she couldn’t sit and watch all day. Keelin connected to Jettison’s systems, running initial diagnostic automatically and reading the figures that ran across her lenses. As the schedule details had indicated, major functions were fine. Maybe some sub-systems could do with tweaking, but nothing important. Those kind of adjustments could even be done on the fly. Some pilots actually preferred a less-than-perfect escape, simply because tuning the systems gave them something to do.
The clearest concern was with the atmos controls. The gas mix was coming through skewed‌—‌nothing dangerous, just slightly less oxygen than normal. Some systems, especially older ones, ran at sub-twenty for oxygen anyway; another of those throwbacks to older times, when propulsion systems and oxygen could be a dangerous mix. Some of the stories she’d heard were horrendous, and the fatality rate amongst those early pilots and techs was far too high.
But she’d prefer to go in an instant fireball than be savaged by a shade.
No! Keelin wouldn’t think of them. She was safe in Haven. Sol burnt in every room in every pod. The doorways and hatches were all sealed, with extra security routines running. Crews watched external sensor readings and footage in real time, and every movement was recorded and analysed.
<‍How’s it looking, Keelin?‍> Ula’s voice dragged Keelin back to the Jettison. <‍You got a timeframe yet?‍>
<‍Doesn’t look too bad,‍> Keelin sussed, running through the diagnostic results as quick as she could. <‍No firm time yet. Could be ten minutes, could be a couple of hours.‍>
<‍No rush. Keep me informed, yeah?‍>
<‍Of course.‍>
Keelin followed the atmos schematic, running through the tubing with her lattice. One of the tubes was rubbing against a section of the outer casing, and she made a note to reattach it to the runner. But that wasn’t a major issue, and there was nothing really wrong with the physical system.
So the problem must be in the tech. The records showed a calibration before it left Metis, and that could explain it‌—‌they ran a slightly different atmos mix up there, so maybe someone input the wrong figures. Unlikely, but you never knew.
She set up a deep check, running a few of the routines she’d developed herself. They were more suited to a Proteus‌—‌her Proteus‌—‌but they’d work fine as a starting point.
Her Proteus. She hadn’t felt that craft for almost two weeks now. Ryan said Arela had sent out a search, and they’d over-flown the area, but Keelin didn’t want to hear any more. She should have been on that mission. She should have been out there, doing what she could to free her poor baby from the bottom of the river.
But they hadn’t even told her of the mission. They thought it better for her to rest. As if that was even possible.
And then she thought of the other Proteus, the one Nyle flew in to rescue them. In her mind, she saw Nyle lying on the floor, a gaping wound in his neck. She saw the blanket in the middle of the cabin rise up as the creature beneath it turned her way. She remembered its angry hiss as it prepared to attack.
Keelin shuddered, pushing the memory from her mind. But the stench‌—‌the memory of the stench‌—‌lingered, turning her stomach.
Or maybe the atmos system in the Jettison was playing up more than she thought.
“Pull yourself together,” she said, her own voice sounding alien, all alone in this tiny space. But it did the job‌—‌it forced her back to reality.
The deep check was throwing up possibilities, and Keelin rated them for probability, creating a working list. Most of them indicated fluctuations over time, so it made sense to get a base reading. At the moment, the air in the Jettison was feeding in from the Hermes, so she sealed the hatch and disengaged all systems. To make the simulation more realistic, she switched to the Jettison’s own power.
The lights dimmed automatically, running on energy-saver. Keelin felt her heart beat faster, but she stilled it. There was nothing to be afraid of.
She checked readings. So far, no issues. And with only one person on board, it would be a while before the atmos system had to do something about the gas mix. At the moment it was set for an eighteen-point-five threshold, but readings showed twenty-point-eight.
Keelin ran a calculation, figuring on one small person breathing heavily. It would take too long for the atmosphere to reach the threshold without help, so she dove into the system and threw a switch.
And the sibilance filled the air. The hiss grew, deep and guttural. And hungry.
Keelin spun. The sound was right behind her. She leapt to her feet and she stepped back, to the bulkhead. Her head pressed against cold metal, and she stared into the shadows.
It was there. It was hiding.
Keelin backed further away, her eyes fixed on the panels where her head had been. The hissing continued, now sharper, and the echo surrounded her.
It had moved. It had circled her.
She turned, and something moved. A flicker, a glint.
<‍Keelin? You okay?‍>
She looked to the hatch, certain that Ula was on the other side.
<‍I‌…‌I’m fine.‍>
The hiss was moving again, and in the dimness shadows shifted.
<‍You sure? You need a break, girl?‍>
<‍I said I’m fine.‍>Was that too sharp? But she couldn’t let Ula open the hatch. Because if she did, the shade would get her. It would rush out, take Keelin, and then be on the other pilot.
Rush out from where?
She couldn’t see it. But it hid in the shadows. They all did.
And she’d heard hisses all around.
A ping sounded, and a red warning signal flashed up in Keelin’s lens. Red like blood.
Threshold had been reached.
And the hisses grew darker, deeper. Like they were waiting for something.
<‍Okay if I come in? Check how things are going, put a tick in this little box here? Gotta keep on top of the paperwork.‍>
<‍No! Screw the paperwork.‍> Did she say that last bit, or just think it? Oh, hell, she didn’t know. But Ula couldn’t come in!
Keelin reached for the hatch, grabbing the handle and leaning back.
But Ula was strong. She’d pull Keelin easily. And then the shades would jump out (from where?) and they’d attack, and then they’d kill everyone in Haven.
Which was protected by sol. As was the Hermes. As was everywhere except Jettison.
Keelin was alone. She could feel the shades studying her, watching and waiting. She could feel them closing in.
When Ula opened the hatch, there would be light.
Keelin released the handle, and her legs gave way. She dropped to the floor.
Something hissed in her ear, and Keelin rolled away, slamming into the upright bench. She might have cried out.
And the hatch opened.
<‍You okay?‍>
Wonderful bright sol flooded Jettison. Ula stood in the hatchway, the light like a halo all around her.
<‍Bit dark in here. You having a crafty sleep, girl?‍>
“Don’t come in!”
The silhouette stopped moving. Everything was silent.
Nothing hissed.
Keelin looked round, at the benches and the metal panels. She looked at the deck and the overhead.
There was nowhere for a shade to hide.
<‍The hell with that!‍> Ula bent down next to Keelin and brought her face in close. <‍You look like crap. What’s happening down here?‍> Ula looked around. <‍You fixing the atmos, or messing with it? Goddamn oxygen down to fifteen? You trying to…‍>
She didn’t finish the sentence, but Keelin could. A sealed space, with oxygen levels falling, and Keelin probably on medical watchlists. She couldn’t blame Ula for believing Keelin was trying to suffocate herself.
And now Keelin understood. The hissing sound was the atmos controls changing the levels. Of course there were no shades in here.
“Sorry. I thought‌…‌I don’t know what I thought.”
Ula wrapped an arm around Keelin’s shoulders and pulled her in tight. Keelin allowed herself to be smothered by Ula.
“Hey, don’t worry about it. You had an episode. That’s what Turi calls it, right? Just like a nightmare. Hell, after what you went through, you’re lucky to come out with only nightmares. But you’re okay now. Nothing’s going to get you in here.”
Keelin nodded, her eyes streaming. Relief, she told herself. And it was just a nightmare. Just her imagination. Just like the blanket in the rec hall, and the creaking door to the stores. There were no shades hiding in here. They were all outside Haven.
And in her head.
“I think I need a break,” she said.
“You need a holiday.” Ula released Keelin and stood, one hand out. “But that ain’t going to happen, so go grab a break. As long as you need.”
Keelin took the hand, and Ula pulled her up. Strong. But not strong enough to fight off a shade.
“Thanks.”
Keelin didn’t look back as she climbed out of Jettison. She walked through the Hermes with her head down, not trusting herself to speak or even look at anyone. She crossed the Deck to the older Hermes. Her home. Not her baby, but it would do.
She entered and double-sealed the hatch.






Doctor Regas watched Brice like someone might watch a struggling creature, one that didn’t warrant help. There wasn’t any malice in his expression, but nor was there empathy. To the doctor, Brice was simply a subject.
<‍Doctor, I’m‌…‌I’m uncomfortable.‍> Lynet’s private suss wavered in Brice’s mind. She stepped round, away from his head. Like she didn’t want to be near him. Like he was infected.
<‍That is understandable. I believe I made it clear that this case was unique.‍>
<‍But I can hardly believe what just happened. How can he do that?‍>
Doctor Regas tilted his head, still watching Brice.
<‍Store your thoughts and feelings for a later discussion. I have matters to discuss with our intriguing anomaly. I would appreciate it if you could tidy away with all due haste.‍>
<‍Of course.‍>
Brice pretended he could hear none of this, and closed his eyes in case they gave him away. He should admit to the doctor what was happening, but how could he admit to hearing private conversations? Doctor Regas might send Brice back up to Metis for a total overhaul. Maybe they’d remove his lattice, if such a thing was even possible.
Lynet removed the pads from Brice’s body, then rubbed each spot with a wipe that left an alcohol coolness on his skin. He opened his eyes and smiled at her. She flinched‌—‌or maybe that was his imagination‌—‌and he looked away.
Doctor Regas was still watching him, head to one side and hand stroking his chin.
<‍Do you need me for anything else, Doctor?‍>
<‍I don’t believe so, Miss Barba. If you could make a note of your personal thoughts, then read up on my next patient, I would be most appreciative. Thank you for your assistance.‍>
<‍Of course.‍>
She nodded to Brice, and he returned the gesture as she pulled open the door and left for the outer room.
Doctor Regas waited a moment longer before speaking. “I apologise for putting you through that, Mister Carras, but it was most instructive. Tell me, what happened at the end? Once you bent over, you stopped your commentary.”
Brice wanted to laugh. “I had other things to worry about.”
“That is quite understandable. From the readings we took, there was a great deal of activity occurring within. But can you describe it to me now?”
Brice said as much as he could. He explained how he’d tried to fight the pain, before reaching up into his own brain. The words were stilted, and Brice felt ridiculous. It was like some crappy psychological horror, the kind of thing he watched when he was younger. None of it sounded remotely plausible.
But the doctor listened to every word. Brice knew he was recording too, storing everything to analyse in greater detail later. Not for the first time, Brice felt like a test subject, like a lab-rat.
“And our conversation at the end,” Doctor Regas said when Brice finished. “What did you make of that?”
“What conversation?”
Doctor Regas responded with a raised eyebrow. Brice hadn’t noticed before how the two brows met in the middle, very faintly, or how they arched up, almost forming a point when he raised one. It was like an arrow-head pointing to his mind.
“This conversation?” Brice asked, no longer wanting the doctor’s attention. He needed to be elsewhere‌—‌anywhere else. All this probing and questioning, and there was only one conclusion‌—‌his lattice was screwed.
The doctor waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter. But I have a few more questions concerning your earlier experience. First, how did you know to reach inside like that?”
It was a good question. Brice answered slowly, searching for his words. “Because the pain was not from an external source.”
“But if the signal was set up to mimic an external blow, how would you know any different?”
“Because it is possible to see through illusion.”
“Possibly. But I will accept that for the moment. So why did you move from the sensation to the mind?”
Brice saw where the doctor was going with this, and he gave the expected answer. “Because pain is a signal for the body to do something. It is a call for action rather than a part of whatever blow or wound has been inflicted.”
“And…?”
“And if there has been no physical blow, the pain can be stopped by reaching the message and cutting it off.”
“Are we talking self-control here, or something deeper?”
Brice was starting to tire of this cat-and-mouse game. “I think you know the answer to that one. Self-control on a deeper level. That’s what you’re getting at, right?”
The doctor nodded. “You have a sharp mind, Brice Carras. Or maybe this is something you have been pondering for some time? I would imagine you have been trying to understand, ever since your lattice first started‌…‌acting differently.”
“You mean since it got screwed up by the lightning?” Of course the doctor knew about that mission, when Brice had been joined to the Proteus at the moment the lightning struck. As far as he could tell, that was when things started going wrong.
“Maybe. Or maybe it was always different, and the lightning was just a catalyst.”
“So the company messed up when they tweaked it? This is Kaiahive’s screw-up?”
“Why does it have to be a mistake?”
He had to ask? Of course it was a mistake. Kaiahive triggered lattices to enhance natural abilities, because they wanted the best. They wanted every employee to reach their potential in a very real way. They wouldn’t want that to go wrong. It made Brice a liability‌—‌something others were not slow to point out.
And Brice was starting to believe them. He was still strong‌—‌even without his lattice, he could beat some of the techs with ease. And he had trained himself to travel dark, so he knew he was not useless. But he couldn’t suss, and he couldn’t pull up data like everyone else. He didn’t have functioning lenses, so he had to rely on external light. And his lattice was still glitching. It hadn’t happened so far, but what if someone died because Brice’s lattice decided to play up at the wrong moment?
“I understand that this must be hard for you, Mister Brice, and I am impressed with the stoical attitude you portray. But we do need to get to the root of this issue. If there is no conflict with Doctor Tallis, I would request further tests.”
“You want to attack me again?”
Doctor Regas tilted his head. “That felt like an attack?”
Brice shrugged. “You shoved a message into me. You forced some spike into my mind. You invaded me. So yes, that felt like an attack.”
“But I am a scientist, Mister Carras. I must examine in order to understand, and sometimes those examinations may seem severe. But if we are to understand precisely what is happening to you, we need to push forward.”
Of course Brice understood that. “So what do we know so far?” he asked, pushing his anger to one side.
“Not nearly enough. There is very little I can be certain of, and so whatever I tell you‌…‌well, I may be wrong.” He smiled. “I know, I know. It does happen on occasions, even to the best of us.” He gave a little half-bow, like this was a performance.
“So what are your‌…‌theories?”
The smile faded, and the doctor’s chest rose high before falling. “In layman’s terms, your lattice is becoming a part of you.”
“That’s good, right? That’s what it’s meant to do.”
“Things are more complicated than they appear, my young friend. The body is a highly-evolved machine. When we meddle, we do not always realise the possible side-effects of our actions. Often, a body will reject intrusions, no matter how well-meaning they are. Back in the dark ages of surgery, bodies would often reject what was implanted to save them.”
That made sense, and Brice recalled hearing something similar before, probably when he was a kid.
“Tell me, Mister Brice‌—‌how does a lattice work? Just a simple sentence will suffice. At its root, what does a lattice do?”
Brice thought for a moment, then repeated a line that felt like a quote, although he couldn’t name the source. “The lattice sits beneath the skin and works in symbiosis with the body and the mind, enhancing what is already there.” He felt he should add more, and so he continued. “It also provides a means for the body to align itself with other technology, like lenses.”
“Text-book answer. Good to know someone was paying attention to their training. And you’re right. In essence, the lattice is an extra layer. It is not a part of the body, but we are able to fool the body into accepting its presence. It feels like a part of us, and it responds just as an arm or a leg does. We talk, or we suss, and neither feels strange. We feel heat, and we feel the lattice’s response to that heat. But‌—‌and this is important‌—‌it is not a part of our body. It is an intruder. We have merely conditioned our bodies to accept this intruder as benign.”
“Makes sense. Think they told us that, back in training. Maybe before.”
“Of course. Everyone knows it. Although we choose to ignore it, because it raises some awkward questions.” The doctor paused, and waved one finger at Brice. “But you, Mister Brice, are different. Your lattice, as I said before, is becoming a part of you.”
“What, like my body’s accepting it without needing to be tricked?”
“Not quite. It’s still an alien. But it’s‌…‌I was going to say breaking down, but that is perhaps an unfortunate choice of words. No, your lattice is becoming embedded at a deeper level. All lattices embed, of course, but that is through subtle connections to existing structures‌—‌muscles and nerves and so on. Those connections bridge the gap between body and invader. But in your case, those connections are changing. Your lattice is forging links at a biological, cellular level. It’s almost as if‌…‌no, that is a theory too far. Let us simply leave it at that. Your lattice is becoming a part of your body.”
Brice thought back to that spike, and how he’d been able to travel internally to the point of physical pain. It had almost felt like travelling along his lattice, but at a deeper level, like he’d travelled through his body, even through bone. It was like his whole body was the lattice.
Brice knew he had to ask. “Is my lattice becoming part of my body, or is my body becoming part of my lattice?”
He looked hard at the doctor. The man exhaled audibly, and his brow furrowed. His emotions became clear to Brice. There was confusion, and‌…‌yes, anger at this confusion. Doctor Regas didn’t like not being in control. He liked a challenge, but only one he could solve.
And there was fear, also. Fear of the shades, but that was common, and Brice ignored that. He focused on the fear Doctor Regas had of‌…‌Brice himself.
“You are unique, Mister Brice,” he said eventually. “I have never seen anything like this. There are similarities to archival cases, but nothing so intense.” He swallowed. “I cannot give you the answers you want. At least, not yet. That is why I want more sessions. That is why I need to study what is happening to you.”
“So you can spike me again?” Brice smiled, trying to show it was a joke. But the doctor wasn’t in a joking mood.
“Please trust me. I have no intention of harming you, but sometimes I must probe. I am sure you understand.”
Brice caught something else, too. He didn’t know if the suss was aimed at him, or if Doctor Regas was thinking to himself, but the words came through clearly.
<‍And I don’t believe I’ve used the term spike out loud.‍>






The darkness covered him, wrapping itself around him like a shroud, like his own cocoon.
Slowly, he noticed things.
He lay on his back, and air washed over his face. Most of the time it was cool and sterile. But sometimes it was warm, and there was a hint of something exotic, something exciting. It enticed him like the rich aromas of a fine meal.
And, yes, he was hungry.
But the emptiness was not in his stomach. That felt small now, and he did not suffer from a lack of that kind of food. Rather, his body felt weary, run down. Maybe unenergised was a better word. He knew that, if he could take some energy, his limbs would respond, and he would gain control of himself.
When the exciting presence was in the room, so tantalising he could taste it, he followed its path. Over time, he discerned a pattern. It would waft up from his feet, and then it would come close, either to his left or to his right. Sometimes it would become almost overpowering, pressing down and enticing him with a painful intensity that urged him to leap out and take in this wonderful energy.
But he could not move, and the flavour in the air would drift on. Maybe it would circle him, or maybe it would remain at one side for a while. But eventually it would go. The source of that taste would leave him, and the trace in the air would evaporate.
It was painful to focus on those fading aromas, but he’d do it anyway. He forced himself to linger on the trace, and to learn all he could of it.
It came from a being. Of that, he was certain. The energy he felt was life itself. And this being approached, examined him, and then left.
He was being studied, then. But he could study too. He could learn.
Time passed. There was no day or night in the darkness, only an increasing need to feed, to take in energy.
The taste in the air was subtly different at times, and he grew to understand that there were in fact two beings. One was more frequent, and came closer. This one burnt with a deep, rich flavour, like a fine steak that had been marinating for many hours. The other held back, but the taste surrounding it was bursting with energy and flavour. If the first was a fine meal, the second was an energy-rich snack.
And his hunger grew.
For long periods, the beings left him alone in the stale air. Then, he focused on himself. He reached deep within, calling on his body to talk to him, because that felt like a thing he’d done at one time. And as he focused, he grew more aware of his body. There was latent strength in his long arms and legs, and he yearned to release it. He wanted to run, to jump, to climb. He wanted the thrill of the hunt, to pit his body against others and use his control and power.
But not yet. All power was a potential, awaiting energy and recovery.
Recovery? Yes. He had been injured. Yet this did not feel like healing. It felt more like rebuilding, like an old building torn down and a new, better one erected in its place. Like an upgrade.
He focused on his skin. It was covered in pores, and they constantly sucked in anything that crossed them. He tasted the air through them, and felt vibrations when one of the beings moved about. He sensed distance, and echoes, data returning after rebounding from solid objects. It reminded him of training, but he felt that he had not gone into any depth in this matter. Yet now, he could read the air with ease.
And it told him that his body was covered. There was a light material shrouding him up to his neck, and there was a slight increase in temperature underneath it. His body rested on a soft surface that moulded to his contours.
He tried to open his eyes, but he had none. At least, he didn’t seem to. The picture of his surroundings was not an image, but something else. He let the impressions from his pores build, and they became an understanding. He lay on a flat object that was raised from the floor. There was another flat surface, smaller, to his left, and the beings (especially the one with the richer taste) sometimes placed objects upon it.
Labels‌—‌words‌—‌came to him, and he knew he was on a bed, with a table to one side.
When the beings arrived or left, it was always from the same place. That must be a door, and to the side of this the vibrations in the air echoed harshly. He imagined a hard, smooth wall, but the way they rebounded was too slippery, too‌…‌too transparent.
So, the wall was glass. If the being prodded him in order to study, maybe there were more beings on the other side of the glass.
He thought of their energy, and he wondered what their traces would taste like.
But he had no way of knowing. The air did not pass through the glass, and so he could detect nothing on the far side. Instead, he concentrated on the room he was in.
It was a small room, with no soft furnishings. To his right, hard against a wall, was a tall, bulky structure, possibly some kind of storage unit. The beings never bothered with it, though. Instead, they used the table. Sometimes they brought in smaller objects, and then he’d feel the sheet being lifted from his body and pressure being applied to various places. On one occasion they stuck something to his chest, and his skin tingled. The tingling grew, as if a worm was trying to burrow into him. It spread out, wide and deep.
He pushed it away. Not physically, but internally. He detected the worm, and then he forced it out.
The being with the rich aroma became excited about that, a sharp tang growing in its trace. There was surprise, too. Maybe the being had pushed like that before, and only now was he strong enough to resist.
The beings removed the object from his chest and covered him with the sheet. He felt the bed rock as the sheet was tucked back in‌—‌this was the job of the second being. It came tantalisingly close, and he inhaled its exciting flavour, so full of energy. He longed to reach out and take the being, to consume that power. He yearned to have it rushing through his own body.
And then both beings were gone, leaving him alone.
Only he wasn’t alone.
He’d already detected the second bed, but only now did he realise there was another being in it. It gave off a trace, but there was not the richness of those testing him. This being was different. The energy it held was slow-moving, and he knew that indicated a deep sleep. There was a burning heat deep within, and when he pushed his focus towards this being, it felt like he was observing himself.
No, not himself, but someone similar. Someone very close, so close they could have been brothers. In a way, he felt that they were.
He pushed out, stretching his senses, and his body called out. He wanted to tell his brother that they were together now. He tried to say that this was a waking dream, and that soon they would emerge. Soon, their bodies would reach their potential, and they would be able to move.
And then they would feed.






Brice was on the firing range, down in the training rooms, when Murdoch appeared. He’d just scraped through a sixty percent hit rate with fifty percent distractions‌—‌not his best, even without his lattice connecting to the lash, but Brice put that down to the way his arm still ached.
The lash‌—‌the closest thing to a decent weapon the company allowed, if you ignored knives‌—‌was useless against shades, so there was no practical purpose in training with it. But it helped settle Brice’s mind. When he looked along the twin sights‌—‌no more pulling up crosshairs in his lenses, or syncing the lash to his eyes‌—‌it was like blinkers came down, and nothing else mattered. There were no shades, no puncture wounds on his arm, and no infected in quarantine. The only thing that mattered was the target, darting about between the fake leaves. The only consequence was a rise or a fall in the readings displayed on the screen above Brice’s head.
But Murdoch spoilt that serenity, and Brice logged his results and followed. Daman’s lackey took him up the stairwell, past the rec hall and on to the offices. He stopped a couple of doors down from Arela’s office, then flung it open and waved a hand to usher Brice through. He hadn’t spoken a word since telling Brice his presence was required at a meeting.
Those were his exact words‌—‌‘your presence is required at a meeting.’ He hadn’t used Brice’s name, or Daman’s. But who else would it be with? Murdoch was like the man’s servant or something. No wonder he never smiled.
Brice entered. Daman sat behind a desk, and the surface flickered as he turned off whatever he was looking at. Murdoch stood to one side, against the wall.
“Carras,” the man from Kaiahive said, like Brice’s name was something foul. “Sit.”
Brice did so, on the hard-backed chair on this side of the desk. He glanced towards Murdoch, and noticed a bulge on his left hip, just under his jacket. That must be a lash. And the way the man stood, Brice knew he’d reach for it the moment there was any sign of trouble.
But this was just a meeting. Nothing to be concerned about.
Daman sat back in his chair, his head to one side, and Brice shifted uncomfortably.
“The enigmatic Brice Carras. The hero of the messed-up mission. The freak with the fried lattice. Harris speaks highly of you, but I can’t see it myself.” He shrugged. “But I never trust trackers. Too emotional. Too ready to see the good in any situation.”
It took Brice a moment to realise Daman was talking about Ryann, and he felt a burst of anger. What right did this desk-jockey have to disparage someone like her?
Daman raised an eyebrow and turned to Murdoch. Brice almost caught the words they sussed‌—‌something about him being too attached, maybe. He took a breath and kept his gaze on Daman. The man had very small eyes, he noticed.
“And now, you’ve been attacked again, I see.” Daman waved a hand towards Brice’s arm, making him want to hide it behind the chair. “How is it?”
“Fine. Nothing serious.”
“Nothing serious.” Daman repeated the words like he didn’t believe them. “A passing scrape from claws, right?”
“Something like that.”
“Of course.”
<‍He’s obfuscating.‍>
The voice was Murdoch’s, a private suss. Again, Brice forced himself to show no reaction.
<‍Of course he is. I wouldn’t trust anything this dog says.‍>
<‍No. I mean he’s wary. Don’t push too hard.‍>
<‍I know what I’m doing.‍>
“So you’ve got experience of these things you call shades,” Daman continued, his tone conversational. “According to the reports, they’re starting to rush into the light more often now. Tell me, Carras, what do you make of that?”
Brice didn’t trust the man one bit.
“Could be desperation.”
“Explain.”
“They only became agitated once we opened the bait. So the smell of the meat made them lose control, maybe.”
“Maybe. But they’ve been encroaching into the sol light for a while.” He raised his eyes, turning the statement into a question.
Brice thought of the conversations he’d overheard in the rec hall. “Maybe because they’ve got a taste for us. They want more, so they keep pushing a bit harder each time.”
“Even though that means killing themselves?”
Brice shrugged. “They’re animals.”
<‍And Harris thought he was intelligent,‍> Daman sussed, the sneer loud in his inner voice.
<‍He replied too quickly. It was a stock answer.‍>
<‍No. He sees them as animals. He doesn’t have a clue.‍>
<‍If you’re sure, that means Harris hasn’t shared her thoughts. We’ve still got the situation contained.‍>
<‍I still say it’s too big a risk. We need to be water-tight.‍>
“They’re animals.” Again, Daman repeated Brice’s words like they were dirty. “Yet they are causing problems, correct? Your Angelis has ceased all the usual missions, and this is having knock-on effects higher up in Kaiahive. This whole base is no longer functioning as it should, and all because of these creatures‌—‌these animals. So what can we do?”
Interesting, Brice thought, how Daman referred to Arela as your Angelis. Ultimately, they were all Kaiahive.
“Get rid of them.” It was the first thing that came to his mind, and he knew it was what others were thinking. “The company must have weapons that would work. Or maybe they send down mobile arc-lights, and we burn the shades.” He shrugged. “Haven’s due an upgrade anyway, right? The area’s almost been cleared, so they’d want the mining equipment in place soon.”
Brice didn’t know exactly where he’d heard that, but it sounded right. When all the missions gave an indication that the area around Haven was safe, the company would move on to the next stage, and set up mining. They’d retain some crews, but the place would be awash with extraction experts, and the crews who would maintain the equipment. Haven would go from a frontier post into a small town.
“So your solution is to call on help from Kaiahive.” Daman sneered “Thought you grunts were supposed to be all self-sufficient.”
<‍Careful.‍>
<‍What?‍>
<‍Don’t push him too far. We might need him.‍>
<‍Don’t tell me you’re buying into this special crap! He’s just a grunt. Got lucky a few times, has a screwy lattice, but he’s still nothing.‍>
<‍And the wound?‍>
<‍Proves nothing. Who knows how the contamination works?‍>
<‍Then why this meeting?‍>
Brice caught a sense of menace in Murdoch’s last suss, but Daman didn’t respond. Instead he looked squarely at Brice.
“You expect others to fix this mess, right?”
“Without weapons, I don’t see what we can do.”
“And you think Kaiahive’s going to magically turn up with something to wipe these so-called shades from existence.” He snorted a laugh. “Somehow, I expected more from you, Carras. A bit of spine, maybe, or even a hint of intelligence. It’s annoying that I’m wrong. I guess you’re nothing but a pathetic grunt with a failed lattice.”
Brice held his breath a moment, and did what he could to push his adrenaline down.
“Maybe you shouldn’t be here, Carras. With your malfunctioning lattice, you’re a danger to others. Just look what your interference did to that Proteus.”
What?
“Are you saying my lattice caused our Proteus to crash? Come on! We were hit by lightning. It screwed the Proteus the same time it screwed my lattice. How the hell is that my fault?” Brice felt his muscles tightening. “If anything, it’s the company’s fault. They wouldn’t fix the Proteus. They give us crap and expect us to do miracles. Like now.” Brice gripped the arms of the chair, just to stop his hands balling into fists. “We’re surrounded by monsters, and they refuse to help. They give us nothing, apart from a paper-pusher and his monkey!”
Brice stopped before he went any further. His brow was moist, and his whole body was warm.
And Daman smiled.
Brice gripped the arm-rests even tighter. If he looked down, he knew his knuckles would be turning pale.
“A paper-pusher and his monkey.” The man turned to Murdoch. “Not the most imaginative insult I’ve heard. But still, not the kind of words to be using when referring to those you work for.”
“I don’t work for you,” Brice said, forcing his voice to remain level. “I work for Haven. For Arela.”
<‍Oh, such delusions. I think I’m going to enjoy this.‍> There was a sickening lilt to Daman’s voice.
<‍Keep your focus. We’re here to do a job.‍>
<‍But we can take pleasure from it, surely. I can already imagine her face when she realises.‍>
<‍That might not be practical. We’ve gone through this.‍>
<‍You’d deny me that pleasure? It’s not like any of her stupid drones can touch us.‍>
Brice breathed deep. He felt his fist ball, and imagined it breaking Daman’s nose.
“Ultimately, Carras, you work for Kaiahive. We’re their most senior representatives on Haven at the moment. So that means you work for us. Clear?”
Brice held the man’s pin-prick eyes. “What if I don’t want to?”
<‍No threats.‍> There was a hint of urgency in Murdoch’s words.
<‍I know what I’m doing. Scare the little scumbag into submission.‍>
“Of course you could disobey orders. It’s not like you’re a slave!”
<‍Careful!‍>
<‍Trust me.‍>
“You want out, you’re free to walk. If Angelis refuses to open a door, I’ll over-ride her. I’ll even give you a kick up the back-side to send you on your way.” He raised one eyebrow. “But I don’t think you really want that. You’ve been lucky so far, but how long would you last out there? You’d never see the morning. So I think you’ll be staying, another loyal employee of Kaiahive.”
<‍You going to offer him a role?‍>
<‍Of course not! You think I’d trust that freak with anything important? Just need him on-side for a moment.‍>
“So what are you suggesting?” Brice kept his head steady, but his eyes darted to Murdoch when the man sussed. He hoped Daman didn’t notice that.
“Nothing definite. But you need to understand that I’m not the enemy. I want what’s best for the company and all who work for her. But I can see the bigger picture, and I have a duty to ensure that this situation is resolved as efficiently as possible.” He paused for a moment. “And that means I cannot allow any insubordination. I have to ensure that any person posing a threat is rendered inoperative.”
A firm hand came down on Brice’s shoulder, fingers digging into his flesh. He hadn’t even noticed Murdoch move! The hand didn’t squeeze, but Brice was under no illusion that he’d be able to move away from it.
Daman’s words sunk in. “You’re holding me prisoner?” He wanted to laugh, but coughed instead. “We don’t have a brig.”
Daman smiled without warmth. “Of course you’re not a prisoner. You’re simply being placed in a position of security.”
Brice could smell Murdoch now. Some kind of after-shave, maybe, but it covered up a hint of sweat, like he’d been training recently, and hadn’t had time for a full shower.
He pushed up against the hand on his shoulder. Murdoch’s left hand, on Brice’s left shoulder. That meant his right hand was still free to use his lash. Was he right-handed?
The chair creaked against the floor as Brice shifted his feet, planting them firmly.
“Whose security?” he said. “You locking me up for my own safety, or because you’re scared of what I might do?” He barely moved his jaw as he spoke, letting the words flow while he prepared his body.
<‍Goddamn smartarse!‍>
<‍Told you he was more intelligent than you gave him credit for.‍>
<‍You should’ve let me inject him. Nobody would have known it wasn’t from his wound.‍>
<‍Killing’s not the only solution.‍>
<‍Don’t know how you live with that conscience of yours.‍>
And Brice moved.
He folded his body down, pulling from the grip on his shoulder. As soon as he felt the fingers slide over his jacket he slammed upwards, as hard as he could. His legs burnt as he shoved the chair back. Murdoch grunted as it crashed into the man’s legs.
And something hard smashed against the side of Brice’s head, sending him spinning to the floor.
When he rolled over, the blurred shape of Murdoch stood over him.
Daman stepped round from behind the desk, but stayed further back than Murdoch. Bright specks of light floated in Brice’s vision, and there was a nauseous throbbing in his head.
“I think that answers your own question, Carras. Looks like you’re losing control. We can’t have that, not at such a critical time. And maybe it’s down to that wound.”
Brice’s arm felt heavy all of a sudden.
“Oh, that works perfectly.” Daman clapped, once, and smiled, like he’d just had a great idea. “Maybe you’re not undergoing a full metamorphosis, but we can’t know what that venom’s doing, can we? Maybe it’s affecting your emotions, making you violent and uncontrollable. And so, for the safety of everyone else, we need to keep you out of the way.”
Brice exhaled. Of all the people to find out about his wound, it had to be Daman.
“Of course, we’ll consider your personal safety as well. We don’t want any lynch mobs after you, so we’ll keep you hidden.”
Brice concentrated on the hazy shape of Daman, especially when he took a step forward. Brice glanced down at the man’s leg, his head swimming, and then he kicked out, as hard as he could.
But too slow. Daman’s boot slammed into his side, knocking the wind from Brice. He curled over in a foetal ball.
“Somewhere hidden, where nobody can know what happens to you.” A kick connected with Brice’s thigh. “And I think I’ll have to check in from time to time, just to say hello.” Another boot ploughed into Brice’s lower back, a kidney punch that made him cry out.
<‍Oh, this feels so good!‍>
Brice tried to roll further away, but a fist slammed down on the back of his neck, pushing his face into the floor. Bright sparks surged through his body.
<‍Wait.‍> This was from Murdoch. There was a pin-prick in Brice’s arm, and something cold pumped into his body. <‍Kallis will know what’s happened.‍>
<‍But he’ll only report what I tell him to. And then we’ll have this waste of space out from under our feet.‍>
Another boot ploughed into Brice’s side, but the pain was far away now, as the drug took hold and darkness fell.






Quarantine was almost tomb-like in its solitude. Even with sol burning from the ceiling lights, it felt cold and dim.
Maybe that was down to the lack of people. Turi didn’t encourage visitors. But he never refused Ryann.
She stood in the outer room and gazed through the glass, as she had done so often over the last ten days.
Not even two weeks, and everything had changed. She could hardly remember a time before the shades, so prevalent were they. Even when she wasn’t outside, she was aware of their presence around Haven. Everyone was.
Arela was pulling back all missions now. She’d told Ryann that Daman could set his own traps. She wasn’t going to risk any of her people. The doors were all double-locked, and the arc-lights covered Haven in a wash of sol even during the day now.
She’d called Haven a hell-hole, and Ryann was starting to see why.
But Ryann pushed that from her mind. This was not the time for such worries. This was special time.
This was when she was with Cathal.
He lay in a bed on the other side of the glass. The covers were pulled up to his neck, hiding even his arms. Ryann knew that was to hide their appearance, but it was still obvious how he was changing. She knew the size of that bed, and she knew the shape of his body under the sheets should not stretch to the very end. The shape of his body should not show a shrunken torso and lengthened arms.
There was no sheet to disguise the change to his face. Gone was his buzz-cut, and his skin now resembled the leathery hide of the shades. His ears and nose had receded to mere bumps, but his eyes had grown.
But they were no longer normal eyes. Gone were the irises and corneas, and the flecks of red in the corners. Instead, they were circles of milk, with swirls of dark colours moving deep within. Even though Cathal was in a coma, they were open. Turi said there was no indication they could be closed.
Maybe his eyes were the most extreme change, but they were not the most frightening.
His jaw had stretched, and now it was a snout, protruding from his face and covered by the same black hide. His mouth was closed at the moment, but Ryann knew what it concealed‌—‌two rows of yellowed, razor-sharp teeth, one incisor each side stretching to a point, just like fangs.
Ideal teeth for ripping into flesh.
Cathal was a shade. There was no way of avoiding the fact.
Yet he was still Cathal. Ryann knew this, because she’d felt it, the few times Turi had allowed her access to the inner room. She’d pushed into his lattice‌—‌although that felt different now, in ways she could not describe‌—‌and despite whatever was in place to block her, she still felt his essence, deep down.
He was trapped in his own body. He might look like a monster, but at his core, Cathal still existed.
She had to believe that.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?”
Ryann spun her head, shocked at how close Daman was. Why hadn’t she heard him come in? Was she really too wrapped up in Cathal, like Arela said?
“What?”
He turned his head to face her‌—‌and only now did Ryann realise he’d been looking in at Cathal too‌—‌and he raised a hand to the glass. “I said, it’s beautiful. I’m sure you agree.”
His mouth was upturned at the edges, but Ryann refused to see that as a smile. It was the grin of a weasel.
“Why would I agree with you?” She still wasn’t sure what he was getting at with the ‘beautiful’ stuff.
“Because it’s the truth. Look.” He jerked his head to the glass. “What do you see?”
He was playing games. For now, Ryann would play along. But she’d keep her cards close to her chest. And she’d watch for him changing decks.
“A man trapped,” she said. “Two”.
It was easy for her to ignore Nyle, in the bed next to Cathal. Yes, she felt sorry for him, but if he’d stayed in his position on the Proteus, he would never have been infected.
“Anything else?”
Ryann turned to him. “What do you want me to say?”
“You see nothing beyond two trapped men?”
“What do you see?” She would play his game, but not by his rules.
“Life.”
The answer came so fast that it felt like a slap, and it took a moment for her mind to decipher the word from the sound. And even then, it made little sense.
“Life?”
“Of course. That, in those beds, is life. It’s evolution. Don’t tell me you can’t see that, Harris? You’re the great tracker, right? You empathise with the warths. Can’t you appreciate the miracle we’re watching right now?”
She wanted to hate him for that, but deep down, he had a point. If she removed herself from the personal, it was an incredible process. The body, once infected, altered so completely it was breathtaking. Processes that normally took months‌—‌recalcification and so on‌—‌were occurring in days, even hours. It should not have been possible, and yet this is what she observed.
But there was a person beneath this process, and she could not ignore that.
“I can appreciate that these two are suffering. And more in the other bays.”
“Suffering? Are you sure?” His tone was mocking, and even though Ryann was a fraction taller than Daman, he looked down on her. Well‌…‌screw him.
“They are becoming something non-human.”
And still Daman looked at her with one eyebrow cocked.
The realisation hit her, and it stung. “You’re excited by this, aren’t you? You honestly see this as an improvement?” She couldn’t find the words to describe the revulsion she felt towards the man. “You think what’s happening in there is a good thing, don’t you?”
He didn’t respond straight away, but looked through the glass. He clasped his hands behind his back. She expected to see him rocking up onto the balls of his feet at any moment.
“Evolution is not always easy, Harris. Sometimes a species reaches a certain plateau, especially when that species becomes adept at utilising technology. Surely you can see this. As a species, we have become reliant on our knowledge and skills to cope, and so natural mutations have been suppressed. Even as we manipulate genes, we do so to eradicate that which deviates from a narrow path. We have become our own worst enemy. And now, something has come along to threaten that.”
The words sank in, and Ryann shuddered. Logically, they made sense, but it was the logic of the madman. The logic of the sociopath.
“You believe those things are a step forward? You believe the shades are better than us? Have you seen what they do?” Ryann took a step closer to Daman, his over-floral after-shave stinging her throat. “They hunt like animals. They feed on their own kind. They have no feelings, just base desires. How can you call them an evolutionary leap forward?”
He watched her with that bloody smirk, like that was all the humanity he could offer.
“It’s not as if they’re even natural, are they? Your people made them!”
She expected more of a reaction. She expected a look of confusion, or surprise. But he simply smiled.
“My people?”
“The company. The shades are an experiment that went wrong.” And now that the words were free, she couldn’t stop them coming. “You know this. You’ve always known this. And you come down to Haven, to our home, and pretend to be on our side. You make me sick!” Ryann knew her voice was growing louder, but she couldn’t stop it. “Who gave you the right to play gods? Who said you could toy with lives like this?” She waved a hand, and her knuckles clunked on the glass. “Those are people in there. People who worked for your bloody Kaiahive, and worked damn hard! But you don’t care about that, do you?” Her face was almost touching his now. “If it was up to me I’d put you in the forest and leave you to those poor things you’ve created.”
Her nails dug into her hands. She took a ragged breath, and a second. Her heart hammered, and she fought to slow it.
Daman hadn’t moved a muscle. Either he was more self-confident and certain than she thought, or he didn’t have a clue how to respond.
Finally, he spoke, bringing his hands out, palms facing her. “Finished?” Like he was talking to a trainee. Like he was better than her.
“You can’t deny any of it.”
He crossed his arms. Protective or dismissive.
Ryann forced her fingers out, releasing the tension in her forearms. She straightened up, only now realising how far she was leaning towards the man. Man? He didn’t deserve that title. Cathal was more of a man than Daman Sallis would ever be.
Yet Daman held all the cards. In whatever game he played, he was master. He had the company’s backing. He outranked Arela, which made him effectively in charge of Haven. He could do whatever he wanted.
“Strong accusations. If word of this made its way to Metis, would you have the evidence to back up such claims? I doubt if Kaiahive would take kindly to such rumours.”
“You deny them?”
“I neither deny nor confirm. But I question where you heard such information. Have you discussed this with Angelis?”
“I’m a tracker and crew medic. Why would I discuss ‘rumours’ with the Chief?”
“I apologise. I was under the impression you were her special adviser.”
“And you tell your superiors everything you hear?” She knew it was a weak deflection, but she had to protect Arela. She couldn’t let Daman know of the chief’s suspicions.
“My superiors are your superiors. We both work for the same company.”
“Really? I work for a company that is looking to mine in this area, not a company that takes innocent people and turns them into monsters.”
“Again with the accusations. You’re on dangerous ground, Harris. You give me grief, and I’ll make sure you’re posted to some gods-forsaken sink-hole with a ten-year unbreakable contract, effective immediately. And don’t expect your dear friend Angelis to do anything about it. She gets in my way, I’m sure I can uncover enough evidence to get her discharged. Or worse.”
Ryann let her anger settle, and focused, listening to what he was really saying. He held enough sway with Kaiahive that they would believe whatever he told them, true or otherwise.
The door behind her opened. She kept her eyes on Daman. He shifted his gaze, and a look of annoyance crossed his face. The door was reflected in the glass, and without turning her head Ryann watched Murdoch cross the room.
“What is it?” Daman asked.
Murdoch glanced at the glass before meeting Daman’s annoyed gaze. There was a pause, and Ryann knew something passed between them. She wondered if they had been sussing before Murdoch entered the room, and how much of this was a set-up.
“You said to tell you in person,” Murdoch said. “Lock-down of quarantine is effective in five minutes. Just Tallis unless he calls for special dispensation.”
“Thank you, Kollias. We’ll be out in a moment.”
“Of course.” There was a pause, and Ryann once more knew she was being kept out of a private conversation. Then Murdoch nodded, turned, and left the room.
“Lock-down?” Ryann asked. “Why?”
Daman laughed. “You call these things monsters, but you want anyone to have access to them? I’m surprised‌—‌I would have imagined you wanted Haven protected.”
He was mocking her, and Ryann refused to rise to his taunts. “The doors to the bays are secure, and Turi is picky about who he lets up here. What’s the point of locking the whole place down?”
“I’m in charge here, Harris. Remember that. Five minutes‌—‌no, closer to three now‌—‌and quarantine will be sealed. As it should have been many days ago.”
Ryann looked through the glass, at the thing that had been‌—‌and remained to be‌—‌Cathal. She thought of how he hated being alone, even more than he despised other people.
“Say your goodbyes quickly. You might not get another chance.”
Daman’s words dripped with threats, but Ryann didn’t know who was in more danger, Cathal or herself.






Brice woke to find himself covered in crisp sheets, with his head on a hard pillow. The room was dimly lit, and when he shifted his body to one side, whatever bed he lay on creaked uncomfortably.
The room was small. Apart from the bed, there was a desk and two chairs, and a storage unit. Brice saw two doors, one open to reveal a wash-basin, the other closed.
Seated in one of the chairs was a figure. With the lighting this low, Brice couldn’t see who it was.
“Good to see you awake, Mister Carras. How do you feel?”
Brice recognised the voice, but couldn’t place it. There were echoes, like he was listening underwater or something.
“Take your time. Without your enhancements, I would imagine whatever drug they used is having greater effects on your body. I doubt our visitors from the company considered that factor when they decided to give you an enforced rest.”
There was still a pin-prick of pain on Brice’s arm, and now he remembered the coolness seeping through his body. There were other bruises, too. He pulled back the sheets and lifted his under-shirt. Yes, his body was covered in discoloured patches that were sore to the touch.
“If you wish to dress, your clothes are folded on the table by your head. I apologise for not having the time to press or to clean them.”
The name behind the voice came to Brice then, and he turned to the figure by the desk. “Doctor Regas?”
The man smiled wearily. “It is pleasing to know you still have speech. Do you wish for privacy while you change?”
Brice shook his head, the mild nausea dissipating slowly. “But I might not be too fast.”
“Understandable. Take however long you need. It’s not like we’re in a rush.” The doctor sighed. “It’s not like we have any say in the matter.”
Brice had too many questions, but he didn’t know where to start. He swung his legs free of the covers, and the bed creaked. The floor was cold under his bare feet, and Brice winced.
Then he dressed, because it was something normal. It was what he did every day.
Doctor Regas didn’t move from his chair. The man watched, but made no comment until Brice was finished. Then he indicated the second chair by the desk.
Brice sat. “What’s happening?” he asked, because it seemed to cover everything.
Doctor Regas smiled sadly again. “I wish I could answer that. Too much and not enough. Everything and nothing.” He shook his head. “I apologise. You have been through a great deal, and I have no right to further confuse you.”
Daman and Murdoch. They’d attacked Brice, then doped him. He’d heard them talking about killing.
If they wanted Brice dead, why was he still alive?
“What does Daman want with me?” he asked.
“An excellent question. I might have a few ideas, but only our visitors know the true answer to that. And even then, there are doubts.”
“Tell me,” he said. “What’s happening? Why am I here?” He glanced around. “Where am I?”
Doctor Regas nodded. “Yes. You have many questions. You deserve answers. At least, what answers I can provide.
“You are in a secure room in Medical. I can tell you that much. I have used this room to run tests on lattices when connectivity has been an issue‌—‌the walls are treated, and it is not possible for signals to pass in or out. Our visitors specifically stipulated this room to be your‌…‌temporary quarters.”
Brice looked around again. The walls were bare, and the ceiling glowed with an even, dim light‌—‌not sol, he realised. The door to the wash room had a simple handle, but the other door had none. There was a panel adjacent to it, but Brice knew he wouldn’t be able to operate it, even if his lattice was functioning.
“So I’m a prisoner.”
“Aren’t we all? Even those who walk freely within Haven are trapped inside. But yes, you are a prisoner. That door,” and he indicated the closed one, “will only open for myself and a few others. It remains sealed unless the outer door in the room beyond is securely closed, so even if I were to open it for you, I am afraid to say that you would still be a prisoner.”
“Why?”
The doctor snorted a laugh, and swallowed. “Because that is what our visitors want.”
“Why me?”
He raised an eyebrow. “You cannot work this out? They see you as a threat.”
Brice choked, pulling back the laughter that threatened to erupt. He had a malfunctioning lattice, and he’d never been more than a grunt before. Maybe he’d been lucky against the shades, but he was a nothing. What kind of a threat was he?
<‍Think about it. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.‍>
Doctor Regas nodded, but made no other reference to his suss. Of course, the man was intelligent. He would have worked out that Brice could overhear things he shouldn’t.
“I’m a threat because my lattice is screwy?”
“Because your lattice is changing. Like I told you, it’s becoming a part of you. And change, to people like those high up in the company, is always a reason for concern.”
Like the infected, Brice thought. Then something Doctor Regas had mentioned came back to him. “But you’re not a prisoner. You can leave.”
“That is correct.”
“So you’re working with them.” Brice pushed back, his chair scraping against the floor. He held onto the desk, his hands growing pale. “You’re a part of this.”
“Push that anger back down, Mister Carras. Save it for when you need it.”
“But you are! You’re with Daman and Murdoch. You’re part of their schemes.” He was on his feet now, leaning towards the doctor. “I can see it now. You’ve always been better than us, haven’t you? All that ‘Mister’ crap, getting everyone to call you ‘Doctor Regas’ instead of just Kerwin. That’s how they talk. And you’re with them. You’re as bad as them.”
Brice wasn’t shouting yet, but he was getting close. He knew his words were weak, and that he wasn’t making much sense, but he didn’t care. He saw Daman’s face in his mind, and imagined slamming his fist into it. He imagined the man from the company falling, and Brice putting his boot in. Hard.
His fist was raised, too close to the doctor’s face.
The man was impassive. He stared at Brice, ignoring the fist. And there was sadness in his eyes. Almost like Brice was a child who had disappointed the man.
“Sometimes I believe I am as bad as them, Mister Carras. There are things I have done in my past that fill me with horror. And if you wish to use that fist, I will not stand in your way.”
Brice knew he couldn’t punch a man like that. The doctor would not fight back. It would be like beating himself up.
He stood back, and let his open hands drop to his side. Then he sat.
“Tell me,” he said.
“I cannot tell you everything,” Doctor Regas said. “Some things I won’t talk about. Other things I know only through conjecture and rumour, and I do not believe in spreading unfounded gossip. But I can tell you enough. And if, when I have finished, you still wish to inflict pain on me, then I welcome it.”
The doctor opened and closed his mouth a few times, like he was working out what to say.
“They consider me one of the foremost lattice experts within the company,” he began, his voice now rising and falling with its normal cadences. “I don’t know if you realised that. They gave me plaudits for my work. They rewarded me for the breakthroughs I made. They had great things lined up for me. And yet…” Doctor Regas brought his hands up and smiled. “And yet, I am working on a small base, in the middle of nowhere, where the primary goal is to set up a mine. Hardly where someone of my professional stature is likely to be found. You would agree?”
Brice nodded, more because it seemed to be what Doctor Regas expected rather than through any understanding.
“Yet there is a reason for this, and it goes back to my earlier research.” He coughed. “Tell me, Mister Carras‌—‌how important do you believe the lattice to be?”
Brice shrugged. “Very. Just about everyone uses a lattice.”
“Correct. It is, I would venture, the single most important and influential scientific creation of this age. It allows us to work in unison to a degree never before possible. It allows us to enhance what is already within the body. It allows us to pass on data in the blink of an eye.”
Doctor Regas’ eyes drifted to the ceiling. This was starting to sound like a Kaiahive ad, but Brice couldn’t interrupt. He’d never heard the doctor talk like this before.
“But it was always intended to be more. There are potential benefits and uses of a lattice that we are only now understanding. The ability to know ourselves and others to such an intimate degree‌—‌well, I am sure you realise how much is yet to be discovered. Many people are pushing what the technology can do, just as others are questioning ethics.” He raised a hand, as if Brice was about to interrupt him. “So tell me, what would a large organisation, one that acted like a government agency, have to gain from further development of the lattice?”
“You’re talking about Kaiahive?”
“Or something like it. Lattice research and development is not cheap. Why would an organisation like our beloved company,” and Brice couldn’t decide if Doctor Regas’ tone was respectful or sarcastic, “spend all that money and effort? What would they have to gain?”
Brice shrugged again. “I don’t think their motives are altruistic. I suppose it makes us better workers. They tell us what to do directly, we’re better able to do the job.”
Doctor Regas chuckled. “That is what I, too, believed. To satisfy those with a stake in the company, they are improving the workforce. But does that not feel somewhat simplistic to you, Mister Carras? You have seen, I am sure, a certain reluctance on their part to provide materials and tools we ask for in order to enforce repairs around Haven. Yet they spend a fortune on lattices. You are looking too short-term. Think of the connectivity, and the enhancements. Let your imagination wander.”
Brice thought of the missions with Cathal’s crew. They’d worked well as a unit, each with their lattice tweaks, each with their own specialities‌—‌Keelin the pilot, Tris with tech, Ryann tracking. Cathal held them all together, and Brice got the heavy lifting, the grunt work. Much as he moaned, that was what his lattice was enhanced for. He could carry more, and work for longer, than any of the others.
And Haven directed them. Haven, and ultimately Kaiahive, called the shots. They passed their messages along, using the lattice’s connectivity.
The crew was a tool of the company. Just like the craft, and their lashes. Just like the mining equipment that would be shipped in. Haven had ten crews, but Kaiahive ran countless bases. They had thousands upon thousands of lattice-enhanced workers. Millions. All ready to do whatever the company ordered. All altered to make them better. More effective. Stronger.
“They want an army,” Brice said, hardly believing the words.
Doctor Regas smiled. “I believe the term they prefer is ‘peace-keeping force’, or something to do with security. But in effect, yes. Kaiahive seek to create an army.”
Brice could only stare at the man.
“I did not see this for many years. I worked tirelessly on improving the lattice, unaware of the company’s true motives. I did not see, until later, how the company were seeking something far more permanent and‌—‌dare I use the word?‌—‌natural than an artificial construct beneath the skin. The lattice was only a starting point. Their true work involved the evolution of something entirely new.”
The doctor shrugged. “Of course, when I realised their true intent‌—‌and, despite the obvious theoretical interest, it was a sickening prospect‌—‌I was too involved in the project. They could not risk me talking.” He waved his hands around the room. “And so I find myself on Haven.”
“Yet you are telling me. Won’t that anger the company?”
Doctor Regas looked over to Brice, shaking his head as he sighed.
And Brice understood. Talking to a prisoner Daman was going to kill didn’t count.
“You do me a great service, Mister Carras. Long have I held my cowardly disappointment locked up. It is about time I opened up to someone.” His lips cracked into a smile. “Please don’t think too harshly of me. Please believe that I only wanted to help. I am a scientist, not a‌…‌not a monster.”
And Brice believed him. The old man shook, and his chest rose and fell. The man seated on the other side of this desk was a long way from the calm, if distant, Doctor Regas who probed Brice’s lattice.
The lattice that, in the doctor’s own words, was becoming a part of him.
“They see me as a threat, or an advance?” he asked.
Doctor Regas sighed. “You are an anomaly, my dear young man. You appear to have done something that the company’s experts have been attempting for a long time, and yet there seems to be no clear way of replicating this. And, of course, there are other facets of your case that would only increase their fear of your uniqueness.”
“Other facets?”
<‍Nobody else has walked away from a shade’s bite. And nobody else can eavesdrop like you can.‍>
Just when Brice thought there were no more surprises, the doctor said something else that sent his stomach plummeting.
Doctor Regas nodded. “My good colleague Doctor Kallis has not made his observations formal, but we share a certain intimacy in our discussions. He is of the opinion that the location of the bite has some play in this‌—‌every other bite we have been unfortunate enough to encounter has happened at the neck, where there is easy access to the aorta. In your case, no arteries were punctured‌—‌and again, this might explain your apparent immunity.” He smiled weakly. “Or maybe it’s something else. Coincidence is not causality, but it is something we cannot ignore.”
“You think the problems with my lattice stopped me getting infected?” Brice almost laughed.
“Is it so improbable? Who would have believed there were creatures in the forest who wished to feast on human blood? Who would have predicted a bite from one of those creatures could cause the body to change to such an extent?”
The doctor had one eyebrow raised, almost like a challenge, and Brice understood. Who would have known all this? The answer was obvious.
Kaiahive.
“They made the shades, didn’t they? That’s their army?”
Doctor Regas shook his head. “And now we are in the area of conjecture and rumour. I cannot confirm that.”
“But you can’t deny it either.”
“True. But I will say this‌—‌the shades are not a particularly effective army. They don’t appear disciplined enough, and they seem driven by this need for blood. It is possible that their bodies are not as perfect as was intended, and there is some kind of issue with haemoglobin production. And then there is the effect of daylight. Why would any company develop an army that was only free to operate under the confines of darkness?”
“But they were a beginning,” Brice said, and he was sickened to discover he wanted to learn more. “Maybe something that didn’t quite work out, and so they abandoned the shades. Dumped them here to let them die out. Only they didn’t.” He looked up. “There were other bases, beyond the rim. Do we know anything? Did‌…”
“Did the shades attack those other operations?” Kerwin shrugged. “We don’t know. Once the shades became known to us, I kept an eye on any communications. But I discovered nothing. Either the shades did not reach them, or Kaiahive and everyone else are keeping the true information deeply buried.”
“But they discovered us,” said Brice. “And now, they have us under siege.”
Doctor Regas nodded. “But look on the bright side. We have sol, and the doors are secure.” He pointed behind Brice. “And here, you are more secure than most.”
Brice looked to the silent, solid slab of metal that was the door. It could keep shades out, but that did nothing to hide the fact that Brice was still a prisoner. And Daman wanted him dead.
If one monster didn’t get him, another would.






He could sense his whole body now. It felt strange, and there was pleasure in rotating long bones and flexing strong muscles. He could follow energy, too, as it pumped around his system. There was not a great deal of it, and he was careful to preserve what he had. He knew that he needed more.
Neither being had returned for some time, though. There was only himself, and his brother. That was how he thought of the other life in the room‌—‌a brother. Kin. And when he reached out now, there was a response. Nothing much, but something like to recognition.
A word floated in his mind. It was harsh at the start, but became softer as it tailed out. It repeated, and he knew it was important.
He could not force the meaning, though. So he relaxed, and he concentrated on his body. The covers still rested on it, and as he flexed muscles he sensed it moving fractionally. The pores in his skin, reading the air, told him this.
They told him other things as well. The room was a constant temperature. There was light, although he could not see this. He still could not see anything, and he came to realise that he never would. Not as he used to.
And that felt strange‌—‌thinking to a time when he was different. When he sensed the bed he lay on, an image came to his mind, and he knew this was a memory. He saw, in that memory, a bunk‌—‌on a craft maybe? It was small, but the covers were tight and smooth. The bed seemed untouched, and he knew that was how he left it every morning when he awoke. He never wanted to leave a trace of his presence when he left a room.
But there would have been. He realised that now. Just as his brother in the other bed left a trace in the air. Just as the beings who visited his bedside left their wonderful, energy-rich traces swirling around.
And the word from before came back to him. He let it repeat, then started to predict it, uttering the word to himself.
One word. A label. A name.
Cathal.
The name was comfortable, and he knew it belonged to him.
So he had a name. That felt like he was starting to know who he was.
Or who he had been.
There was still so much to learn. But he had time. And while he analysed all this data, he could work on getting his body moving.
It was more familiar to him now. He sensed how his limbs would move. He wriggled what might once have been toes, and it should have astounded him how much control he had of each one. But it didn’t. It just felt right. He could squeeze individual fingers, too‌—‌not curling them round, but shrinking them so that they were thinner. That was definitely something he’d never been able to do before.
And he could feel his nails, only they were more than nails. They stretched out, hard and sharp.
Cathal twitched his claws, feeling them scraping against the bed cover.
And now the being with the rich, full trace returned. It came from the door, paused for a moment, and then approached. The being’s energy was bright and warm, and oh so intoxicating.
Cathal lay motionless, no longer testing his body. Let the being believe he was still asleep.
The being moved around him, and Cathal felt‌…‌interest. Yes, that was it. This thing was interested in him. This being did not perceive Cathal as a threat. Maybe because it believed that Cathal was unaware of his surroundings. Maybe it believed Cathal couldn’t move.
The being came round to Cathal’s left. The pores on his body breathed in the air as the cover was pulled back. The taste hovered over him, low enough that it almost touched him, and Cathal felt pressure on his chest. The being was pushing down, probing. Sometimes it tapped, with something hard and cold. Images of medical equipment came to his mind, small metal implements he could never name, let alone use.
But there were those who did. There were others who were experts in their use. They were called‌…‌medics. Yes, that seemed right.
The covers were down to Cathal’s waist. That meant his upper limbs were free.
He imagined how the muscles would move. He directed what energy he had into his limbs, and his torso. He felt it flow.
But he waited. The taste in the air was almost overpowering, and it was hurting to stay so still when such energy was there for the taking. The being tapped and prodded, and some kind of material brushed against Cathal’s arm. If he moved his hand, he could grab hold of it.
But not yet. He only had limited energy. He had to make it count.
The being moved a fraction, closer to Cathal’s head. The pores on his face took in warmth and a taste he knew as sweat.
Cathal lunged.
His claws squeezed tight around flesh, and the being shuddered, the taste of sweat growing sharp, almost violent. The being writhed, and hot air washed over Cathal’s face. He sensed a hint of something wonderfully aromatic, like a rich spice, and that pushed his hunger over the edge.
He sat up in one fluid movement and opened his jaws, sensing his incisors brushing against his lips. Air flowed out, and he twisted his head to one side. The being squirmed, and there were sensations pushing out, sensations that Cathal could name. Fear. Panic. Terror.
Such wonderful emotions to taste and savour.
His claws dug in, and his palms grew moist as liquid seeped from wounds. Cathal snapped his neck and brought his mouth down sharply, striking at what he knew was exposed flesh. There was a moment of pressure, and then a pop as his fangs sank deep, and a hot elixir shot into the back of his throat.
He gulped it down, feeding from the energy in this wonderful, rich liquid. He held the being tight and bit harder, severing more vessels and drinking as quickly as he could, sucking when the flow slowed, wanting to take every last drop. Needing what this being must offer him.
And then the body was empty. Cathal sucked, but nothing more came from the wound. There was something pungent in the air, a taste that turned the food sour, and Cathal pulled back. The being flopped, and when Cathal pushed with his limbs it fell away, collapsing to the floor.
Cathal had never felt more alive.
He howled, the air flowing from inside and resonating in his mouth, cooling round his fangs. He raised his body upright and brought his limbs out wide. The warmth, almost burning, rushed through his body, sending sparks through every cell. His pores opened wide, and Cathal stood.
He tipped his head back once again, stretching. He roared in victory. He roared because he was alive. He had fed, and he was strong.
But his hunger was not yet sated.






Keelin had turned the bridge of the old Hermes into her quarters. She had an old fold-out bed from one of the stores wedged in by the commander’s chair, a quick food station on the floor next to the tech’s position, with a micro-fridge next to it.
It wasn’t much, but with all the doors and hatches sealed, and the sensors running on full alert, she felt safe. She could sleep, sometimes for hours. And the nightmares didn’t always come.
But she didn’t want sleep at the moment. She sat in the pilot’s chair‌—‌her chair‌—‌and took a deep breath before plunging into the Hermes’ systems.
It welcomed her. Routines synchronised with her lattice, and the hull of the craft wrapped itself to her skin. She eased into the sensors, and became one with the Hermes. Her Hermes.
As always, there was that twinge of guilt, like she was cheating on her Proteus. And, as always, she told herself that there was nothing to be done about her baby now. It lay beneath the waters, just a short way from the Tumbler’s plunge pool. She’d sealed it as best she could, although the water inside would still be causing damage. But at least it was safe from the shades.
Which, she knew, was a ridiculous thing to think. Why would those monsters be interested in her craft?
She ran through the Hermes’ check-list. She’d designed this after deciding to use the craft as her base, and after Ryann had okayed this with Arela.
Keelin still wasn’t sure how that conversation had gone down, because she hadn’t been thinking clearly at the time. Memories of those first couple of days back in Haven were hazy at best. She knew she’d flown Nyle’s Proteus back, and then there had been all kinds of fuss from Arela and Turi. Keelin tried to ignore it. All she wanted was a long, hot shower and sleep.
She got the first, but not the second. The minute her head hit the pillow she woke, covered in sweat and her heart beating rapid-fire.
Apparently, she’d walked round Haven, glassy-eyed and silent. Ryann said she was like a ghost. And at some point she must have slipped into the Deck, and climbed on board the old Hermes.
She’d been here ever since. Each day, she worked on the other Hermes, doing tasks from Ula’s list, and then she returned to this old thing.
It was as burnt-out as she felt. Maybe that was why she felt comfortable here.
<‍Keelin?‍>
Ryann’s voice reached into Keelin’s mind, gentle as a caress, and Keelin smiled. Of course the Hermes was linked to Haven’s systems, and Ryann kept tabs on Keelin through that. She’d check in a couple of times a day. To be honest, it gave Keelin something to look forward to.
<‍Hi,‍> she sussed.
<‍How’s the craft coming on? I hear good things from Ula.‍>
<‍She seems pleased.‍> There was little Keelin could add without getting too technical. She knew Ryann would listen, but only out of politeness. The Hermes was almost flight-ready, and that was the whole aim. After Daman messed up the landing, like the pathetic game-pilot he was, there was no way the craft was lifting off without some major work. <‍Should be between twenty-four and thirty-six hours before basics are done.‍>
<‍Sounds like Ula’s driving her crew well.‍>
<‍She’d good to work with.‍>
This was all small-talk, but Keelin didn’t mind that. Not with Ryann. She knew the tracker was putting her at her ease, but it felt like something she wanted to do rather than a part of her job.
<‍And what of your other project?‍>
Of course Ryann knew what Keelin was doing on this Hermes. It wasn’t only somewhere to sleep. It was something to take her mind of what was happening elsewhere.
<‍Slow. I still don’t understand why she was left to get in such a state.‍>
<‍Bureaucracy. And whoever first flew it in didn’t do a good job on the landing.‍>
<‍You can say that again. I’ve been running through the log, and the first touch-down almost destroyed the Hub. As it was, whoever was throwing this baby around ended up on a thirty-degree incline and buried the nose. I can’t imagine the company let anyone that incompetent pilot the thing.‍>
<‍Probably a trainee. Cheaper. And not everyone can be as good as you, Kee.‍>
That brought a smile to Keelin’s face. Not so much the way Ryann shortened her name so effortlessly, but the way she talked. A month ago‌—‌no, a week ago‌—‌Ryann would never have been so relaxed and‌…‌there was a word for it, but Keelin couldn’t pin it down. She wouldn’t call what they had a friendship, because Ryann was still Keelin’s stand-in commander, even if the crew had not run any missions together since they’d lost…
But she wouldn’t think of that now.
<‍So what about Daman’s piloting of the other Hermes? Any official complaints?‍>
Keelin knew that was pushing things. But it annoyed her that a paper-pusher like Daman had been in charge of a Hermes. As far as she knew, he only had minimal piloting experience. Probably all virtual, too. And yet the company let him fly the thing like it was some ground-hopping runaround.
<‍Standard report’s been fired off, but I wouldn’t expect anything of it. Sure you can figure how Arela views it all, but this is company politics. Best to stay out of it.‍>
<‍That’s why I’m over here.‍>
<‍Understandable. So Ula’s in a good mood?‍>
That was a sudden shift, but Keelin was used to that‌—‌Ryann’s way of saying she was not prepared to talk about Daman’s shoddy landing any more.
<‍Seems to be. There’s a bit of tension with the others, though. Probably fear, right? You’d understand it better.‍>
And I’m too jumpy to pay much attention to it, she thought.
<‍Fear, nerves, uncertainty. Lot of it around at the moment. But we’ve got the lights, and Haven’s secure. We get at least one Hermes back to strength and that increases our options.‍>
<‍That Arela’s plan? Head back to Metis?‍>
<‍She’s leaving options open. Don’t think she wants to go unless we have to. More than that I can’t say.‍>
But you know, Keelin thought. That last sentence gave Ryann away. And Keelin knew she’d said that on purpose.
<‍At least there are no monsters on Metis,‍> she sussed.
<‍No.‍> But there had been a pause, like Ryann had something on her mind. <‍Anyway, I’ll leave you to it. Keep in touch.‍>
<‍Will do. Good to talk.‍>
<‍Always.‍>
Ryann cut communication, and Keelin sat back, thoughts washing through her mind.
Could they really abandon Haven? Keelin calculated, pulling up stats on the almost-fixed Hermes. The hold was empty, as it had been when Daman threw it down. But that might be an advantage‌—‌without the usual seating, more people could squeeze on board. Fifty would be comfortable, sixty plus if everyone got friendly.
She pulled up data from Haven’s logs. The manifest listed over a hundred personnel, but Keelin knew that was not an accurate figure. She could go into individual names, and check, but she didn’t want to find out who was no longer around. She’d heard talk, and that was enough. They were down to around seventy-five people.
So it would take two trips. Or two craft.
Maybe that was Arela’s long-term plan‌—‌get the first Hermes ready, ship one load of personnel back to Metis, then work on the older one. And maybe that was why she had agreed to Keelin’s unofficial project.
She should feel annoyed at being used like that, but Keelin decided to see it as a happy coincidence, and nothing more. Besides, there was a lot of work to be done. This craft had been sitting unattended for too long. Routines had broken down, and code had started eroding.
She’d mapped what she could, and believed she had found all the issues. She’d run her data through every analysis system she could reach, and had prioritised. Then, in the hours when sleep evaded her, Keelin worked.
Of course she did. She couldn’t fly, but she could prepare for flight.
She cast her mind towards the other Hermes. DeeDee would pilot that one. She had the most Hermes experience of anyone on Haven, and she was a great flyer, whatever the craft. Keelin had spent hours studying the recording of her reverse thrust landing last year, when the wind was at eighty and half the craft’s systems were out, and she still had no idea how DeeDee had managed it. She said it was mainly luck, but Keelin didn’t believe that.
Keelin allowed her lattice to connect with DeeDee’s Hermes, and the system welcomed her. Ula had called it a day, but there was still work going on‌—‌people finishing up or simply working longer to relieve the boredom. Someone was running the engines through checks, and it looked like they were fixing a pressure malfunction in the heat exchange. And there was work going on with the side-thrusters. The docket told her this was being performed by Eljin. Another good pilot‌—‌but what other sort was there? Someone like Daman didn’t count. He wasn’t a pilot.
But he was on the Hermes. A signal pinged, and when Keelin dove in and pulled up the sensor’s image, she saw him.
He was in the hold, towards the rear. A panel lay at his feet, and he was reaching inside.
Keelin called up a schematic. There was nothing particularly unique about that panel, or the main wiring conduit it gave access to. She wondered if Daman was running his own analysis, maybe checking up on Ula. Maybe whoever had been working back there‌—‌and a quick check told her that it was Con‌—‌had forgotten to replace the panel. These things happened when amateurs offered to help.
Daman shook his head, like he couldn’t do something, and then he stood and walked off, leaving the panel where it lay. Keelin followed him through the Hermes. He stopped to talk to Eljin, and the pilot seemed annoyed at the disruption. Then the company man walked to the hatch, leaving the Hermes and the Deck.
Keelin pulled out of the Hermes’ systems. Sleep was a long way off, though, and she needed to do something.
She pulled up her own manifest, and one item jumped out at her. She didn’t want to go there, but maybe it was for the best. After her fright earlier, Keelin needed to confront her fears. She couldn’t let them control her.
Keelin rose from her chair and walked to the door. It opened for her‌—‌and why not, when this craft was a part of her?‌—‌and she stepped into the sol-drenched corridor. She was safe. She should always remember that.
She kept the lights burning bright in Jettison, and she hummed to herself as she worked, whatever tune came to her mind. Data ran across her lenses, and she kept a part of her lattice monitoring systems outside. But mostly, she focused on the problem.
Jettison would not disengage in simulations, and that meant it wouldn’t in real life either. A coupling was not responding to protocol. Keelin ran diagnostics, hoping the issue was not physical. Because that might mean venturing outside.
Analysis looked hopeful. There was a data blockage, like a furring of digital pipes. Keelin could scrub that. She had the tools, and the knowledge. She had done this before, only a couple of months ago, on her Proteus.
She scrubbed. It was mentally draining, and that was good, because then she might sleep. She worked the blockage free, fragments of data falling away, fading as they became detached from context. Old data, built up over months and years. The flaking streams contained remnants of one mission in particular, and as they fell Keelin caught glimpses of that first landing, when Haven was a single pod, and craft landed on the bare ground.
Once the Dock was built, they’d moved the Hermes inside and left her in a corner. Keelin was almost surprised she hadn’t been salvaged for parts.
But it was company protocol to have at least one craft ready for off-world transport, even if their definition of ‘ready’ was fluid. The Hermes remained in one piece, and it had been monitored, just to ensure it could be fixed if needed.
She scrubbed at the blockage, and it slowly dissipated.
Keelin tested, and data flowed freely. She sent a dummy protocol, and the clasp responded, pinging back. Keelin smiled, ran another quick diagnostic, and sent a stronger protocol.
She monitored the data, watching the route, feeling its passage. It passed the point of the blockage and reached the clasp’s systems. It joined, the clasp welcoming it. The data unburdened itself, and the clasp pinged in acknowledgement.
That should have been the end of it, but a light flashed up. A warning. A shriek of metal-on-metal pierced her ears, and even though her lattice kicked in, Keelin still put her hands over her ears and shut her eyes. She felt something bulge, and energy built up, a white heat that set off a barrage of red warning symbols. Then the acrid stench of burning assailed her, and steam clouded her vision.
Keelin stumbled, cried out, and fell to the floor.
Her lattice flared.
The atmos system hissed, angry as it dissipated the fumes. Keelin felt the air in Jettison move, swirling around her. It was both cool and hot‌—‌the warmth from the Hermes, and the coldness from‌…‌from outside.
Keelin looked up to see the retractable roof doors of the Deck, the view framed by ruptured metal, twisted and sharp. To one side a panel hung loose, and another lay across her legs. Wiring and tubing hung out, some of it twitching, spraying her with moisture.
There were procedures for this. There was a protocol to follow.
Keelin reached back into the system, manually closing down sub-routines. She diverted power, and set the atmos controls to create and maintain an equilibrium. The light in Jetttison dimmed as the sub-routines kicked in, although sol still flowed in through the rupture.
And then she crawled into the body of her Hermes, sealing the hatch to Jettison, locking it down tight.
Keelin lay on the ground, not moving. She ignored the throbbing in her legs where the panel had dropped. She ignored the blood oozing from the wound just above her right eye. She ignored her hammering heart and the sickening warmth it spread through her body.
Instead, she reached for her Hermes, and wrapped herself in those systems. She brushed the data streams, as much for her own comfort as for her baby’s. And she whispered words, maybe out loud, maybe just internally.
Keelin promised that everything would be alright. She promised to make everything better. She wouldn’t abandon her Hermes. She would heal the wound. She would nurse her baby back to health.
But that was all words. In her memory, Keelin heard the explosion as the clasp ground against itself and sheared. She saw the metal fracture. She felt the hull of Jettison rip open, leaving it raw and exposed.
Keelin shuddered. The nightmares would not give her respite tonight.






“You’ve let him seal quarantine?” Ryann struggled to keep from yelling. The chief’s office was the wrong place to vent like this.
Arela, on her side of the desk, sighed. “Have a seat, Ryann. Grab a drink.” There was a water jug and two glasses on the desk already. One of the glasses was half-full, and wet circles dotted the surface of the desk.
Ryann sat, and forced herself to pour a glass. The water sloshed, in danger of spilling, and Ryann pushed within, forcing her lattice to soften her heartbeat.
“Yes, quarantine is locked down,” she said, after Ryann had taken a sip. “Daman has the authority to do so, but there are good practical reasons for us, too. I’ve been reviewing the feed from a few days ago. Watch.”
Arela sent the data stream, and Ryann pulled it up on one lens.
The feed was from a sensor at the entrance to quarantine. As Ryann played it, a group of five people appeared. They wore their jackets tightly sealed, and had the hoods pulled down over their faces. But they couldn’t totally disguise themselves. Ryan recognised Wynne at the front of the group.
The group strode from the stairwell into quarantine, and there they paused, turning to face the sensor. No, to face the person that approached from the bottom of the image.
Turi had both hands out, and it was clear that he was talking animatedly. Wynne argued, her arms waving aggressively and her body leaning in. The others backed her up, forming a semi-circle around her, just as they had done in the rec hall. As Wynne stepped towards Turi, they fanned out wider, two on either side of the medic.
Turi shook his head, and Wynne reached forward, shoving him hard. He staggered, and she raised her fists when he recovered.
But Turi held his palms up to Wynne, and he spoke.
Ryann played the feed at double speed, everyone jerking as they argued. There was some movement, but no more pushing. Then the four visitors stormed back into the stairwell.
“That was three days ago, and it’s not the first incident,” Arela said when Ryann cut the feed. “And I checked‌—‌all five were carrying lashes. I’d like to believe that was only for personal protection, but I can’t be sure. And I don’t want to think about what else they might have been carrying.”
“They intended to do something to the infected?” But Ryann already knew the answer. “They were serious in the rec hall the other day.”
“At least with quarantine under lock-down, this won’t happen again.”
“But they’ll make their feelings known in some other way.”
“Of course.”
There was never perfect harmony on a base. Get even two people in a room, and there would be disagreements. So there would always be problems on Haven. But now, things were clearly becoming too polarised. Lines were being drawn, and people were choosing sides.
“Can we still see in?”
“He hasn’t severed links, but he’s locked them tight. I can’t hack them.” Arela smiled. “And trust me, I’ve tried.”
Of course she had. Arela might abide by the protocols most of the time, but she’d twist the rules if it was in the interest of Haven.
“So he’s planning something,” Ryann said, trying to understand Daman’s motivations.
“He came down with a plan. That’s why he piloted the Hermes himself, with no crew apart from Murdoch.”
“So I heard. And he bodged the landing.”
“Maybe that’s a good thing.” Arela shrugged, and met Ryann’s eyes. “It’s given the techs and the maintenance crews something to work on. Helps take their minds off what’s going on outside.”
“But not totally.”
“No.”
“So what’s Daman’s game?”
Arela took a sip of her water, placing the glass back down gently. But not in the same spot she’d lifted it from. “No idea. I think he wants to take at least one of the infected back to Metis for the boffins up there to study. And maybe he wants the others out of the way permanently.”
“What about his plans to capture a live shade?”
Arela smiled. “The feed from the sensor was suppressed, but I managed to pull it. Have a look.”
In her lenses, Ryann looked at the familiar clearing, and the cloth-covered cage. The time stamp confirmed what the green tinge and the grainy quality of the footage told her; that is was night, but only a few moments after dusk.
A group of shades approached the cage, walking at a crouch as if they expected a trap. Their nostrils twitched, and Ryann could imagine them taking in the aroma of fresh meat. One of the shades ran to the trap, but two others held it back before slapping it to one side.
They hesitated, and Ryann got the impression that they were discussing what to do. They circled the cage, pulling at the cloth and running their claws along the bars.
Then one held the door while another entered the cage. Ryann couldn’t see through the cloth, but it re-emerged a few seconds later with the box tight in its grasp. As soon as it stepped from the cage, the one by the door moved away, letting the cage seal itself, leaving the cage empty. It didn’t even hold the rich, bloodied chunk of meat that the shades now devoured.
“Knew they’d be too smart to fall for that,” Ryann said, and found she was happy that they had outsmarted Daman.
“I get the impression he wants to set more traps up.”
Ryann looked up, trying to read Arela’s expression. She was a master at the blank face, though, and only when Ryann raised her own eyebrow did Arela crack a smile.
“Take it that’s not going to happen,” Ryann said.
“Not if I have anything to do with it.” Then Arela sighed. “But I don’t know how much longer I can oppose him.”
“Surely the company won’t let him put people in direct danger.”
Arela paused. “It’s not that simple. He’s got an agenda. Him and Murdoch‌—‌they’re not simple desk-jockeys. They’re deep Kaiahive.”
Of course, Ryann knew that anyway‌—‌knew or suspected, and was there really a difference? When she confronted Daman in quarantine, he hadn’t been surprised or shocked at what she said.
“We safe to talk here?” she asked. <‍Would we be better keeping this more intimate?‍>
Arela shook her head. “I have this place cleaned regularly, then do my own housekeeping. It’s lattice-tight. If anything, it’s the one place we can talk freely. Anyway, I take it you don’t like Daman.”
“And he knows it,” Ryann said, knowing that Arela must be aware of her last meeting with the piece of slime, outside Cathal’s bay in quarantine. “I suppose he reported my insolence, or insubordination, or whatever he wanted to call it?”
“Of course he did. Made a formal complaint, shot the file off to Metis. Don’t worry‌—‌I added an addendum. Emotional stress, and Daman catching you in the one place you felt safe letting go. Turi added his professional opinion, and that backs you up too.” She paused. “Apologies if that upsets you.”
“Not at all. Probably close to the truth, anyway.” And, she thought, if Murdoch hadn’t turned up when he did, Ryann might have added physical assault to whatever charges Daman was pushing for. “So what is Daman after? What do Kaiahive want?” And she said the company name with the venom she felt, spitting it out, the harsh first syllable shooting from her throat.
Maybe she was too forceful. Arela raised an eyebrow.
<‍You venting that anger, or letting it build up?‍>
<‍Give me a secluded room with Daman and I’ll vent until my fists are red-raw.‍> Ryann held Arela’s gaze, even though she wanted to turn away. Those words were too strong. They were not the joke she intended.
<‍I think I’d like to watch that.‍>
The relish with which Arela sussed surprised Ryann, but it didn’t shock her. Not like she knew it should.
“I can tell you what he says he wants.” The aggression was gone. The professional, political Arela was back. “He wants to help. He’s been sent down to advise, in light of our current difficulties. He has the full backing of Kaiahive‌—‌although I believe he says that more as a threat than a comfort‌—‌and he will do all he can to ensure the correct outcome.”
“Which still doesn’t tell us what his ultimate aim is.”
“No. I have some ideas, but I’m not ready to share them. Not yet.”
Ryann nodded. <‍But I’ll listen whenever you are.‍>
<‍I know. That’s why you’re my adviser.‍> She continued, verbally. “But you’re not the only one finding an outlet for your anger. There’s been more trouble‌—‌rec hall, Hulk, training rooms. Turi’s team’s treating more and more injuries from ‘accidents’.”
“Everyone’s on edge,” Ryann said as Arela paused. “And we need to stand together now more than ever.”
“Agreed. So, as my special adviser, what would you suggest?”
“I’m not sure I’m qualified for that.”
“Everyone’s qualified to think for themselves. How do we stop people fighting in Haven?”
That sounded like a rhetorical question, and Ryann expected Arela to continue. But she lapsed into silence and watched Ryann.
“Two options,” Ryann said after a pause, thinking as she spoke. “Two parts of the question. Stop people fighting, and stop them fighting in Haven. First part, they need a focus, a problem that they can work towards. If we can give them a common goal, but something more substantial than ‘don’t give in to the shades’, we can get them working together.”
“Already happening. Ula’s over-run with volunteers to help fix the Hermes, and I’ve got trainers putting on extra programs every day, focusing on team-work. They say they’ve never been so busy.”
“So we find something else. Daytime patrols, just around Haven’s perimeter?”
The grimace might have been slight, but Ryann didn’t miss it. “Discussed it. Daman blocked it.”
“What about running drones from the grounded Proteuses? That would give pilots and techs something to do.”
“And again, Daman says no.”
There was no emotion in Arela’s voice, and her shoulders shifted forwards, just enough to signal resignation.
“So he’s in charge.”
A spark of anger flared in Arela’s eyes. Her knuckles whitened, and her fingers gripped tight to the desk. “Haven’s my station. These are my people. We just‌…” and she let out a long breath, her head lolling forward with the deflation, “We just have another problem to overcome.”
“So what’s left?”
“I was hoping you’d have more ideas, because I only have one more.” Arela looked at Ryann, straight into her eyes. “We get the hell out of here.”






The initial ecstasy from his feed only lasted a short while, but the energy remained in Cathal’s body, and gave him the strength he desired.
He pushed out into his surroundings.
Coolness covered him. He felt it strongly in the pads of his feet, where they rested on the hard floor, but the coolness existed in the room as a whole. His pores opened up to it, all over his body. He was aware that he wore no clothes, but also that this wasn’t a problem. His new skin was tough, and he had no need for further protection.
Cathal continued to cast his‌…‌mind? senses? being?‌…‌around the room, and settled on the storage unit closest to him. He placed a hand on it and pushed, and one half of the front slid to the side. The objects inside flapped when he brushed over them, and he knew they were clothes. He reached down and was unsurprised to feel boots too.
He wondered who they belonged to, then realised how stupid that thought was. These were his own clothes, and at his feet were the boots he had worn almost every day for the past eighteen months. They needed replacing, but he remembered how well they fitted, tight without too much tension. He could wear those things for days without discomfort.
At least, he used to be able to. His feet were larger now, as were his arms and legs. These clothes were useless for the new Cathal.
The being’s body lay on the floor, where Cathal had dropped it. Yes, it wore clothes, but the flesh beneath was pliable. There was something squelchy in one part, where the legs joined the body, and this was where the pungence came from. Cathal knew‌—‌although how, he didn’t know‌—‌that this was a natural reaction, but it was still repulsive.
The being had a face. He could sense it, in the same peculiar way he could sense the room around him, but he could also remember it. He had seen the face many times.
But he could not put a name to it.
There was a wound below the face, in the being’s neck. Cathal explored with a finger‌—‌or rather a claw, and he was surprised how much he could actually feel through that hard surface. He pushed into one of the holes his fangs had created, slicing through the muscle until he reached something solid. Bone. Cathal knew he could etch into it if he wanted to, but there was no purpose in such an action. Instead, he removed his claw and ran it across his tongue, savouring the slight hint of the man’s energy.
The being had been a man. A person. A word came to Cathal’s mind, but it had no meaning, so he ignored it. The man had provided Cathal with his energy. That was all that mattered.
Cathal walked across to the other bed, where his brother lay. He focused on the sheet-covered body, sensing the weak flow of energy, and he thought of the warmth flooding through his own body. He felt his brother stir, reaching out to meet his own interest.
You can have this too, he thought. You can feed when you are ready.
But Cathal wasn’t so sure. The being who had provided for Cathal was spent. The other being, the one with the sharper trace but none of the richness, had been absent for some time, and somehow Cathal doubted that being‌—‌that person‌—‌would return.
Cathal would need to find another being and bring it to his brother.
He remembered helping others, once. He remembered leading them. In some ways it was a game‌—‌you gave them what they needed, and then they were bound to do what you requested.
There were more memories, but they were hazy, and seemed to swim in dark, murky waters. He turned from them, and focused on how he could find food for his brother. First, he would need to leave this room.
He walked to where he believed the door to be, and he found the handle. It turned with a click. Cathal pulled.
The air that rushed in tasted fresh. He opened the door wide and pulled the air into his body, feeling the coolness around his tongue, tingling where the taste of the man’s energy still remained. Then he stepped towards the opening.
And intense pain shot through his whole body.
His flesh rippled and tightened, stretching over his bone. His muscles expanded and grew hot. He felt sparks rush along his limbs and through his body. He buckled, wanting to curl into a ball as the agony consumed him.
He exhaled, his breath hissing through his fangs. He stepped back, behind the door.
His limbs relaxed. The pain receded, and his skin settled down.
Cathal pushed the memory of the pain and took a breath. He knew he didn’t need to, not in any biological way, but it helped. He needed to think. He needed to assess.
Clearly there was something on the far side of the door, something to stop him leaving. The pain had not been in his back, but only in his front.
He edged forward ever so slowly, focusing on the difference in the air. The taste was warmer, and‌…‌yellow? Yes, there was a yellow glow. He could feel it.
Cathal thought. Then he reached one arm towards the door. His claw scraped over the hard surface, then reached the edge and curled round. He took air deep inside and counted. Three. Two. One.
He thrust his arm forward, beyond the door. Immediately, the pain returned. But it was focused on his arm, and Cathal fought the urge to pull back. He concentrated, even when his palm rippled and bulged. Even when the blue agony bore deep and started to creep along his arm.
The air, or the light. Yes. The yellow light was burning his flesh. It was warm, and deadly.
Cathal pulled his limb back and pushed the door closed. He stood still, assessing once more.
He used to do this often. The sea of memories threw up a wave, and this idea rose to the surface. It was part of his job, in leading others. When there were difficulties, he had to find a solution, and so he’d stop and assess. He’d plan, and then he’d act.
The man with the face he remembered hadn’t been affected by the light, so maybe this was something only Cathal‌—‌and maybe his brother‌—‌suffered from. Or maybe this man had some kind of protection.
Cathal was naked, but the man wore clothes. If Cathal covered himself, the light might not burn him.
He returned to where his old clothes hung up, and started to dress. Of course they didn’t fit, but he pulled the trousers on and yanked the cord tight to keep them up. Then he twisted his arms through his jacket, and even with his claws he managed to seal the front fastener. There was ample room inside, which wasn’t a problem. What was a problem was the way his lower legs and arms were still exposed. And so was his head.
But there was more clothing, folded and hanging. And there were coverings on the bed.
Cathal worked methodically but fast, tearing cloth into strips. He started with his legs, wrapping them in the cloth, moving down to his feet until the coolness of the floor was no longer next to his flesh. Then he worked on his arms, and finally his head, wrapping strips of cloth and tying them in place, until his pores told him he was totally covered.
Except his claws. They still stuck out. But they hadn’t been affected when he first curled them round the door.
Cathal bent down, testing his new coverings. They restricted some movement, but not a lot. He opened his mouth, but could only do so a fraction. After a moment’s hesitation he used his claws to tear a slit, wide enough that he could move his jaws apart and bring his fangs out. Maybe some of the light might touch his lips, but he should be alright if he kept them sealed as much as possible.
He walked to the door once more and grasped it in his claws. Then he pulled the door open and stepped into the light.
And when he felt nothing but a recognition of warmth, he took another step. Then a third.
Protected from the light, he pulled the door closed, leaving his brother to sleep while he went in search of more food.






“What the hell are you playing at, woman?”
Daman strode into Arela’s office, Murdoch on his heels. He stopped at the desk, resting his knuckles on it and leaned in, his forehead almost touching Arela’s. Ryann, to one side, could smell the soap he’d used, just about masking his own odour.
“I’m looking over plans of Haven.”
And she was. With Ryann’s help, Arela was using the desk screen to assess weak spots in the outer structure. They were paying close attention to the Deck.
“You know what I mean. The evacuation.”
Arela stood up straight, giving Ryann a quick smile. They’d already discussed how they would deal with Daman, because there was no question of him agreeing to a retreat from Haven.
“Oh, that.”
“Yes. That!”
Arela shrugged. “It’s protocol. If a situation becomes untenable, all possible parties are to extricate themselves from it, either mentally, emotionally or physically. Preferably all three. I’m sure I can find the appropriate section in the company’s manuals.”
“But the situation is not ‘untenable’. We are still secure in here.”
“Secure from external dangers. But there are other factors coming in to play. My medics tell me petty injuries are on the rise, and I’ve seen for myself how the whole situation is adversely affecting my people.”
“They’re not coping?” Daman stood tall, and his thin smile returned. “Then what does that say about your leadership, Angelis?”
“I’ve assessed the situation, and this is the most practical, sensible solution. We have a Hermes that is capable of transporting our personnel to Metis in two runs, and I have been informed the mothership has sufficient temporary quarters.”
“And they’ve agreed to this?”
“I’ve put in a request and discussed the situation.”
Daman eased back and folded his arms. “But your plans have not been ratified. You do not have final confirmation.” He raised one eyebrow. “Do you.”
But Arela wasn’t going to be pushed around that easily. “I await official confirmation, but my discussions with my superiors were extremely positive, and I anticipate no denial. And so, to ensure a smooth extraction from Haven, we are preparing.”
Arela looked back at the desk, tapping to highlight a few areas. Ryann noticed that one of these was the suite occupied by Daman and Murdoch, on the top floor of the Hulk. Daman appeared not to notice, but Murdoch eased his head forward and looked vaguely intrigued.
“And if you don’t get confirmation?”
Arela swiped the screen clean‌—‌although Ryann knew she had already stored the image and annotations. Then she looked up. “And why would Metis refuse me? My people‌—‌Kaiahive employees‌—‌are at risk, and our work here has been put on hold. Would the company prefer to pay people to sit around and do nothing, or to be on Metis being put to good use?”
Daman’s foot tapped twice. His lips parted, but his eyes darted towards Murdoch. They must be sussing again, Ryann thought.
“I would not be so sure of yourself, Angelis,” Daman said slowly. “Running away never solves a problem.”
“You think I’m running away? Oh, no. This is a tactical retreat.”
Daman snorted. “Semantics. Things are getting too much, so you’re fleeing. Because you can’t cope.”
Ryann pushed, gently, towards Daman, stretching out with her lattice. This was a breach of manners, and she’d have to be careful. Her lattice linked with his, just as she linked with her crew, and she read the data flowing through him. His trace was distinctive‌—‌stale sweat and a quiet desperation. Yes, that was her take on it, but traces were always personal like that. She pushed the mild nausea down, and forced herself deeper into his lattice.
His heart beat faster than she would have expected. His adrenaline ran high, but he was diverting the energy to his mind, thinking fast. It showed that he was on the verge of struggling.
Interesting. She pulled out and turned her attention to Murdoch. He was far calmer, and‌…‌not disinterested, but she got the impression he was watching from a distance. Maybe detached was a better word. And there was something very cold about him, something that sent a shudder along her spine.
“And you,” Arela said, nodding to Daman then Murdoch. “You wish to stay? I’m drawing up a list of personnel for the initial run, and I’m sure I can squeeze in a couple more. Just in case you don’t want to hang around on a base run by a weak woman.”
Her face was emotionless, but Ryann knew she was smiling inside. She reminded Ryann of one of the bulls on her father’s farm, the small one with the broken horn. He didn’t look like much, but he was the most stubborn creature she’d ever come across. She’d seen him charge a far larger rival, and even outstare a transporter. He stood in the road, head lowered and eyes forward, daring the pilot to move the transporter closer. She remembered how his flank rose and fell, and how the morning sun burnt steam off his hide. And she would never forget the look in his eyes, the look of absolute certainty that things would go his way.
And, like the transporter pilot, Daman backed off. It wasn’t much of a movement, just a slight tilt backwards, but it was there.
“I have my instructions from Kaiahive, and I don’t run from my duty.” He tried the raised-eyebrow trick again, but Arela met it with her own gaze, and his arms fell to his side. “We’ll leave you to your planning. But I’ll tell you this‌—‌nobody leaves Haven unless I say so.”
Then he huffed, spun and strode out of the room, with Murdoch at his heels.
When the door had clicked shut, Arela brought the plan back up onto the desk-screen.
“He’s going to try to stop the evacuation, isn’t he?”
“Of course.” Arela tapped a few more positions, bringing up names of personnel. Two of these she flicked to one side, where a list opened up to swallow them.
“And he does outrank you.”
“Yes.” She looked up and smiled. “And he’s only got his puppy to help him. Don’t worry. We’ll be shipping folk off to Metis. What can he do about it? Even if we don’t get the official go-ahead, we send the Hermes off. You think Metis will turn us away?”
“They might do.”
Arela shook her head. “We get within hailing distance, and anyone will be able to access our sensors. We’ve got nothing to hide, so we go totally open. And I mean totally. Free for anyone to connect. I’ve got enough contacts on Metis who have access to deep relays and boosters. Metis turn us away, and the company gets the thing they hate the most. Bad publicity.”
Ryann nodded. That was good. She’d never have considered something like that. And that, she supposed, was why Arela was the chief.
“Now, give me a hand with the mandate. We can only take fifty or so on each run, so we need essential personnel remaining for the second flight.”
Ryann looked at the plan. The highlighted rooms were quarters of those under consideration. “You considering sending Daman and Murdoch?”
“Wish I could. Things would be easier without them. And if I tell them this is the only craft capable of reaching Metis, they might be tempted.” She glanced up at Ryann again. “To be honest, that’s been bugging me lately.”
She didn’t explain any more, and Ryann took the bait. “What? What’s been bugging you?”
“Daman messed up the landing pretty badly, but I don’t buy incompetence. I think he wanted that Hermes out of action, because he doesn’t want anyone to leave. But that means he’s stranded here too. I can’t figure out his motives.”
“You think he’s got another way off-planet?”
Arela didn’t answer. She brought the screen back to life, but now she pulled up a file with a restricted code. “I’ve been digging, and things don’t look good.” She glanced up at Ryann. “I’m sure I don’t need to mention that this is strictly off-the-record.”
“I never heard a thing.” That sounded like a line from a cheesy entertainment, and Ryann almost smiled. But the seriousness washed off Arela in waves, and Ryann’s mouth felt dry. She wished they were sussing instead.
“Take it you’ve seen Daman Sallis’ official record? Average training, then found his niche in logistics management. Moved around a fair bit. No family links‌—‌I think there’s mention of a sister, but they aren’t close. Then he’s transferred to Solutions, where he starts making a name for himself. Up until now, when he’s been thrown at us to ‘solve’ our problems.”
Ryann had read the report, in some detail. She’d also tapped into some of the less official sources. Those told her what she’d already intuited‌—‌that Daman might have confidence, and he might be good at his job, but he rubbed others up the wrong way. His superiors only tolerated him because he got results.
“But I checked closer, matching details against those from other sources. And they don’t match. The official records have him in one place, but there are unofficial reports of him being somewhere totally different. Then there’s the odd nature of his official work. Like here,” and Arela bought up data on the screen. “Sixteen months ago, he’s assigned to deal with a potential mutiny on Caleb Seven. But here,” and Arela brought in more records, “Caleb Seven has no problems, just the usual friction between government and Kaiahive. Not even a trace of an uprising.”
“So the company falsified the official records?”
Arela shrugged. “I’m sure they’d see things differently. But yes. That’s what it looks like to me, anyway.”
“You said he’s deep Kaiahive,” Ryann said. “Doesn’t this back that up? He’s working off-protocol.”
“And he’s here, interfering with us.”
“He wants to capture a shade.”
“He’s locked quarantine down, so none of us can access those who have been infected.”
“And he doesn’t want anyone leaving the base.”
Ryann met Arela’s eyes, and they were full of anger and frustration.
“Say it, Ryann,” she said. “I can tell you’re putting this together. Tell me what you’re thinking.”
Ryann glanced round the room, letting her gaze rest on the door for a long second, almost expecting to see Daman burst through. He’d probably use Murdoch to do the physical work, though. Because Murdoch wasn’t simply an assistant. The man was a personal guard, too.
That only struck her now, but it made perfect sense. If Daman was going against the official company line, he’d make a great many enemies.
“He’s part of this Golem project,” Ryann said, slowly. “And if he wants to capture a shade, that means something’s changed. Maybe they never used to infect people. Maybe they’re evolving.”
“So what does the company want?”
“They want‌…” Ryann paused. It made sense, but it sickened her at the same time. “They want to ensure nobody else hears about the shades. He pulled off a landing that rendered the Hermes unflight-worthy.” She swallowed. “He’d rather we all perished than word got out.”
Arela nodded slowly.
“But like you said, that leaves Daman and Murdoch stranded too,” Ryann said. “He doesn’t strike me as the type to go down through loyalty.”
“He’s a slimy toad who always plays his own angle.” Arela smiled. “Just what you think, my friend. But yes, he doesn’t intend to die down here. And I’ve been trying to figure out his plans.”
“And?”
“He has to be in contact with someone. Best I can figure out, he renders us all inactive somehow, stops anyone leaving, and then calls down a rescue for himself and Murdoch.”
“Render us inactive?”
Arela nodded. “Not sure how, but I can think of a few possibilities. Maybe screw us so badly that we’re over-run, and he scarpers to a hold-out. Or he sabotages Haven’s atmos system, adds something to knock us all out, while him and his monkey wear masks.” She waved a hand in the air. “I don’t know specifics, but I know he’s got a game-plan. And I know that if we stay here, we’re screwed.”
“And you’ve known this for a while now.”
“Suspected.”
“Hence the rush to fix the Hermes.”
Arela smiled. “I don’t think he expected us to get it flight-ready so quickly.”
“But we can’t get everyone off in one go.”
Arela shook her head. “But when the first batch reach Metis, we’ll figure out a way for the rest of us to get off.” She smiled. “Daman thinks of nothing but himself, but I’m loyal to my people. You know that. And I’ll get us out of this. One way or another, I’ll get us off Haven.”






Beyond the room in which Cathal woke was a second room, although calling it a room seemed extravagant. It contained no furniture apart from a couple of chairs to one side. There were two doors, and the glass wall.
Cathal brought up a hand and pressed it against the glass. Even through the strips of cloth his pores registered the hard coldness. His brother was on the other side, but Cathal could no longer sense him, as if he was sealed in.
Because he was. The room was‌…‌quarantine. Yes, that was the word. The place for those who required special treatment, for those who were too ill for the main medi-bays.
But Cathal was no longer ill. He was stronger than he had ever been. He felt incredible.
He walked to the second door, and this one didn’t open when Cathal turned the handle. He pulled, then pushed, and then tried sliding it sideways. Maybe, he thought, the first door should have been locked too. The man must have left it unsealed.
He should have been more careful. Then maybe he wouldn’t have put himself in harm’s way. Maybe with a little caution he wouldn’t have lost his energy.
Cathal knew not every feed would be that easy. Next time, he would have to fight or hunt.
But he was fast, and he was strong.
He backed away from the door, then charged. The pressure blurred inside him, and the door buckled. Cathal stepped back and threw himself forward again. And again.
On the fourth time something snapped, and the door flung open. It hung to one side, and Cathal grabbed it and pulled, sending it to the floor. Yes, he was strong.
Many traces filled the air, and Cathal paused to savour them. Some were rich, others were exciting, but none of the traces were fresh apart from that of the man whose remains lay by Cathal’s bed.
He turned to the left. There were more rooms here, he knew. This was still quarantine, with its curving corridor. Yes, he remembered now. He had been shown this. Someone pointing things out, something about a circle, with bays and treatment rooms on the outside, and offices and stores inside.
The doors on the outer wall of the circle were locked, every one. He didn’t push through them. Not yet. Instead, he turned to the doors on the inner wall.
The first one opened easily. The room beyond felt musty and small, and Cathal sensed objects lining shelves‌—‌or maybe he remembered that. Yes, a store. There would be‌…‌dressings. They might be useful, if the cloth covering his body started to come adrift. There would be other things on the shelves. The image of a scalpel appeared before him, with its small, sharp blade. But Cathal flexed his fingers and felt his claws strike metal‌—‌he had no need for something as puny as a scalpel.
He carried on, to the next room. There was a familiar trace here, one that Cathal recognised as belonging to the man he had fed from, but it was not a fresh scent, even though it felt like it clung to the walls and the furniture. Cathal knew the man spent a great deal of time in this room.
The room was warm, with that horrible burning yellow-ness, and Cathal did not want to tarry long here. The room unsettled him, and the word that had risen before, the one that he did not understand, came to his mind. It was‌…‌a label of some kind.
Turi.
Cathal shut the door tight when he left. He paused, and pulled the air into his pores, concentrating. He followed the traces, finding it easier now to tell one from another. And there was another type of trace, very feint, almost like a shadow. It wasn’t a being, not like the man he had fed from. It was similar to his brother.
He followed this trace, to another room on the inner side of the circle. The door needed forcing open, and it led Cathal into another small room. The trace seeped in from above him.
There were rungs set in one wall, and Cathal knew he had used rungs like this before. But he didn’t need a ladder now. He could scale the walls in such a tight space as easily as if he were running.
The room was a tube, and it ended in a cold circle that spun when Cathal twisted it. When it would spin no more, he pushed, and a hatch opened. His pores told him the air was moist, and that rain hammered down. The cloth coating his body increased in weight, and this was an annoyance, but one he could live with. There was always a compromise when it came to protection. He’d known that from long ago.
But without the cloth, the light from above would burn. Cathal knew this. The light was diluted, and it would not burn fast, but it would rupture his flesh just the same.
He stuck his head out.
And the traces of those like his brother were all around. They hid from the light, taking shelter in the trees. He tried to count the different strands, but it was impossible with so many of them.
He called out to them, his breath rushing between his slightly parted lips. But he also reached out to them from inside, as he had done with his brother. And they responded.
He felt their kinship. He tasted their excitement, and their hunger. He sensed their frustrations, and their yearning to approach. But they wouldn’t leave the protection of the shadows.
They called to him, and he wanted to join them. He wanted to race through the forest. He wanted to test himself in the branches, leaping from tree to tree. He wanted to hunt.
But he had his brother to think about.
Cathal reached out to his kin, pushing with his thoughts.
Soon, he told them. Soon, you will feed.
Cathal dropped to the ground, a puddle already growing. The air was cool and refreshing, and he didn’t feel right pulling the door closed behind him.
There were more rooms along the curving corridor, and Cathal followed the old traces in and out of them. There were many traces in one room, and he recalled this as a rest area.
But it was empty now, and that felt wrong. Cathal knew this place should be busy. There should be‌…‌more like Turi.
Yes, that was the man’s name, the one who had been watching over Cathal. The one whose blood he had consumed.
But a name was only a label. The man was dead. It was a necessary thing. The medic should have known about the need to feed. He should have provided for Cathal. That was his job.
And he had provided.
That energy still sustained Cathal, and he brought his arms up, stretching out fingers and scraping the walls with his claws. They vibrated, and he pushed harder, feeling the muscles working beneath his hide, feeling the tension in his hands. He focused on that, on the way his new body worked.
His new body. His machine. It responded to his instructions in a way he had never experienced before.
He stood still for a moment. The pores on his flesh still pulled information from the space around him, and he knew his surroundings. He knew there was a shelf to one side, and a storage unit directly in front of him. There was a seating area, and a table. People had used that table for meals‌—‌the smell still lingered in the room’s atmosphere. Once, maybe, it would have appealed to Cathal. But no longer.
Now, he needed a different kind of sustenance.
Cathal tensed his body, the claws pulling in. He bent his legs, feeling his thighs take the strain, coiling like a spring, ready to be released. He pulled in the atmosphere of the room, imagining the energy that it must have contained before. The blood. The living blood of the medics who worked in quarantine.
Like Turi.
Once, like Cathal.
The hunger burned within‌—‌not in his stomach, but in every fibre of his being. It gnawed at him, a stubborn pain that he knew was now his constant companion.
And then he released. All the pent-up anger, all the tension within, he let it all out.
His limbs flew, but always under control. He spun and jumped, landing on the table. It tilted, but he was off it before it fell, and he slammed into the shelf, tearing it from the wall. He brought it round, striking the storage unit and sending the door swinging wide. He ripped that from its hinges, and slammed a foot into the insides, crashing through packets that might have once been food but that now contained only useless dust. He sliced through the soft fabric in the seating area, and the air filled with dancing foam. He clenched a fist, and hammered into the wall, leaving a dent in the metal and a concussion rolling around in the air.
Cathal had never moved like this, even in his best training sessions. The way his new body responded far surpassed anything he could imagine. He felt every fractional tightening of muscles, every firing synapse, every drop of adrenaline. And he controlled it all.
When he stopped there was no need to draw breath, but he did so anyway.
He had destroyed the room. But it left him no pleasure. He had moved like a perfect machine, but machines did not feel.
Unsure, already pushing his concerns to one side, Cathal stepped back into the corridor and slammed the door behind him.
He carried on, to the next door. This one led to a stairwell‌—‌he could taste the cold concrete and felt the tight echoes. Again, there were traces of life, flowing up and down. But most recently down.
Cathal followed them, and reached the door. It was locked, but so had been the door to his room.
Cathal pushed. Then he stepped back and flung his body at the door. He kicked. He hammered as hard as he could.
The door didn’t move. Deep within his mind, Cathal knew there was a reason for this. Quarantine might need to be sealed. Doors within might be forcible, but this door was stronger.
And this door led to the rest of Haven.
Cathal paused, and he assessed. Through his search, the only traces of energy had been old. The only life he had found was Turi, and he had ended that. His brother slept still.
But there were other quarantine rooms. Maybe there were more like himself and his brother‌—‌and Cathal thought this likely. They would be waking soon and, like his brother, they would need help. They would not understand about the burning light. They would need to be covered.
They would need someone to lead them, to show them what to do. And then he could bring them down to this door, with the promise of the intoxicating food that was surely on the other side. With enough of his brothers, he could break through the door.
Cathal returned to his room. But even before he reached it, he knew something had changed.
Traces of his brother filled the air. The door between the inner and outer rooms was open, and his brother’s bed was empty, the bedding torn and in disarray. The storage unit over that side of the room was open, and Cathal knew clothing had been removed.
Turi’s body was still on the floor, but it had been thrown about. Cathal could detect the presence of his brother on it and there was a fresh wound on the medic’s neck, ragged and deep. Turi’s head was twisted round, as if Cathal’s brother had tried to wrench it off.
And his brother had a name. A word formed in Cathal’s mind, and he knew it was the correct label. Nyle. Nyle had figured out the need to be covered, then he had gone, probably in search of food.
Cathal didn’t touch a thing. He left that room and went to the one next door.
It was open, and the inner door was smashed, hanging from a single hinge. Cathal caught the trace of another brother‌—‌no, two, and he knew that there were more like himself and Nyle. He’d suspected as much, but now he could feel them.
But this room, too, was empty, and in disarray. The cots were overturned, one leaning against the glass wall. The air was heavy with the scent of desperation and anger, but also of confusion. The storage units were open, and ripped clothing was scattered around the room.
Nyle’s trace joined the others in the room. That should have comforted Cathal, but instead it set him on edge. His brother was young, and inexperienced. He was not a leader.
Cathal had no idea why he thought that, but something told him this was so. Whoever Nyle had been before, he had not been the same as Cathal.
There was a burning flavour by the door, and Cathal knew one of his brethren had tried leaving without being fully covered. Nyle had not been insistent enough.
Cathal followed the traces back into the corridor, then on to the next room.
The sense of dissipated energy hit him as soon as he pushed through the broken inner door. It reminded Cathal of Turi’s trace, only twisted and weak.
The dead body was almost a brother. There was an unfinished quality about it, and Cathal knew it had been disturbed too soon. Not only disturbed, but used.
Cathal tasted the memory of blood in the air, and he knew the body had been drained. He also tasted excitement, and hunger. The blood from the half-brother would not have been a fulfilling meal.
Cathal reached out and patted the husk. He pushed, searching for a presence, but the body was empty.
<‍Leave it. We hunt.‍>
The words shot through Cathal, the voice both familiar and strange. Cathal stood and turned, towards the source of those words, even though the trace told him who this was.
Nyle stood in the doorway. His energy was strong and full, and it pushed toward Cathal with confidence. That felt out of place, and Cathal knew he must do something about it.
<‍What happened here was wrong,‍> he thought, sending his words across to Nyle. It felt a natural thing to do.
<‍No,‍> Nyle’s thoughts sprung into Cathal’s mind again. <‍This was hunger. That hunger has been satisfied, but only in part. Now, we need to hunt and feed.‍>
<‍We need to be cautious.‍>
Nyle snorted, and Cathal knew that was laughter.
<‍Why should we be cautious? We are strong.‍>
<‍There is the burning light.‍>
<‍Your clothes were gone, and your sheets ripped. I followed your example‌—‌thank you. And now, the light is nothing. But we must feed.‍>
Yes, Cathal thought. But‌…‌but not the way Nyle intended.
<‍You left but a taste,‍> Nyle continued, the shape of his thoughts forming in Cathal’s mind, and he realised that he was not truly hearing words but something else. <‍That thing was little more than an empty vessel, but it was enough to tell me I needed more. And this one here‌—‌he was not one of us, and so it was right that he sustain us.‍>
Cathal felt more traces in the room as his other brethren stood behind Nyle now. Names rose, and Cathal pushed towards each of them, matching each name, each tag, to one of those standing behind Nyle. With each name, he focused on the owner. Car, Brikita, Ap-Owen, Galvyn and Shaela.
<‍We have no need to hunt,‍> Cathal pushed to each of them.
<‍We need to feed.‍>Nyle moved, between Cathal and the other brethren.
<‍Yes. But not to hunt.‍>
Nyle straightened. <‍You do not guide me.‍>
A memory‌—‌a label‌—‌stirred in Cathal. <‍I am a commander.‍>
<‍Then command. Lead.‍>
<‍Yes. But not in a hunt.‍>
Nyle came forward in a ready crouch, claws raised. <‍You are weak.‍>
<‍Giving in to urges is weakness.‍>
Nyle attacked.
Cathal sensed his brother’s shift of stance, and the flex of his arm, and so Cathal brought his own arm round, blocking the move. The contact jarred Cathal’s shoulder. Nyle’s other arm came down and round, on a trajectory to Cathal’s stomach. Cathal stepped to one side, bringing his free arm down hard, his fingers rolled into a fist. He slammed this into the top of Nyle’s head.
Nyle staggered, but recovered quickly, swiping again. Cathal was ready for such an obvious move, and he stepped back once more. He slammed his fist down, this time onto the back of Nyle’s neck, and his brother fell to the ground.
The whole fight‌—‌if it could be called that‌—‌had taken a matter of seconds, but Cathal had been conscious of everything in that time. It felt more like an exercise than anything else.
Those standing behind Nyle moved back, leaving Cathal room to do what he must. Cathal’s hand uncurled, and the claws reached out. He could end this now.
Cathal stepped away. Nyle rolled over, and hissed a laugh.
<‍You give me time to recover.‍>
<‍I don’t want to fight.‍>
Nyle stood, rising quickly. Cathal knew he was injured, but the injury to his pride overshadowed all others.
<‍That shows you are weak.‍>
<‍I am in control.‍>
<‍Not of me.‍> Nyle flexed his fingers, dancing his claws together. <‍You are not my commander.‍>
He moved to the door. Cathal didn’t shift, either to give him clearer passage or to prevent him leaving.
<‍Don’t be hasty, Nyle.‍>
<‍Nyle?‍> His brother paused. <‍Nyle. Once, but no more.‍>
And then he raced from the room.






<‍You’re getting a good view of this, I take it?‍> Ryann sussed.
Keelin smiled. <‍The best.‍>
She sat in the bridge of her Hermes, but she was connected to the other one. It wasn’t so much a view as an overall sensation‌—‌she could feel everyone walking through the hatch and taking their seats. She tingled as the atmos system compensated for the increased moisture from so much exhaled breath.
Most likely, Ryann was watching sensor images on a screen, sharing the experience with Arela. But she was missing so much! Yes, she’d see the craft lift off, but she wouldn’t feel the power. She wouldn’t have that nervous rush as the whole frame of the Hermes shuddered when the engines kicked in and it defied gravity.
Of course, Keelin was not as connected as DeeDee. Only the actual pilot would experience the full glory.
<‍I’m still surprised you didn’t take your place,‍> Ryann sussed.
No you’re not, Keelin thought. The place was only offered because Keelin was ‘under stress’‌—‌that was what the mandate stated. As if she’d be better off crammed into the hold, the restraints holding her down. Trapped, and dragged off to Metis.
Haven was her home. Metis was‌…‌too far away.
<‍I can still be useful here,‍> she sussed.
There were only fifty spaces on the Hermes anyway. It wasn’t like Keelin was the only one remaining.
She focused back on DeeDee’s Hermes, listening in as the pilot ran through last-minute checks. Everything was running well. Even the fluctuations in the stabilisers were not as pronounced now. Maybe the increased mass in the hold was working in their favour, as Ula had suggested.
DeeDee finished pre-flight protocol and switched the engines from idle. The craft vibrated‌—‌not enough for anyone to notice unless they were connected, but Keelin felt it, like a tingle, and it excited her. DeeDee brought the power up, kicking in micro-bursts to keep the Hermes steady as she released the retractors. There was a slight wobble‌—‌not DeeDee’s normal style, but maybe Keelin should give her a bit of leeway, what with the importance of this flight‌—‌and the Hermes eased up a fraction. Still connected with the ground, but feather-light now.
<‍Looking good from here,‍> Ula sussed, from her position in the tower. She wasn’t running operations, of course‌—‌that was down to Quin today‌—‌but she was the focal point. <‍How are things showing for you, DeeDee?‍>
<‍Running smoothly. Trim fluctuating point seven, but nothing I can’t compensate for. Ready to rise.‍>
<‍Retracting roof.‍>
Keelin pulled up another sensor, and watched the roof crack, the two halves sliding backwards. Rain fell, and within minutes the floor of the deck was awash. That would give ground crew something to do, she thought, then remembered that most of the ground crew were aboard.
Although it was not quite dusk, the sky was dark, and the clouds heavy. Keelin hadn’t seen the sky for a long time. Not since last time she flew, when she lost her baby.
Keelin reached for more sensors, and she watched the forest now, across the wide open land surrounding Haven. There was movement in the trees, in the shadows, where the thin daylight couldn’t penetrate. She thought she could make out shapes, but that might have only been her imagination.
But the shades didn’t approach. The fears some had, of the creatures climbing on the pods themselves, was unfounded. The arc lights burning sol around the perimeter of Haven kept them away.
<‍You’re clear to rise.‍>
<‍Initiating.‍> Keelin could imagine DeeDee pulling back on the virtual controls in her mind, scanning the data streaming in to one lens. <‍Next stop, Metis.‍>
<‍Don’t drink the place dry, DeeDee. Save some for me.‍>
<‍As if I’d touch that crap. Watch after Haven for us.‍>
The Hermes rose slowly, almost imperceptibly. It hung in the air like it had always been that way, and when it rose it was as if the floor itself was falling away, leaving the Hermes suspended.
DeeDee brought the nose round, carving a lazy arc, aligning her craft with the opening above. There was communication with the tower, data streams that Keelin accepted without being aware of reading, figures that corresponded with what the sensors were telling her.
As the Hermes rose towards the top of the pod, Keelin’s link grew narrower, and she started to pull out. She watched from outside as the sleek metal skin emerged, water racing down its sides and bouncing on its roof. It tilted, nose lifting a fraction over the standard five degrees, because DeeDee always kicked the thrust out slightly harder. She always said it gave an extra rush.
But it wasn’t time for that yet. Not until she was clear of Haven. Maybe a slight kick to clear the trees, but DeeDee, like all of Haven’s pilots, would wait until she was over the water.
<‍Looking good,‍> Ryann sussed, and for a moment Keelin was annoyed at the interruption. But Ryann simply wanted her to be a part of Haven. Of the remaining personnel on Haven.
<‍She wasn’t aligned with the doors, though,‍> Keelin sussed back, reading the figures and finding the fractional anomaly.
<‍You finding fault with Devona’s piloting?‍>
<‍Just learning. Always room for improvement, right?‍>
<‍So what’s she going to do now?‍>
Ryann knew, better than most non-pilots, how each pilot had their own style. Even if Keelin had been watching from the ground, unconnected to any sensors and with no knowledge of who was on board, she would have recognised DeeDee’s flying.
<‍She’ll probably bring the craft round, close to the medi-pod.‍>
<‍Brushing the pole?‍>
Ryann’s use of the slang made Keelin smile. There was a pole attached to the roof of the medi-pod, as this was the highest point of Haven. Nobody seemed sure why it was there, but pilots used it as a challenge. Hitting the pole wouldn’t cause any real damage‌—‌it was flexible, after all, and even if it fell it would roll down the side of the pod to the ground below‌—‌so everyone tried to get as close to it as they could. The challenge was to not touch it. Keelin had a distance of three-six, and only Ula had beaten this, with two-nine. Lucky, by her own admission.
<‍Harder in a Hermes,‍> Keelin said. <‍But she’ll try. Then an ‘s’-curve, due south, clip the trees and thrust as soon as she clears the shore line. Wait for perpendicular, then boost at seventy. She’ll corkscrew. Bet she’s already worked out rotation angle to bring her into a bay on Metis just right.‍>Because DeeDee had a background in maths that Keelin envied, and she could plot trajectories better than anyone Keelin knew.
<‍She still going to try all the fancy stuff with a Hermes full of personnel?‍>
<‍Can’t think of a better Hermes pilot. Thought Arela selected her because she was the best.‍>
<‍True. So that wobble there was on purpose?‍>
Keelin had noticed it too, like DeeDee was bringing each side down in turn. Like a wave. <‍Think that’s her way of saying goodbye.‍> It wasn’t the pilot’s normal style, but this was a special flight. She must have decided on something different.
The Hermes banked, round towards the medi-pod. The pole bent in the wind, so DeeDee wouldn’t get anywhere close to the record, even the separate Hermes one. But she was low, and moved steadily. Keelin spotted the tell-tale distortions where thrusters worked to keep the craft on an even keel as the wind whipped round.
<‍She’s low.‍> There was a hint of concern in Ryann’s voice.
<‍But not too low.‍> Keelin plotted possible trajectories. <‍Things go south, she can continue the sweep and head round the pod. Seen her do that before.‍>
But she didn’t need to. The Hermes moved steadily towards the top of the medi-pod, and now the pole started to waver with the additional down-draft. She was a good fifteen above it, maybe twenty‌—‌Keelin wasn’t bothered about digging through the data at the moment‌—‌but that wasn’t too bad, considering the conditions. And Arela was probably telling DeeDee to take it steady.
It must have been stormy out there. Keelin saw a flash in the sky, the clouds suddenly lit from within. They swirled, angry, and the Hermes looked small beneath them, a tiny vessel trapped under a roaring sea.
But it wasn’t trapped. It passed over the medi-pod and tilted, sweeping round in the first part of DeeDee’s ‘s’-curve.
Through other sensors, Keelin saw that the refit pod roof was now closed, and the water on the ground was draining away. If she got a moment, she could run a soft-clean on that. Make it ready for DeeDee’s return.
<‍Always think a Hermes looks good coming round like that,‍> Ryann sussed, and Keelin had to agree. It did look impressive, angling hard into the turn. But there was something wrong.
<‍Her angle’s too tight.‍>
<‍You getting picky again?‍>
Maybe. <‍No. Fifty’s optimal. She’s at fifty-five, pushing sixty.‍>
And Keelin caught another flash, only this one wasn’t from the sky. Keelin knew it was a power surge.
The Hermes continued to bank, but DeeDee bought the nose up, increasing the craft’s altitude. That made sense‌—‌if there was a problem, she’d want a safety margin from the pods.
<‍Looks like she’s coming round to try for the pole again.‍>
Ryann didn’t sound like she believed that was the case. She sounded worried.
DeeDee banked the Hermes, leaning to port. Not as severe an angle as before, but the craft juddered. The distortion from the thrusters flickered, more than usual.
<‍She’s struggling.‍>
The Hermes shook. DeeDee pulled the nose up higher, climbing out of the bank.
<‍She thrusts now, that’s going to burn-back into Haven!‍>
But DeeDee wouldn’t do that. She couldn’t. She was getting ready for‌…‌for something else. Or maybe it was the wind. Maybe she was angling to ride the turbulence.
The clouds glowed with lightning, and the trees shook. Rain lashed down. The Hermes tilted once more, banking to starboard. Still DeeDee brought the nose up. Sixty degrees, baring her underside to the wind.
What was the woman doing?
<‍Keelin? What’s your read on this?‍>
<‍Don’t know.‍> Because it made no sense. DeeDee was leaving herself open to more problems. And the thrusters were blurring now, not distorting.
The Hermes turned in an arc, and Keelin plotted, the figures dancing across a lens. There was only one possibility.
<‍She’s bringing it down.‍>
<‍On Haven?‍>
<‍Space to the west. Clearing.‍>
The open area was ear-marked for the start of the mine, but it gave a decent flat piece of ground to land on. Keelin had used it herself, bringing a Proteus down to test it out.
<‍But that’s close to the generator.‍>
And that was why the space wasn’t used that much. Only smaller craft were given permission, and then only in ideal conditions. A Hermes, in a storm like this‌…‌it was possible, but there was little margin for error.
<‍DeeDee knows what she’s doing.‍> Keelin hoped so, anyway.
The Hermes turned to the west, flying low over Stores. It struggled to keep level, tilting to port and starboard erratically. The nose dropped, and the craft shook. DeeDee spun it, perpendicular to the trees, with the generator to her stern.
She hovered, level with the stores roof now. For a moment the craft hung there, motionless, and in the next flash of lightning the image burnt in negative, the craft a black anomaly against the over-saturated trees.
Then the nose rose once more. Higher and higher.
<‍No!‍> DeeDee couldn’t thrust out from there! She was still too close to Haven.
But the craft shook, and Keelin felt that. Or imagined she did. It juddered, and there was a grinding noise beneath the pounding rain.
The Hermes angled at sixty now, and the shaking grew more pronounced. Rain swirled against the pale grey underbelly of the craft. A couple of lights flashed, red and green, and the thrusters blurred, struggling to keep the craft steady.
Then it flipped. It twisted back on itself, tumbling over. The thrusters distorted, their whine cutting through the sound of the storm. For a moment the Hermes hung motionless, and Keelin saw how DeeDee could pull off a soft boost, maybe hop over the trees before thrusting.
Another flash of lightning froze the image, and when it returned, the Hermes had dropped. It was like a jump-cut. One moment the craft hung upside-down in the air, and the next it was on the ground.
No. On the generator.
Keelin caught the briefest of explosions, and then everything went dark.






Cathal didn’t try to stop Nyle. The other brethren followed him, and Cathal reeled off their names as they did so. Ap Owen, Car, Galvyn, Shaela and Brikita. They all wore cloth, some tighter than others. And they all gave Cathal a wide berth, almost like a sign of respect.
But they followed Nyle. Because they yearned for the hunt.
Cathal felt that yearning within himself too, and knew the hunt would be glorious. It would be exhilarating to follow the traces to their sources. He imagined the rush of blood hitting the back of his throat, the warmth flooding into his body, the glow spreading to his extremities.
But he would not rush in. The others in this place were people, with names. They shared a past with him, and with Nyle, and with the others.
He could not destroy what he once was. He would keep control.
Cathal stepped from the room, back into the corridor. He sensed the others, off to his left, and he knew they had made for the stairwell. If he strained, he could sense their energy pounding at the locked door.
Cathal turned the other way. With the circular corridor, he would catch them later. But there was another door ahead, one he hadn’t yet tried.
It was thick, and there was a coolness rising from it. No, a coldness. And behind the chill, Cathal caught the vague taste of‌…‌of blood. It was hardly noticeable. Last time, he’d raced past this door and missed the subtlety.
Cathal pushed at the door, then pulled, using the small handle that he could just about curl his claws around. Nothing happened. He tried again, and it felt like the air was changing. No, not the air, but the light. As Cathal slammed into the door, it grew dark.
The warmth in the air was gone, and it stayed that way for a second or so. Then the light returned, and Cathal threw himself against the door once more. Something gave, and he pushed the door open then stepped inside.
The room was icy, and lined with cabinets that stretched from floor to ceiling. Cathal walked between them, and the first one he tried swung open easily. The scent of blood was stronger, but there was none of the life he had sensed in the medic. This blood was cold, like it was sleeping.
Sleeping, but not dead.
Cathal reached in to one of the cabinets and pulled out a small bag, almost a pouch. It writhed in his hand, the liquid within pulling towards the floor. He lifted it to his face, and the cold energy grew stronger.
Cathal knew what this thing was, and he knew that he had been right to ignore Nyle’s call to hunt. Why work for food when there was such a ready supply on hand?
Cathal brought the blood-pack up to his mouth and tore it open, feeling the slick liquid rushing down his throat. The coolness excited him, and he shuddered in pleasure as, once more, energy flowed through him.
He tried to count, but there were too many packs. Easily enough to keep him going, and the rest of his brethren.
There was some kind of backpack on the floor. Cathal had no idea what it was doing there, or why it should be in this room, but he wasn’t about to question such good fortune. He filled it with as many packs as he could, then hoisted it onto his shoulders. It sat low on his back, and he pulled the webbing to bring it tighter. Then he stepped back into the corridor.
And knew that something had changed.
He pushed out, towards his brethren, expecting to sense them hammering the door. But there was nothing. Only an emptiness at the bottom of the stairwell.
They had broken through, then. They were on their hunt.
But maybe they hadn’t broken the door. Maybe it had opened for them.
Cathal wasn’t sure why he thought that, but it was something to do with the change in the air. No, in the light.
He ran to the stairwell and jumped down, then stopped at the wide open door. The light beyond was dim, just like the light in the stairwell. And in the corridor.
He brought a hand up to his face, where the cloth hung across one cheek. Slowly, he eased it away, ready to push it back if the burning started. But it never did. And Cathal understood.
The burning light had been turned off. What now hung in the air, this dimness, was emergency lighting. The door had opened because something was wrong with the power.
Nyle and the others were free to hunt.






The power died. One moment Ryann was watching the screens as they showed the final movements of the Hermes, the next everything was gone.
Ryann pulled up filters, and the room took on a familiar green tinge, the outlines of objects harsh, the details fuzzy.
Light returned. Only it was dim and cold.
Arela stared at the blank screens. There was sweat on her brow, but she didn’t wipe it. Her mouth hung open.
“Emergency lighting,” Ryann said, and Arela nodded.
“Back-up power.”
“How much do we have?”
Arela shrugged with a nervous laugh. “Not enough.” Then she swallowed. “We need to bunker down.”
That must have been a phrase from Arela’s childhood, because Ryann didn’t understand. Until Arela issued an open suss.
<‍Haven, this is Arela Angelis. We are experiencing a temporary power issue, and to conserve auxiliary power I am calling for a relocation to the Hub. All personnel and visitors. Effective immediately.‍>
Arela placed her hands on her desk, and her knuckles were pale where she pressed down. She bowed her head and took a deep breath.
<‍Keelin, you get that?‍> Ryann sussed. No reply. <‍Keelin?‍>
Maybe the pilot was already on her way to the Hub.
“You want me to do anything?” Ryann said, feeling as useless as those words.
“Stay,” Arela said. “I’ll patch you in on everything. You don’t have to join in, but I want you to know as much about this as I do.”
Ryann nodded, pulling her adrenaline in line and sharpening her mind.
<‍Piram, run a report, tell me exactly where we stand.‍>
<‍Already on it,‍> her tech officer said.
<‍Quin, contact Metis. Tell them everything.‍>
<‍That’s going to pull power, and with the storm…‍>
<‍Just do your best.‍>
Ryann followed as Arela organised Haven, just as she always had‌—‌calmly asking people to do what they did best. In chaos, routine was a comfort. And Arela’s voice was firm without shouting. She was in control, and people could find solace in that.
But Ryann saw the sweat on her friend’s forehead, and the way she bit on her lower lip.
<‍Turi, you’ve still got full power, right? Any way you can move your patients?‍>
It would take an extreme power outage to throw quarantine into the dark, Ryann knew. She thought of the infected, then of Turi, with nobody to help him.
“He’s going to need assistance,” she said.
Arela nodded. <‍Turi? You there?‍>
“The bays are shielded. Maybe he’s working.”
“Could be. I’ll set a call-back.”
<‍Arela?‍> That was Piram. <‍Ready with initial diagnostic. You want me to tell you?‍>
<‍Please.‍>
<‍Okay. Sending it too.‍> There was a pause, and Ryann’s lattice pinged as Arela forwarded it to her. She pulled the data up and started scanning while Piram sussed. <‍Main power totally off-line, needs full rebuild. We have auxiliary working fine, though, but it hasn’t been upgraded in a while.‍>
<‍Kept on asking Metis,‍>Arela sussed, tight to Ryann. <‍They haven’t upgraded auxiliary since we had the single pod.‍>
<‍We keep all pods running,‍> Piram continued, <‍we’ve got power for about twelve hours. You want my thoughts, I say shut down everything once everyone’s in the Hub.‍>
<‍Good to know we’re thinking on the same lines. But your report’s flagging up a few areas.‍>
<‍Yeah, something dodgy going on. Can’t get through to quarantine, even with standard over-rides. And external sensors are all down.‍>
<‍Down?‍>
<‍Might be working‌—‌looks like they’re draining some power‌—‌but there’s no connection. Don’t know if it’s a glitch, or part of an old aux-power protocol. I’m working on it, though.‍>
<‍Fine. Let me know what you find.‍>
“So we can’t see out,” Ryann said. She checked the time. “It’s dusk.”
“Earliest opportunity to lift off with the Hermes. Didn’t want to wait until the morning.”
“It wasn’t a criticism.”
“I know. But…” Arela waved a hand. “Maybe if I wasn’t so hasty.”
“You did what you could.”
<‍Quin here. Sent a message, but I’m getting no indications that it got through.‍> There was an edge of panic in his voice.
<‍If it’s sent, that’s all we can do. Try to boost and resend if you can.‍>
<‍I’ll see what I can do. You want me to let you know what boost I’m using?‍>
<‍Please. And direct-patch the data across to Piram. He’s monitoring power.‍>
Arela looked over to Ryann, as if she were about to say something, but Piram’s voice cut her off.
<‍Hey,‍> he sussed, then paused. He sounded relaxed, maybe even cocky, but Ryann caught the nerves he was trying to hide.
<‍What have you got for me?‍>
<‍Don’t think you’re going to like this. I‌…‌bypassed some of the protocols and broke through to quarantine. And I think we’ve got a problem.‍>
<‍Think?‍>
There was another pause. <‍We have a problem. A big one. Patching footage through now. You might want to start at my mark.‍>
Arela threw the data link across to Ryann, and she pulled it up on her lenses. She jumped to the mark, and read the time stamp. A couple of minutes ago, so pretty much straight after the Hermes crashed.
The image showed part of the quarantine corridor, and Ryann saw what she thought of as Cathal’s door to one side, further down the corridor. There were more doors to the right, leading to the bays, and they were all open. Maybe, Ryann thought, Turi was already organising the evacuation of the infected.
There were two doors to the right, one to the stores and one to the roof hatch. The stores door was closed, but the other one started to move.
A black, clawed hand emerged round the edge of the door, pushing it further. An arm appeared, covered in that hideous leathery hide.
The first shade stepped into the corridor at a crouch. It turned one way, then the other, and its head tilted back, like it was sniffing the air. Then it straightened and brought its arms out wide. Its chest rose, fell, then rose again.
Its mouth opened, and it pointed those fangs to the ceiling.
The sensor was image only, but Ryann didn’t need sound to know how the shade screamed.
Arela cursed.
“It’s on lock-down, right?” Ryann asked as she watched more shades appear through the door.
<‍Piram, what’s the state of the doors to quarantine?‍>
<‍When we switched to auxiliary, they released. Standard protocol.‍> There was a pleading note to his voice in those last two words.
Ryann didn’t have to say what she feared. Arela’s wide eyes and pale skin told her the chief realised exactly what this meant too.
<‍This is Arela, calling all personnel. Situation has changed. Everyone get to the Hub immediately. Do not stop for anything. The Hub will be sealed in a couple of minutes. This is not a drill. This is not a practice. Everyone, get your arses here now!‍>
Arela’s chest rose and fell, and Ryann didn’t have to push to know that her heart was hammering.
“Ryann, go to the rec hall. Help people.”
“Help them how?”
“They trust you. Just be yourself. Get people organised, give them something to do. I don’t care what.”
Ryann nodded.
“I’ll keep you patched in. I’ll join you as soon as‌…‌as soon as everyone’s safe.”
Ryann nodded again, and rose from her seat.
“And Ryann? If any of those things get close, shut the doors as fast as you can.”
“Of course.”
“I’m not going to lose my people.”
Ryann nodded once more, then left.
Already, Arela was issuing instructions. She kept Ryann in the loop as she sussed to everyone she could think of, personally, calling for their positions. As Ryann ran down the stairs and through into the rec hall, she listened in to the conversations. People swore, and people ran. They mumbled, but they didn’t argue. They did whatever Arela asked.
And contact with some of them ended abruptly.
The first time, it was mid-scream, after a string of meaningless, panicked words. The scream rose, then stopped as communication was cut off.
Ryann felt sick. She didn’t want to believe what she knew‌—‌the shades were already feeding.
There were a few people in the rec hall, already doing the jobs Arela had assigned them. Torey ran down the stairs to the stores, where they had torches stockpiled‌—‌an emergency measure Ryann never thought they’d have to use. Ronat was in the back of the servery, clattering about with pots and pans. Others stood around, waiting for instructions.
“Farrell,” she called out to one of them, and the tall man turned to her. “Grab a couple of torches from Torey and go watch the corridor to the Deck.”
“What am I looking for?”
<‍Arela, you okay with others knowing about the shades?‍>
<‍Tell them whatever they need to hear.‍>
She took a step closer to Farrell, and brought her voice down. “The creatures have got in to Haven.” She watched disbelief fight with terror in his face. “Anyone coming through from the Deck might need a bit of protection. Use the torch to burn anything in the shadows.”
It wasn’t much of a rousing speech, but Farrell nodded curtly, spun, and marched to the door.
Ryann turned to the other door in the hall, the one that opened onto the Hulk. A few people came through, one of them rubbing his eyes. Eljin Galanis. Probably been sleeping.
“Eljin, go help Ronat get some food ready.”
He nodded, looked confused, but headed to the servery anyway. But Ryann knew food was important, as was keeping people occupied.
<‍Shades are moving,‍> Arela sussed, and Ryann felt another ping of data being pushed her way. She pulled it up, playing the footage over one lens. She assumed Piram had broken through to a few more sensors.
She saw the corridor in medical. Already, shades ran along it. The view changed, to show the corridor that led past the gardens and towards the Hub.
The shades were approaching.
“Torrey, get me a couple of torches.” There was a woman at a table, nursing a steaming mug and looking sorry for herself. “Merna, grab one and get over here too.” Merna jolted at her name, as if she’d just woken up. Then she rose.
“Here you go,” Torrey said, handing Ryann the torches. Then he held up his arm, and she saw the row of torches that hung from it. “Thought we could do with a supply on hand.”
“Good idea. Put them where anyone can grab one.”
He nodded and disappeared.
Ryann turned her attention to another of the rec hall’s many doors. This one was open, and she could look into the circular walkway that ran around the Hub. Beyond the walkway was the connecting corridor, leading to the Medi-pod. And now, there was movement. At the far end two figures appeared‌—‌Doctor Regas and Lynet. She led, turning to urge him on.
Ryann called up the footage Piran was patching through, from one of the sensors behind them. Dark shapes spilled into the dimly lit corridor.
“Run!” she yelled, cursing herself for wasting her breath on something so obvious. Lynet looked up, the terror clear on her pale face. Behind her, Doctor Regas staggered.
Ryann turned. “Merna, aim your torches at them. Not in their eyes if you can help it. You too, Torey.”
She took a step forward, into the walkway, and brought her own torches up, thumbing the controls until sol burst forth. She played the beams to either side of the running figures, still watching the feed playing on her lens.
The shades were almost at the connecting corridor. And they were moving too fast.
<‍You need to see this,‍>Arela sussed, and a fresh image flashed onto one lens. It was a view of another corridor, the one from the Hulk. And already, the shades were filling it.
“Merna, watch the walkway to the right. Cover that with at least one torch.” She turned the other way. “Torey, cover the left.”
If they could clear a path, the doctor and his assistant should make it.
Ryann heard a whine, and she knew it was from Lynet, a panicky sound that was not quite a cry. The thin woman’s arms flailed, and her legs shook as she ran.
A dark shape jumped into the corridor behind them, flashing across Ryann’s torch beam. The shade’s hiss filled the air, and its black hide rippled as the sol light touched it.
It staggered, and ran into the opposite wall, dropping to the floor. But already others followed.
They raced into the light. The front ones staggered, and the view grew hazy as their hides steamed, but the ones behind didn’t let them pull back. As a pack, they pushed on.
“They’re coming from this way too!” Merna yelled. Ryann darted her head to the right, and saw more shades racing into the walkway.
“Both torches! Keep them back.” Ryann turned her attention to the doctor and Lynet. “Run!”
And that was when Lynet staggered. Maybe she tried to look over her shoulder. Or maybe she simply lost control of her legs. But she fell, crying out as she reached forward with her hands, her body toppling.
The hiss from the shades grew sharp and angry. Their stink filled the air.
Doctor Regas dipped down, one arm curving round Lynet’s waist. With more grace than Ryann thought possible, he pulled her to her feet, even as he continued to run.
And the shades were almost upon them.
“Torey, Merna‌—‌get to the door.” Ryann stayed in the corridor, torches out in front of her. “Get ready to seal it. None of the shades get through.”
The doctor gave Lynet a shove, and she ran on, her eyes fixed on Ryann now. But Ryann caught the doctor’s gaze, and he nodded, his eyes glistening with a liquid film. Then he turned.
Ryann understood. She didn’t know how, but she did. And she wasn’t going to let his actions go to waste.
“Lynet, fast as you can!”
Ryann stepped back, closer to the door, as the medical assistant raced towards her. A shade, its hide smouldering, jumped forward, claws slicing through the air and a hideous sibilant scream pushing from its mouth. It hung in the air for a moment, its arms thrusting forwards, towards the running woman.
And Doctor Regas punched it.
He slammed his fist into the side of the creature’s head, and it twisted to one side. Its claws arced down, scraping the ground just behind Lynet’s back foot.
Ryann stepped back again, almost to the door.
Lynet flew past Ryann. Dark shapes swelled to either side, held back by the torches of Merna and Torey. But the shades behind Doctor Regas moved faster. And the one he had pushed aside was already on its feet.
Ryann stabbed her torches at it, and it writhed in agony. Its arms trembled.
“Kerwin! Get over here!”
If he ran now, while the shade had its head thrown back, he might make it.
But he dipped his head and turned, away from Ryann. Away from the Hub.
<‍Save yourselves,‍>he sussed. <‍I will help.‍>
Another shade sprung, to the doctor’s left, and again he reacted with a speed and a skill that shocked Ryann. His fist connected, and the creature staggered.
But this one was ready, and it brought its claws round.
The doctor fell. Blood arced into the air.
Behind Ryann, Lynet screamed.
And more shades ran forward. The light burned them, but they didn’t care. They fell on Doctor Regas.
Ryann staggered back, through the doors of the Hub. She trained her torches on the mass of writhing bodies, knowing that somewhere under there was the doctor.
A shape blurred from the right.
The door slid across in front of her.
There was a thud, loud enough to jolt right through her, and Ryann saw the shade against the glass of the door. It pushed its jaw forward, its yellow fangs scraping and the glass misting. Then it slid to one side.
There were more shades behind it, filling the corridor. The ones that were not over Kerwin’s body were pressing themselves against the door. Ryann couldn’t hear them, but she could imagine their angry, desperate hissing.
The rancid stink of the shades hung in the air, and under that was the stench from Ryann’s own sweat. Her clothes clung to her body, and she took a deep breath before turning.
Lynet lay on the floor, curled in a ball. She snorted, strange strangled breaths jerking her whole body. Merna crouched next to her, head down and eyes shut tight. She was rocking back and forth.
Torey was by the door’s control panel, his face ashen and his mouth hanging open. His breath was ragged, and when Ryann pushed she sensed his racing heart-beat.
She looked across the rec hall, to the door Farrell was watching. That, too, was sealed. Ryann looked round at the other doors, and they were all closed. At the closest, Ula raised her eyes at Ryann, then looked to the door that led to the stairwell.
And Arela stood in the doorframe. She looked small, and she held both hands out, supporting her weight. Her hair was loose in her pony-tail, and strands fell across her face.
She moved her head, casting her gaze across the room, meeting everyone’s eyes. When she reached Ryann, there was the slightest of nods.
Then she stepped forward, into the rec hall.
“Now we work out what to do with those godforsaken monsters,” she said, and Ryann had never heard the chief so full of hate.






Cathal raced into the rooms below quarantine.
The trace of Nyle and the others was clear, like a blinding light. Nyle was in front, and the others followed.
But Cathal knew that being in front didn’t make one a leader. Sometimes, it was better to command from the rear. A leader needed to see everything. That way, he could better understand what was needed.
The brethren needed food, and so they followed Nyle into this hunt. But Cathal could give them other food. He could offer them the blood packs on his back. Then he could teach them self-control.
They walked, and it didn’t take long for Cathal to catch up with them. Nyle stopped by a door, and the others formed an arc around him. Nyle hissed, and turned to face them.
Cathal pulled air in through his pores, following traces. Many were old, but there was a recent one, and it was rich and full, young and intoxicating. The brethren twitched, and Brice knew they sensed it too. It came from beyond the door.
Cathal ran into his brethren, pushing them to one side. He grabbed Nyle and pulled him away.
<‍No. Not like this.‍>
Nyle turned round. Cathal felt specks of spittle hit the cloth covering his face.
<‍We feed! You do not stop us.‍>
<‍We feed.‍> Cathal shifted one shoulder forward, the trace from the blood packs wafting through the air. <‍But we don’t need to hunt.‍>
Nyle sniffed. One of the brethren‌—‌Brikita‌—‌reached forward, her attention on the source of energy Cathal had.
<‍Stale.‍> Nyle slapped at the backpack. <‍Why would we have that when there is such a feast in this room?‍>
Nyle slammed into Cathal, sending him back against the door. And it flew open.
Cathal fell backwards, and Nyle bounded over him. Cathal twisted, pushed with his hands, and regained his feet in an instant. He reached out to grab Nyle.
But too late. Nyle jumped onto a desk and hissed at the being cowering behind it. A heavy, acrid stench erupted from the being.
<‍Leave him!‍>
Nyle paused, and turned his attention to Cathal. <‍You have already fed. What right do you have to deny me this?‍>
He lunged forward. As quick as Cathal moved, he was not as fast as Nyle in his intoxication. His brother grabbed the man, pinning him to the floor, and stabbed down with his fangs. The man’s trace grew angry and agonised, and the unmistakable coppery tones of energy wafted up as Nyle slurped.
But Cathal focused on the man. He had a label‌—‌a name‌—‌and although it eluded Cathal, he knew this man was‌…‌not a friend exactly, but someone who should not be a meal.
The blood-smell was pungent, so much richer than Turi’s, and Cathal envied his brother such a feast. It was more refined, mature, on the cusp of slipping into the downward fall of old age. Maybe the energy of youth had parted, but it had been replaced by a lived-in quality that was wasted on someone like Nyle. Nyle was after a quick fix, but this man’s blood was to be savoured and delighted in.
Cathal barrelled into Nyle, sending him crashing to one wall. Warmth sprayed up from the man, hot and wet against Cathal’s cheek, and he turned, letting it slide into his open mouth. His tongue tingled, and his throat burst into life.
Cathal lowered his head, catching more of the spray, conscious of how it was slowing, and of how the man was almost empty. Nyle had been too greedy. There was blood over the man’s body, soaking into his clothes, where Nyle had wasted it in his frenzied eagerness.
Nyle’s trace hung heavy over the wound, and even the blood that still spurted into Cathal’s mouth had a tint of his brother. Cathal brought his mouth down, practically touching the wound, and he prepared to drink.
Cathal stopped. He blocked the spray of blood with his tongue, letting the rich liquid fall back down, filling the wound. Then he lifted his head. The blood didn’t spray, but ran out of the wound, soaking into the man’s jacket.
<‍No waste!‍> Nyle rammed into Cathal, but Cathal pushed him away, as hard as he could. The punch caught Nyle off-guard, and he collapsed against the desk.
<‍This isn’t right. This is a man. Like you and me.‍>
<‍No,‍> Nyle growled. <‍Like we were. Now we are better.‍>
And Nyle was back on his feet, ready to pounce. Cathal bent his legs, feeling the energy flowing strong. He held his arms out, claws ready to strike.
<‍If we are better, we don’t feed like animals.‍>
Nyle snorted. <‍You’re weak.‍>
Cathal turned his focus to the door. The others were lined up, their attention shifting from himself to Nyle and back again.
He slid the pack from his back and opened it, reaching inside. That got their attention, and Cathal was aware of Nyle’s interest too. He took out some of the packs and tossed them to the brethren.
<‍We have no need to hunt. We can feed with ease.‍>
They tore into the packs, and the cold energy of that blood filled the room. It had none of the vibrancy of the blood-smell that hung around the man, but it was still energy, and they drunk with relish. Some of the blood spilt, and Brikita stooped down to lick it up, on her hands and knees like an animal. When she had finished she turned to Cathal like she was begging for more.
He tossed out another fist-full of packs. <‍There is more where this came from. You don’t have to hunt.‍>
<‍But the hunt is fun.‍> Nyle stepped forward. <‍That blood is a snack. This, here, is the real feast.‍> He indicated the body on the floor. <‍Fresh blood is so much richer!‍>
The newcomers’ attentions shifted to the dead man, and Cathal felt their excitement as they sniffed in the sweet aroma. Even Nyle turned his attention back to the corpse. But the blood oozed now. The floor was damp and sticky under Cathal. What energy this man had to give was no longer fresh.
Yet still his brethren eyed the man with hungry anticipation.
<‍This was a man. He was‌…‌he was a medic.‍> Yes, that felt right <‍He helped you. It is wrong to feed from old friends.‍>
<‍Hungry.‍> That came from Galvyn. He held the empty blood pack, but he eyed the man.
<‍But you were once like him. Feeding from him is not right, Galvyn.‍> He turned his focus to the others. <‍We are all friends. Ap Owen Kallas, I remember you. And you, Car Sisko. Galvyn Dukas, you flew in my crew. Brikita Pallas, we have sparred in training. And Shaela Mula, of Farrell Linard’s crew. Yes, you are known. You have names, as does Nyle Petro. And you know me, Cathal Lasko. We have names, and we are not animals.‍>
The brethren hesitated‌—‌all but Brikita, who sucked greedily from another blood pack. They focused on Cathal, then on themselves, and he felt some kind of remembrance from them.
<‍But we are not what we were.‍> Nyle barged Cathal aside. <‍We are strong. We are improved. And we are superior to the weak beings like this one on the floor. It is right that we take from them. Right and necessary. This fool who still clings to his name is too old to understand. He is weak. He might have been the first to awaken, but he is not the strongest.‍> He started to pace in front of the brethren. <‍Take what happened here‌—‌he only came to feed after I had brought our quarry down. I did the hard work, and he rushed in to take the spoils. He is nothing! Worse, he is a traitor to the magnificent beasts we now are. And maybe, as he has already taken his feed from another, we should take our share from him.‍>
Nyle lashed out, his claws swinging towards Cathal. But Cathal was ready, and he ducked, pushing hard with the flat of his hand, laying into Nyle’s torso, driving his heel in. Nyle staggered back, and Cathal continued to push.
The others observed, and Cathal knew he had to win them over. He had to prove himself.
And Nyle stumbled. He tripped over the body and only remained on his feet by grabbing hold of the desk. The whole thing moved, pushing into Car and Brikita. They hissed loudly, especially Brikita.
Then Shaela bounded onto the desk, her claws swinging towards Cathal. He ducked, grabbed an ankle and pulled hard. She toppled, howling as she caught the edge of the desk and fell to the floor. Right by the dead man.
Nyle lurched forward again, his claws slicing through the air a fraction from Cathal’s flesh. And Cathal thrust a hand forward, fingers rigid and claws outstretched. He felt the pressure give as they pierced Nyle’s hide.
Nyle howled, and backed away, jerking himself free of Cathal’s claws.
Blood flowed from the wound, and Cathal felt the hunger in the room. He brought his claws up to his mouth, extending his tongue.
But he couldn’t take Nyle’s energy like that. He was better than an animal. He was better than Shaela, who was even now on her knees by the body, sucking greedily from his empty wound, licking at the leftovers.
Nyle placed a hand over the wound, pressing to stop the blood from leaking out. <‍Finish me off.‍> He moved towards Cathal again, thrusting his snout forward. <‍Prove you are strong. Finish what you began.‍>
Shaela rose, licking her lips, and took a place to one side of Nyle. Galvyn moved round the desk and stood at Nyle’s other side. Both snarled at Cathal.
This was not a time for reaction. Cathal assessed.
He could finish Nyle. But that would be the short-sighted option. It was important that they work together. And it was important that the others witness his self-control. Only one with power over themselves should have power over others.
Nyle crouched in a ready stance. His wound only leaked now, the hide already sealing itself. But the scent of copper still hung in the air, wafting towards Cathal, and towards the others. And he felt it inflame Nyle’s intent.
Nyle burst forward with a cry. Cathal dropped down, waited for Nyle to stagger over him, and then torpedoed up, slamming his head into Nyle’s torso and grabbing his arms. He forced his muscles to carry Nyle over, flipping him so that his back slammed into the floor. Before Nyle could recover, Cathal dropped, an elbow extended.
The sound that came from Nyle’s crushed throat was a sucking, wheezing rattle, and he grabbed his neck as Cathal rolled off and stood. Nyle kicked out, spasming, and Cathal tasted fear in the air.
That was good. Let the others taste it. And let them know that Cathal was in control.
Shaela and Galvyn came forward, both hissing with menace. Shaela reached down and pulled Nyle until he was sitting. The rattle became a croak as he used a hand to massage his throat.
Galvyn raised a clawed hand to Cathal and stood side-on, the other hand behind as a counter-balance.
<‍You don’t want this, Galvyn. Back off.‍> Cathal didn’t raise his own claws, but he crouched. Just enough to let Galvyn know he was ready.
Galvyn backed off a step, dropping his arms. Cathal gave him a nod, then turned his attention to Nyle. His brother was on his feet, brushing Shaela off and twisting his head a couple of times.
<‍Two options,‍> Cathal informed him. <‍Join me, or leave.‍>
<‍You didn’t finish me. I knew you were weak.‍>
<‍I have nothing to prove.‍> And Cathal hoped the others didn’t see through that lie. <‍But you know I could.‍>
Still focusing on Nyle, Cathal pushed into the others. Shaela’s thoughts were filled with hot blood, and she urged Nyle on. Galvyn was hungry‌—‌for food and for action‌—‌but his uncertainty held him in check. Car and Ap Owen forced themselves to remain by the door, not ready to commit yet. And Brikita‌—‌she was wild and damaged, full of excitement, and with a lust for violence. But for the moment she held back too.
<‍This is not the end,‍> Nyle pushed. <‍I will feed, and I will take the strength of many. And then I will hunt you down, and I will feed off your energy. And I will savour every last drop of it.‍>
Then he turned, marching from the room. Shaela followed, practically on his heels, and after a second Galvyn joined them.
Brikita swayed, her attention flitting between Cathal and the departed Nyle.
<‍Follow or stay. But choose wisely.‍>
He had no idea if the words meant anything to her. The energy that bounced around her body was young, and he guessed she had not been infected for that long.
<‍Strong.‍> She leaned towards Cathal, crouching down and dipping her head, reminding him of a dog or some other pathetic creature.
But she was not an animal. She just needed a little more help.
The other two, Ap Owen and Car, stood straight. Cathal nodded to them.
<‍Thank you.‍>
He focused on them, the three who had opted to join him. His crew. That was another word which held strong emotions, and he knew this was not his first crew. But they had chosen him, and so he was their commander.
And Cathal felt good.






Arela strode into the rec hall and stopped in the middle, hands on her hips. Behind her, Piran and Quin crept through the door.
“Piran, I want the doors to the Hub double-sealed.”
“You know how much power that will drain?”
“You know what those things will do if they get in? And I want sol. Just in the rec hall. We’ll bunker down here.”
“On it,” he said, moving to the terminal by the servery, and Ryann had to remind herself how the system protected itself under emergency conditions‌—‌linking direct with a lattice would not work anymore. Piran tapped and swiped, and the light in the room grew with that wonderful yellow glow.
“Quin, work with Piran, see how we can conserve power, and check if there’s any possible way to contact Metis. Torey, Farrell‌—‌perimeter check. Anywhere we have a potential weakness, I want it noted, and I want solutions. Ronat, Merna, Eljin‌—‌one of you get us something to eat, the others check supplies. Full inventory. Ula, find something to cover the windows in the doors. I don’t think any of us want to watch those things. And Lynet, check everyone over.”
Lynet shook her head. “But Turi…”
“Isn’t here. I don’t want to be harsh, but we need to assume the worst. Anyone not in this room, it doesn’t look like they made it.”
Ryann shuddered. She couldn’t believe Keelin was gone, but there had been no response yet. And Brice was out there somewhere. She’d asked around, and nobody had seen him for a long while.
“If I can break into the sensors, I can check the whole of Haven,” Piran said, in a voice that told Ryann he knew exactly how to do that.
“What about the images you sent me before?”
He shrugged. “Hacked quarantine, and managed to pull up the ones closest to the Hub. But others are on different systems. More of a challenge.”
“Do it. Could be useful, but face facts‌—‌if we find anyone, we’re not in a position to help them.”
Ryann pushed gently into Lynet, noting her erratic breathing. The girl was on the verge of losing it.
<‍Lynet, start with Eljin,‍>she sussed, recalling the glances that had passed between the two of them. <‍He’s been holding his arm a lot. And don’t let him go all macho and say it’s nothing! You’re the medic, so you know best.‍>
Lynet pulled her breath in and straightened her back. Then she nodded, maybe at Ryann or maybe at Arela, and headed towards Eljin.
“But what can we do?” The question came from Farrell. “With the shades surrounding us, we don’t stand a chance.” There were murmurings from around the room. “We’re trapped.”
“Yes.” Arela spoke that word gently, her expression open. She looked at every single person in the rec hall, then repeated the word, only stronger. “Yes. We are trapped. But we have power. We have sol lighting. We have food and water. These walls are tough, and the doors are sealed.”
“And you’re well and truly screwed.”
The voice almost sounded pleased about that, in a kind of ‘I told-you-so’ way. Everyone looked to the stairwell door. Daman, sneering, leaned against the wall, and Murdoch stood in the doorway.
“We’re alive, and we’re secure,” Arela said. “That’s good enough for the moment.”
“But that will change. Power will run out. Supplies will dwindle. More of those things outside will push against the doors. You think you can sit it out? Have a little sleep-over in the rec-hall?” Daman snorted. “Telling ghost stories while drinking chocolate, like this is some kind of big adventure? No. You’re going to die here. You need to wake up and understand that.”
“We are alive…”
“For the moment. But if you are not torn apart by claws and fangs,” and he said this with a relish that sickened Ryann, “then your supplies will run out. And then what? What will you do when there is no more food, and you’re stomachs are so tired of crying out that they shrink to nothing? What will you eat when there is nothing left but yourselves?”
Ryann shuddered.
“We will not stoop to that,” Arela said firmly. But Ryann caught a tremor in her voice.
“Even if it is life or death? I thought you’d do anything to keep your people alive? Would you offer yourself up to give them a few more days of torture?”
“I’ve got a better idea for the first meal!” Farrell balled his fists and stepped towards Daman.
<‍Farrell, back down,‍> Arela sussed. <‍Don’t give in to him.‍>
Daman’s face still held the smirk as he turned to Farrell. “Oh, I won’t be the first. I can guarantee that. Maybe we should start with you.”
<‍Farrell, don’t bite.‍>
But it was too late. With a roar, Farrell was across the room, charging at Daman.
Then he stopped, almost falling. He swallowed hard, and his eyes dipped to Daman’s hand. To the gun.
Ryann’s training kicked in. It was a Preben, third series. Strengthened pellets, enough for a hundred shots in a single loading. Weak over distances, but deadly at close range. The pellets were self-expanding, a fraction of a second after impact.
Effective, but not a weapon that required great skill. Somehow, that made it a match for Daman.
“I suggest you back down,” Daman said. He didn’t have the Preben raised, but this close he didn’t need to. Farrell must have known this too, because he stepped back, keeping his eyes fixed on the weapon.
“You brought a firearm onto my base?”
Daman looked to Arela, then to the Preben, as if he only now realised what he held. But the smile never left his face.
“This thing? Oh, just a little protection. You can never tell what you’re going to come across, and lashes so often don’t let the user have the final word.”
“The company let you carry a weapon?”
Daman shrugged.
Arela twitched, like she was torn.
<‍Stay calm,‍>Ryann sussed. <‍I don’t trust how he’ll react.‍>
<‍He’ll react however he wants to. I should have refused him entry.‍>
Ryann didn’t tell Arela that she had no power to do that.
“Do you have any more?”
“More what?”
“Weapons. Firearms. You like to be prepared‌—‌I can understand that. So is that your only weapon, or do you have more as back-ups?”
“Why? You want to confiscate them?”
“Just thinking.” Arela’s voice softened, and Ryann knew this was a conscious choice. It was the voice she used to placate others. “We’re surrounded by shades, and our only weapons are torches. I’m intrigued to know what a pellet would do to them.”
Daman tapped with his finger, and the magazine dropped into his free hand. He held it up. “You know how many pellets this thing holds? And you know‌—‌very roughly‌—‌how many of those things you call shades surround you? I’m sure a smart girl like you can do the maths.”
“Which is why I ask if you have any more weapons. It would be helpful to know where we stand.”
“We? There’s no we here, Angelis. There’s you and your people. And then there is me and my colleague.”
“We’re all in this together, regardless. If we’re screwed, as you put it, then where does that leave you?”
Daman’s shoulders shook with a silent laugh. He waved the weapon, magazine now clipped back in place, towards Farrell. “That leaves me in a position where I must protect myself. Whatever you decide to do, sooner or later someone’s going to die.” He brought the Preben round, raising it to his eye and pointing it at Arela. “But I know it’s not going to be me.”
His finger rested on the trigger control and squeezed, just a fraction. He held the weapon rock-steady, his cold smile never shifting.
Nobody moved.
Ryann saw his hand shift the weapon to one side. His trigger finger tightened.
The sound the weapon made when it discharged was small, smaller than Ryann remembered from training. It was like a soft footstep. And it was nothing compared to the sound the pellet made as it thudded into the wall behind her. Or the crash when it expanded, sending plaster and fragments of metal scattering across the floor.
Arela had not moved a muscle.
Daman laughed, then spun the Preben around a finger.
<‍You okay?‍> Ryann asked.
<‍Asshole!‍> Arela’s eyes still watched Daman, and waves of hatred surged through her. Then she surveyed the room once more. “Okay, people. If we’re going to get out of this mess, we need to crack down. You know what to do. Do it.”
People looked to one another, but again nobody moved.
Ryann scanned the room. Lynet had not yet reached Eljin, frozen almost mid-stride.
<‍See to Eljin’s arm,‍> Ryann sussed. Lynet nodded, then took a step. And that movement triggered the others. Only four people remained where they were‌—‌Daman and Murdoch, and Arela and Ryann.
<‍What do we do?‍> Ryann asked.
<‍About him? No idea.‍>
<‍I was thinking more of this place.‍>
Arela looked round. <‍Are the shades in the Deck yet?‍>
That was a loaded question. <‍I don’t know. I‌…‌I haven’t been able to get through to Keelin.‍>
Arela nodded, then looked towards Piran. <‍Piran, any way we can boost communication to different parts of Haven?‍>
The tech stopped tapping the terminal and rubbed a hand over his greasy hair. <‍Probably. But I thought you said…‍>
<‍We need to be sure. Look into it.‍> Then she changed tack. <‍Are the doors sealed tight?‍>
<‍Double-sealed, as you wanted.‍>
<‍Good. Thanks.‍>
Piran went back to tapping, occasionally scratching himself. The man might be good at what he did, Ryann thought, but he was a slob.
<‍I know what you’re thinking,‍> she sussed, <‍but Keelin never said much about how ready the other Hermes was. I get the impression it’s pretty run-down. And if the shades have reached the Deck…‍> She couldn’t finish the sentence.
Arela nodded. <‍But we need to keep options open. As far as I can see, if we want to leave, it’s either that old thing, whatever Daman has planned, or we rush out into the forest.‍>
She sussed those options so matter-of-factly, that for a while Ryann merely nodded. Then the reality sank in, and she felt a pit open up in her stomach.
What kind of choices were they? Even if Keelin were okay, she couldn’t fix a Hermes by herself. And who knew what Daman intended? Maybe he was relying on using the Hermes he came down in. Maybe he was as stuck as the rest of them.
And the third option? They might as well open the doors and welcome the shades in to feast. They might as well take turns with Daman’s gun, putting it between their teeth and pulling the trigger.
Or the other option‌—‌they stayed, surrounded by shades, running their power and supplies down, with an armed madman taking pot-shots every so often.
Maybe Daman was right. Maybe they were well and truly screwed.






The light was cold now. Brice was sure it had cut off at one point. He’d had his eyes closed, but something flickered. And now, when he looked around, the room was bathed with a hint of blue.
Was this part of Daman’s torture? Brice wouldn’t be surprised if the company man was watching remotely, and laughing.
Brice turned, looking into the corners of the room, where any sensor would be hidden. He stuck his fingers up and sneered.
If Daman thought he could get to Brice this way, he was mistaken. Brice had been outside with the shades. He’d fought them. Being held in a room with dodgy lighting was nothing.
But what if this wasn’t Daman’s doing?
Brice tried the door, and of course it was sealed. But Doctor Regas had said this door would remain locked unless the outer door was sealed. So did that mean the other door was unlocked?
Thoughts of the doctor reminded Brice of the food the man had brought, with the promise of more to come. He hadn’t kept that promise, at least not yet. But the food had tasted fine, and had warmed his stomach.
Brice pushed at the door again. He placed his hand against the panel, but of course that didn’t work either. Even if he had a functioning lattice, Daman would have changed the protocols.
“Doctor Regas?” Brice called out. “You there?” Because who else would be in the outer room?
If the outer door was open, then anyone could walk in.
Brice hammered. He called out for help. He pushed against the door, then slammed it with his shoulder. All that did was send a bolt of pain down his arm.
Brice took a breath, holding it for five seconds.
Doctor Regas had said he’d return. Brice didn’t need more food, but some company would be a welcome change. And the light? Just a glitch. He was surprised it hadn’t happened sooner. Everyone blamed the storm, but they all knew it was down to the company saving money.
Brice felt his eyes grow heavy. Whether it was the effects of the dim lighting or the food, he didn’t know‌—‌and he really didn’t want to consider the possibility of something sleep-inducing being added to his meal. But he could do with a lie down. He could do with a few moments of sleep.
He eased down onto the bed and closed his eyes, but sleep didn’t come. Instead, the shades rose in his mind. He saw them, sliding in the shadows, those milky orbs in their heads and their stained, sharp fangs. He saw their leathery hides and their claws. Their fetid stench rolled over him, and their hisses burrowed into his ears.
He thought of them, in the forest, hiding amongst the trees. He saw what they must see‌—‌the domes of Haven, spread out around the Hub, with their connecting tubes. The curves, and the ladders that ran up the sides, to the emergency hatches. The warm sol glow from the external light, and further in, around the Hub, the light spilling through windows, into the enclosed gardens.
Brice saw the base from above, and he traced the different pods with his mind‌—‌the Hulk, the Medi-pod, Stores and the Deck. And, in the middle, the Hub. He imagined Arela in her office, and the bustle that would be surrounding her. He saw others in the rec hall, eating or playing games, or maybe just talking. He pictured the training rooms‌—‌ah, the good old training rooms‌—‌and the aroma of honest sweat that hung around the place.
But the smiles on the faces in his mind were strained, just as they had been for the last few weeks. He heard the talk that help was coming, and that they were safe inside Haven. This was only temporary. Soon, they said, Arela would give the all-clear for missions once more. Soon, they’d be back in the forest, doing what they had come here to do. The company would know how to get rid of the shades.
All lies. Brice saw that clearly now. If Kaiahive knew how to destroy the creatures, they would have done so by now. No, the company wanted the shades. They had no intention of helping Haven.
That was why Daman was here‌—‌to ensure that they remained besieged. He was here to make things worse. He wanted a live shade, not dead ones. Maybe he‌—‌and the company‌—‌wanted to run experiments on the creatures, to see what they were capable of.
For that, they’d need guinea-pigs. They’d need people. And a whole base of captive Kaiahive employees, all with lattices owned by the company, might be just the thing.
And that was when something slammed into the door to Brice’s prison.






Cathal pointed to the body on the floor, the one with the name he could not recall. <‍If there is anything left in him, take it. But do not mutilate him. He was once a friend to you.‍>
Brikita yelped, and fell to her knees, sucking angrily at the wound. Car and Ap Owen moved with more control, but once they got close they, too, gave in to their hunger, digging their teeth into the man’s flesh to open fresh wounds. The air was sharp with the scent of blood, and Cathal was aware of it flowing through his own body. Even though he had taken little more than a mouthful, it was like a fire that raged throughout every part of his being, far more warming than the blood-packs had ever been.
But Cathal caught something else, a trace that lingered in the air. No, not lingered, because it was new. It was‌…‌it was the kin.
With the others still busy feeding, Cathal turned his attention to the door. Galvyn had slammed it behind him‌—‌an action that seemed almost childish‌—‌and now Cathal crept close, resting one hand on it.
He pushed the door, and it opened a crack. As it did, the trace on the other side grew strong. Too strong.
They swarmed through the corridor. There was no other word for it. Cathal sensed them, a sea of those like himself, only different. He felt their excitement and their hunger. They fought to reach the head of the mass of bodies, eager to be the first to taste whatever could be found.
And further away, down the corridor, Cathal sensed Nyle. The kin were drawn to him, or maybe he was calling them. Yes. Nyle offered them a feast like they had never before experienced.
Cathal pulled the door closed. He could still sense them, racing past. He tried counting them, tried focusing on individuals, but that was impossible. It was like trying to count drops of blood in a rich artery.
<‍Nothing left!‍>
Brikita stood over the body, panting. But there was something different about her. It took Cathal a moment to realise what it was.
<‍Why have you removed your clothing?‍>
She kicked at the pile of cloth by her feet. <‍No need. Light doesn’t hurt.‍>
<‍But it might. What if we come across the light that burns?‍>
<‍Stay in shadows.‍>
<‍What if there are no shadows?‍>
<‍Run. Hide. Find more food in dark places.‍>
She moved from foot to foot, her hunger obvious. Cathal wasn’t going to convince her to cover herself any time soon.
<‍We will find more food. But if we come across the burning light, we will not wait for you.‍>
It was like she shrugged inside. <‍Fast. Not afraid of light.‍>
<‍You should be.‍>
<‍Not afraid of anything.‍> She stood tall, and raised her arms, stretching. And Cathal recognised the urge she had, to push her body as far as it would go. She wanted to test it, to hunt, to sustain it with rich, energy-giving blood.
But there was always a limit. There was always something to fear.
Cathal turned to the other two. <‍Are you full?‍>he asked.
<‍It’s warm, but there’s room for more.‍> That was from Car. To Cathal, he seemed the better adjusted of this crew. And Ap Owen seemed to look up to him. Cathal could use that. Yes, Car would be his second.
<‍I cannot promise such rich pickings, not if we are to remain in control of ourselves.‍>He paused, then decided to continue. <‍Can you feel our kin beyond this room?‍>
<‍Yes. Like us, only different. They are inside?‍>
<‍They will take food!‍> Brikita lunged for the door, but Cathal blocked her way. Her claws flashed.
<‍No!‍> That was Car again, and Brikita brought her arms down, backing away.
<‍Don’t want to fight. Not commander.‍>
<‍We are a crew,‍> he pushed to them all. <‍We work together. But yes, our kin will be searching for food. And Nyle is with them.‍>
<‍Leading them?‍>
<‍That is likely.‍>
They were eager to join the hunt, but Cathal couldn’t allow them to rush in. He stood in front of the door, blocking it.
<‍Then what do we do?‍>
That was a very good question. Cathal pushed out, past the door. The flow of kin was barely a trickle now, stragglers struggling to keep up. There was a hint of dissipated energy, and Cathal knew‌—‌although quite how, he wasn’t sure‌—‌that some of the kin had fallen. He sensed their lack of energy, and there was a tang of blood reaching out to him.
But the swarm had passed them by. The corridor was as clear as it was going to be.
<‍You are not full yet.‍> It was not a question. <‍We will not hunt, not like Nyle. We will remain in control. But we can feed elsewhere. Car, you know where the blood packs are stored?‍>
That seemed the right question to ask, some memory surfacing that suggested Car had used that cold storage room, before he changed.
<‍I do. We snack?‍>
<‍We fill ourselves.‍>
<‍But that is cold!‍>
Cathal turned to Brikita. <‍Yes. Cold, but still energy-rich. And there is more than you could ever drink.‍> Maybe he could push this a fraction more. <‍How you feel now‌—‌that is nothing. With more energy flowing through you, you will feel alive in a way that you could not believe possible. And the blood in those packs is pure and perfect. It is exactly what you need.‍>
<‍We go now.‍> She moved towards the door, but unlike before her back was bent, and Cathal realised she was approaching with respect.
<‍Car, you lead the way. Take Brikita and Ap Owen, and drink as much as you need.‍>
<‍You are not coming too?‍>
<‍I will join you. I have something else I need to do first.‍>
Cathal knew that was a risk, leaving his crew so soon after they had been formed. But it would be an opportunity for Car to show what he had inside. Ap Owen would follow him without question, and Brikita could be led by the offer of blood. And Cathal needed to be alone. He needed to figure out exactly what he was going to do.
<‍Then we will see you later.‍>
Cathal pushed the door open and stepped aside, letting the other three file past‌—‌Car on point, then Brikita, with Ap Owen bringing up the rear. After a moment, Cathal stepped into the corridor too.
His crew turned towards the stairwell, and Cathal could sense how the kin had come from up there. In the other direction was a fallen body, one of the kin who had not made it. He didn’t know if it had fallen in the rush and been trampled, or if it had been attacked for another reason. Whatever had happened, there were wounds on its body, and when Cathal approached he caught the trace of many kin around it.
There were lingering traces of blood, but little more than droplets. Any energy this kin once possessed had been consumed by others. Just like his brothers had fed from the half-formed one.
The actions of a pack of animals.
Cathal stood, turning away from the body. He moved down the corridor, his feet moving from memory. Yes, he knew where he was going. He had been this way before. Back when he was the old Cathal.
Images rose, labels across them, and he saw a missing crew. There was a strong female, his second, who understood the others. There was a young pilot, more talented than perhaps she understood. And there were two others. Both young, both driven by lusts‌—‌not for blood, but for something else. They needed‌—‌they needed mothering, and that was what the strong female offered. She kept them in order, so that Cathal could lead.
Ryann. That was her name. She was‌…‌she was annoying at times, but only because she knew Cathal too well. The others wouldn’t dare confront him the way she did. Oh, they might square up to him, but that was just posturing. Ryann could let a cutting remark fly, then step back and watch it slice through his defences. And she’d follow up with a scalpel-like drive, perfectly placed.
Car was not like that. Car was a good follower, but he would not give Cathal what he needed.
Nobody would.
Cathal walked on, past doors that led to medical bays, and testing rooms, and offices. And Cathal remembered other rooms. There was one with a tidy bed, and this had a homely feel. There was another that was large, with mats on the floor. He remembered fighting there, and watching others fight. Not serious, but as sport and training. That was where he put his old crew through their paces. There was one who was especially good, always pushing himself, although his enthusiasm and his desire to prove himself overshadowed his control, and he made many mistakes.
The lad’s name was hazy, just out of reach, but Cathal remembered him. He had a‌…‌a taste, a presence maybe‌…‌something individual. Cathal could recall it even now. Young, obviously, but so full of life and enthusiasm. Stronger than he knew, with untapped potential. It was a taste that reminded Cathal of fine drink, in the days when he enjoyed such pleasures.
And that taste hung in the air even now. Especially now.
Cathal focused. Yes, the trace was there, faint but unmistakable.
Cathal followed, to a room just off the corridor. It was large, with a chair in the centre and various pieces of equipment around the edges. And there were other traces, stronger ones. Two stood out, and Cathal took in the rich, intoxicating scent that lingered in their wake. His tongue rolled around his fangs.
The sources of those traces were not in the room, and Cathal wondered if they had been discovered by his kin. He hoped not. The traces were special, and their blood should not be spilt for just anybody. They deserved to give up their energy to a commander.
No! He was better than that.
And yet, fresh blood was so much better than the chilled stuff. From both Turi and the other medic, Cathal knew that. He knew Nyle was right. And he knew he wanted more.
And he was not alone.
The trace that had brought Cathal to this room was still present, but it came from elsewhere. It came from‌…‌yes, from the door set in one wall.
Cathal stepped forward, running a hand over the cold surface. He pushed hard, but the door was sealed. That made Cathal smile. Of course such a rich prize would be protected.
He leaned into the door, testing it, even though he knew it would not open that way. Then he took a few steps back, pushing equipment out of the way. He focused on the door, and he felt the power surging through his body.
He ran, as hard as he could, and slammed into the door.
It didn’t open, but it moved. Cathal backed up, and crashed his shoulder into it once more. This time, the door shook in its frame. When he rammed it a third time, it gave, and Cathal threw one foot forward to keep his balance.
And, oh, the trace in the room was divine! It urged him on, but Cathal held back, savouring the rush, fighting his lust simply to prolong the pleasure.
The being was over the far side of the room, aromatic with hot sweat, and this added spice to the trace. It moved slowly, inching round the wall. Cathal tasted fear and‌…‌and something else.
But that was overshadowed by the blood. He could sense it, running through the being’s body, rich and warm and so ready to be siphoned off, to be poured into Cathal’s own body, to give him that which he desired. The blood was young and strong, free of the bitterness that simmered within the medic.
Within Turi.
Cathal paused.
The being in this room was known to Cathal. A word rose, more of a label than a name, and that label dragged back Cathal’s memories.
This person was not food.
He moved round, to a desk. The person was by a bed, and the room was small enough that, with a single lunge, Cathal could take out the lad’s heart. He could slice through that pathetically weak skin and reach down to the bone. He could snap the person’s puny limbs, one by one, and there would be cries of pain. But he’d silence them when he opened a blood vessel and drank, drawing the rich liquid deep within. It would be so stong, so fresh.
So green.
That was the word from earlier, the label for this person.
Green.
Cathal repeated the word, letting it pour out of his thought. The green one hesitated, and once more Cathal got that sense of something behind the fear. Something like recognition.
And a word came to him, and he realised it was from this person. The voice rose in his head, different to how his brethren communicated.
“Commander?”
That was something only a few would call him.
<‍Green,‍> he sent again, a substitute for a name. Yes, this person was green, new to the crew. But like a green branch, he could be bent without breaking. He was rich with sap, with life, and he could become whatever his commander desired. He was there to serve.
The hunger rose again, and Cathal felt his claws twitch. He crouched, and he calculated the single leap it would take to reach this person. If they were from his crew, then it was only right that they give their commander whatever he needed.
Air escaped his mouth, rolling around his teeth, and he bared them, imagining them breaking through flesh, sinking into moist coppery muscle.
“Commander? Cathal?”
Cathal froze. He couldn’t do this.
<‍Go.‍>
He threw the word to the lad, striking hard with his voice.
<‍Run.‍>
The lad trembled, but he didn’t move. Cathal took a breath, the air rich with promise. His own stomach tightened. A fleck of drool ran over his chin. His fingers tightened, bringing his claws forward. Ready to strike.
<‍Green, get the hell out of here!‍>
And the lad ran. He bolted through the outer room and into the corridor.
Cathal remained where he was. Slowly, he let the tension seep from his arms and legs, and his body slouched forward. He felt like he could easily collapse.
But he didn’t. Because he was stronger than that.
He knew how to stay in control.






Brice ran. He bolted into the corridor, never slowing. The light was dim, and he knew that should mean something, but how could he think after what he’d just seen?
There was no way that thing was Cathal. It was a shade. Wearing clothes.
Cathal had been bitten. He’d been turning into something else, and now that transformation was complete. He was a monster. Even before he’d woken, the man had started to stink like one of the shades. And now, the air was heavy with that vile stench. It was everywhere.
Brice rounded a corner, and pulled himself to a stop.
The shade lay in wait, just up the corridor. It slouched low, with its arms outstretched.
His mouth sandpaper-dry, Brice backed away. He watched the beast, ready for the first sign of movement. His feet twisted in preparation with every step.
But the shade didn’t move.
And now Brice saw the great gashes in its chest and around its throat, and he saw the clear liquid seeping out. There were splashes of blood, but not a lot.
The shade was dead, and not from sol. That meant they could be killed by other means.
Brice remembered the shade on the Proteus, the one they’d killed. They’d finished it off with their torches, but Brice’s attack had started the process.
Brice’s hand went to his belt, but of course it held nothing. Daman might have let Brice have his old clothes, but he wasn’t likely to leave any weapons. Not even knives.
There was a door to Brice’s left, leading to a medical examination room. He entered, and started rifling through the stores.
Another memory rose, of Brice and the rest of the crew in that hold out, the one they’d escaped to when they first encountered the shades. He remembered going through stores, searching for anything useful. He remembered how alone and helpless he’d felt.
Yet they survived. Well, most of them. Tris was gone, and Brice thought he was probably dead. And Cathal was a shade.
But his old commander hadn’t attacked. He’d wanted to‌—‌Brice had no doubts about that‌—‌but he’d held back. So maybe he wasn’t a shade. Or he was a part-shade, or something.
It was all too confusing.
Brice flung open drawers, searching for anything that might be useful. He pulled out various blades, some solid plastic tubes, and tape. He made knives. Then he found webbing and bandages, and cut these up to make sheathes.
He took a few practice swipes, listening to his makeshift knives slice through the air. When he tested the edges of the blades on the operating chair, the thick leather parted like he was slicing through water.
Brice smiled, and sheathed his knives. He wore one on each hip, and strapped a third, smaller one, to his ankle. And then he stepped back into the corridor.
The fallen shade was still there, and Brice saw another a short distance away. Both had deep open wounds on their bodies, and to Brice it was clear that they had been killed by other shades. He didn’t know why, and he didn’t want to speculate on that. But if they were thinning their own numbers, that had to be a good thing.
He walked on, through the pungent corridor where shades had been so recently‌—‌nothing else could explain the stench. But then another smell rose. It was pungent and coppery, and Brice’s stomach turned. As he followed the smell into a room to his right, he knew what he’d find.
The floor was a sticky red, and the walls were smeared with blood. Lumps of flesh and sodden clothing littered the place, and at first Brice wasn’t sure‌—‌or didn’t want to believe‌—‌what he was looking at. But then he recognised a hand, missing two fingers. Then hair, still attached to a head. And in one corner there was a face. Something dark oozed from where one eye had been, and the lower jaw hung loose.
The bodies were not shades, but people. Brice couldn’t tell how many, so scattered were all the different parts.
His stomach churned. He swallowed sick. But he didn’t turn away. He forced himself to look, and he walked into the bloodbath.
Three people. As far as he could make out, the shades had killed three. Two were medics‌—‌at least, there were the remains of white coats on some parts of them‌—‌but some of the remains in the chair wore a vest and shorts. Like Brice wore when he was training, or being examined. And the name-tag was still on the vest.
Nara.
Brice knew her. He’d trained with her, two weeks ago. She almost beat him at hand-to-hand, although she was using her lattice. She’d held him down, almost for a full count, but he’d twisted away, and he’d kicked her legs from beneath her. She’d smiled afterwards, her skin glistening with sweat, and she’d thanked him for a good session.
She didn’t deserve to be torn to pieces by shades.
None of them did.
He backed out of the room, trying to get the images out of his mind. He pulled the door shut, and looked about to get his bearings.
This was still the medi-bay, but ahead the corridor turned and became the passage to the Hub. There were glass walls, and Brice would be able to see the gardens. They would be lit up by now.
The stink of rotten meat was strong, and when Brice slowed he thought he could hear the harsh sibilance of the shades. His vest stuck to his back.
Brice sidled up to the corner. The door, he could see, was open, and a shuffling sound came from beyond.
Slowly, as quietly as he could, Brice leaned his head round the corner.
The corridor was full of shades. Their black bodies writhed over one another, and for a moment Brice thought they were burning up. But the light was not sol. They writhed simply because there were so many of them.
They all pushed forward. Ahead was the walkway around the Hub, and Brice could make out more black bodies filling that. But none went through the door into the rec-hall, because that was sealed.
External doors, Brice thought. Not now, but when Haven consisted only of the Hub, those doors led to the outside. So they had to be tough. A lot tougher than the door Cathal had smashed in.
And if the doors were sealed, that meant there were people on the other side. Brice was not the only one alive.
But he was on the wrong side of the door.
His hands dipped to his knives, the plastic handles warm and soft. But there was no way he could use them. He might, if he was lucky, bring down a couple of shades, but there were too many of them. There was no way he’d reach the door. And even if he did, would those inside risk opening it?
Would he, if the roles were reversed?
Swallowing, Brice pulled his head back and ran away from the stench.






Sol still burned in the Hermes’ bridge, but there was no light inside Keelin.
She watched and re-watched the moment the other Hermes fell. She forced herself to replay every frame, in the pathetic hope that this time, maybe, things would be different. A slightly altered angle, and DeeDee would bring the craft round. Somehow, she’d land it, and it wouldn’t flop onto the generator.
But it was always the same. The air grew bright in the moment before it touched down. Then metal buckled, and Keelin swore she could hear the screeching. The Hermes wrapped itself around the building, joining with it in a flare of fractured metal. There were sparks, arcing high, earthing themselves and sending flames rushing up, gone in an instant. But they left the glow of diffused power, a glow that ignited the Hermes, drowning it in energy, too much to take.
The metal burned white-hot, and Keelin’s lenses died again.
She didn’t shake. She didn’t cry. She sat, unmoving in her pilot’s chair.
DeeDee would have been in a chair like this. Keelin could imagine what she was doing, and what was going through her mind in every moment of her final flight. She would have felt every turn and twist, would have felt the friction of the air on the hull. She would have sensed the power rushing through the Hermes, and the tell-tale signs that something was off. Then the lurching, and the fight for control. And she would have heard the screams of everyone in the hold.
At least the screams would not have lasted too long.
There could be nobody alive out there. And even if, by some miracle, there was, the shades would find them.
Everyone on the Hermes was dead. And they’d taken Haven’s power.
Keelin pulled out of the footage loop, and now she felt her body start to tremble. The skin was tight on her arms, raised in goose-flesh, and the coldness burnt. But not as much as the Hermes had burnt.
The other Hermes. Not hers.
She was still sealed in. She was surrounded by the yellow glow of sol.
A part of her mind, the part that took over so often when piloting, told her that this Hermes had been connected to Haven’s power since it first landed. It had been recharging its own cells, and they were as full as they could be. Not perfect, because the damage had them running at under forty percent. But that still meant Keelin had power, even if Haven didn’t.
And that meant her doors were still secure.
She dove into the systems and checked. Yes, she was secure. And the Hermes had disengaged itself from Haven when the power died. Just as it was programmed to do.
At least some things on this craft still worked.
Keelin heard a voice, reaching through her lattice. Arela, calling everyone to the Hub. But that was outside the Hermes. That would mean walking across the Deck, and it was dark out there. No, better to stay where she was safe.
She retreated into the craft’s systems. All her old notes were there‌—‌things needing fixing, possible solutions, a few improvements. She pulled them up and ran them through filters, hardly knowing what she was doing. But this was work, and she could cope with that. Caring for craft was what she did.
She pulled up sensors, and made a virtual tour of her baby. Everything was bright and warm. The hold was empty but clean, because Keelin had done that as one of her first tasks. Make the craft look presentable.
Only the corridor to Jettison was uninviting, even though it burst with light, and the hatch at the end was sealed.
Arela’s voice came through again, this time more urgent. Something about the Hub being sealed. That was good, though. If people were inside, that would keep the shadows away. Just as her hatches kept the darkness outside.
And the pilot part of her mind said that sussing Haven-wide took power. That meant the Hub had auxiliary working. They’d have sol. They’d be safe.
Keelin rose from her chair. Might as well carry on with some work. The primary engine was showing erratic data flow, and the system wasn’t indicating the root cause. She’d need to get at the feed itself and run a tight diagnostic.
The engine feed, accessible through the panel just outside the hold, was in a bad way. There was a blockage on an external conduit, and it looked like it needed replacing. Keelin had spares‌—‌she’d salvaged some, when she’d been rummaging around in the stores‌—‌but the panel to access that part of the conduit was external, and there was no way Keelin was leaving the Hermes at the moment.
But there were other things she could do‌—‌system fixes and patches. She didn’t have to go outside for those jobs.
She rocked on her feet as her lattice connected and she massaged the streams. It was intricate work, but the kind she loved. Bits and bytes, down to the very atoms of the system, and she manipulated it all. No, caressed it. This was a healing, and she nursed the Hermes back to health.
Keelin hummed a tune as she worked. Maybe she’d been doing this for days, but only now did she hear the melody. It was something her mother used to sing, Keelin was certain. The notes rose and fell like the sea, gentle and soothing, and Keelin had memories of a bed, and soft lighting, and her mother’s hair falling across one eye as she sung Keelin to sleep.
<‍Keelin, you there?‍>
For a moment Keelin heard that as her mother’s voice, rather than Ryann’s.
<‍Here.‍>
Maybe Ryann expected more, because she didn’t respond for a while. Maybe she expected a report. Or possibly she was sussing, but something was cutting out. Keelin pulled up the power data for her baby, and read a slight drain as Ryann’s lattice pulled with its connection.
<‍You didn’t make it to the Hub?‍>
<‍Thought I was safer in my Hermes.‍>
<‍You could be right.‍> And that seemed a strange thing for Ryann to say. Or maybe it was the tone she used, one that was half-mocking, but deadly serious at the same time. <‍So are you still working on the craft?‍>
<‍There’s a lot to do.‍>
<‍How flight-ready is she?‍>
Keelin almost laughed. This poor thing hadn’t lifted off the ground in over twelve months. Even the systems that were not malfunctioning would be stale.
But Keelin didn’t laugh, because Ryann was being serious. There was an edge to her voice that scared Keelin.
<‍Nowhere near.‍>
Ryann’s annoyed grunt came through as a wave of disappointment, and Keelin thought she understood. Her baby was the only way to leave Haven and reach Metis. The Proteuses might get them beyond the rim, and there might be another base somewhere out there, but that was a long-shot.
Keelin pulled up her itinerary, and ran a quick filter. <‍Pulling up all vital systems, cross-referencing with known issues.‍> It felt right to talk through this as she did it. <‍Sending you the results. This is everything that needs doing to get this baby off the ground. Some issues might have quick temporary fixes, but there could be secondary problems. And some of this stuff would be easier with more than one pair of hands.‍>
<‍If I could spare someone I would, but‌…‍> There was a pause, and Keelin didn’t speak, because she knew Ryann was gathering her thoughts. But she didn’t expect the tracker’s next question. <‍You alone over there?‍>
Keelin reached to the external sensors, and brought up their data. Nothing moved on Deck, nothing shifted in the shadows either.
<‍Looks like it.‍>
There was another pause before Ryann sussed again. <‍Your Hermes secure?‍>
<‍Hatches and doors bolted, early-warning systems in place.‍> She didn’t want to ask the question, but she had to. <‍Why?‍>
<‍Because‌…‌because we’re breached. The shades have broken into Haven.‍>
The temperature dropped, and Keelin shuddered. She ran over the external sensors again. The shadows looked darker, and could be hiding anything.
<‍How many?‍>
<‍Enough to cause problems. Looks like they got in through quarantine, but we’re not sure how far they’ve spread yet.‍>
Keelin double-checked the doors and hatches. Then she looked at the open panel in the wall, and thought of the clogged engine feed.
<‍That might be a problem,‍> she sussed. <‍Some of the stuff to be fixed needs outside work.‍>
It might have been her imagination, but she heard Ryann curse. That was rare, and Keelin shuddered again.
<‍I won’t force you to leave your Hermes, Keelin.‍>
But Keelin would do what she could, and Ryann knew that.
<‍I have light,‍> she sussed. <‍About half the external arcs work, and I have torches. If I need to go outside,‍> and, to be honest, the thought of that terrified her, <‍I can protect myself.‍>
<‍Okay. Good to know you’re protected. But how long would it take to get that Hermes ready? Any idea on a time-frame?‍>
<‍Impossible to say. Solving one issue could lead to others. I won’t know until I investigate further.‍>
<‍Just give me an estimation. Worst-case scenario.‍>
Keelin didn’t want to give the total worst-case scenario‌—‌that the shades get everyone before the Hermes was even half-ready. Or maybe she messed up fixing this thing, and it went the same way as the first. Or there was something worse than the shades out there.
So Keelin gave the best answer she could. <‍A couple of days, maybe longer.‍>
Ryann clicked, clearly annoyed. <‍Okay, what about best-case.‍>
<‍On my own or with help?‍>
<‍Solo.‍>
<‍Best-case?‍> Keelin ran some figures. <‍No extra problems, and all my fixes working first time‌—‌six, possibly seven hours.‍>
That must have been the right thing to say, because Ryann sighed in relief.
<‍Okay. Make a start. Keep me informed if that prediction changes. And‌…‌let me know what else happens. At the moment, I think your baby is our best hope of getting out of this mess.‍>
Just so long as it doesn’t go the way of the first one, Keelin thought once more. And then she saw all the faces on board, and everyone who had worked so hard to prepare it.
Yet it hadn’t worked. They must have missed something. But how likely was that? Ula was careful‌—‌she would have poured over the data, and then had others double check her figures.
And all this was because Daman couldn’t fly. It was ridiculous, how the company let someone like that take charge of something so beautiful as a Hermes. It seemed unlikely that they had no other pilots on Metis.
Then she remembered something. Something she felt Ryann should know about.
<‍One more thing,‍> she sussed, unsure how to proceed. <‍Daman‌…‌does he know what I’m doing?‍>
<‍Not as far as I’m aware.‍> The anger in Ryann’s voice was far too clear.
<‍Only‌…‌I don’t know if this is important, but I saw him creeping about on the other Hermes. Late shift, so not many people around. Seemed interested in an open panel. Then he disembarked and wandered off. Didn’t report, and didn’t even look at anyone else.‍>Keelin knew she was starting to ramble, and she coughed to give herself a break. <‍Had my lattice on record, so I might be able to pull up the feed. I’ll send it to you.‍>
<‍Thank you,‍> Ryann said, although Keelin wasn’t sure what Ryann was thanking her for. <‍Do what you can with your craft, and let me know if you come across anything else.‍>
That felt a bit disjointed, so Keelin didn’t respond, and Ryann cut the connection.
Keelin didn’t move for a while after that, unless she counted the way her whole body shook. Her mind threw up images, even though she tried to keep them away. So she saw the shades advancing. She saw them bursting from the shadows, leaping with outstretched claws. She saw fangs dripping with moisture as they thrust towards her neck. And she smelt the repulsive stink of the creatures.
Like the stink that had come from Cathal, after he’d been bitten.
She hadn’t asked Ryann about Cathal. Or about Brice. But he would be in the Hub.
Everyone would be in the Hub apart from her.
And now, Ryann wanted her to get this Hermes flight-ready. But that was impossible. Keelin knew what she’d told Ryann, and it was technically true‌—‌if everything went without a hitch, she could fly this baby in seven hours. But nothing ever went smoothly. And she’d have to go outside, where the shades ran free.
Keelin pulled her feet up so that they rested on the seat, and wrapped her arms around them. She dipped her head forward and closed her eyes. And the tears wracked her body.






It was dark outside, but not so dark that Brice couldn’t see anything. The moon was up there somewhere, turning the clouds a lighter shade than the trees. The rain gleamed on the surface of the pod, giving it a smooth, almost clean-looking sheen.
There were no arc lights, though. Nothing to stop the shades approaching.
But the air was fresh, and Brice breathed in deeply, savouring it, just as he savoured the water pounding his face and washing some of the foulness away.
It had been an easy decision when it came. There was no way for Brice to get into the Hub, and there was nothing left for him inside Haven. He needed to clear his head, and he always did that better when he was outside.
He’d expected to meet the shades at every turn. He’d been waiting to bump into Cathal, or any of the other infected. Brice never truly believed he’d reach the hatch, but he did. When he saw it was already open, with a puddle that spread into the corridor, he realised how the shades had entered Haven. The rain had done nothing to wash their stink away, and he grimaced to think of them using these rungs. But he climbed anyway.
Brice had never been up here before, but he’d run through the training footage, slipping into a virtual world via his lattice. So he knew about the connecting passages, and the network of ladders and walkways that criss-crossed the roof of Haven. But it was different being here physically. It felt more real.
He turned, peering into the dimness, not wanting to use the torches he’d grabbed from a store-room on the way. He saw the Hub, and the Deck. And further out, he saw the generator.
Only it didn’t look right. Smoke rose‌—‌and that kind of made sense, with the lack of arcs and the internal lights so dim‌—‌but the pod itself was misshapen. There was a bulge sticking out of it, and that too smouldered.
Just one more thing that had gone wrong. Just one more thing to add to the confusion. So Brice pushed it from his mind.
He eased his body through the hatch, then climbed down the pod. The metal rungs were cold and wet, and he concentrated on where he placed each boot. Even so, he slipped a few times, once crying out at the wrenching in his shoulder as he dangled from one arm. But he found his footing and carried on.
It felt good to have his boots on the ground once more. Despite the rain, and the shades ambling about, Brice actually smiled.
The shades stayed back, closer to the trees, and Brice clung to Haven as he walked round, planning what he would do. When he came to the passage connecting the medi-pod to the Hulk, he’d use the ladders to climb that. Once in the garden, he could climb to the top of the Hub, all the way to the emergency hatch. True, he wouldn’t be able to open it from outside, but maybe the sensors up there were still working. Maybe someone would let him in.
It was as good a plan as any. Brice walked faster, and the joining passage came into view. In the moonlight, Brice saw the rungs that ran up its side, directly in the middle. The stink of the beasts hung in the air, probably clinging to his clothes. When this was over, he needed a long shower. And forget about washing these clothes‌—‌he’d burn them, get rid of any hint of these bloody nightmare creatures.
Brice climbed, and then he was on the roof of the passage, looking down into the garden.
Only he couldn’t see the garden anymore. Not under the sea of creatures.
The stench from so many shades hung heavy, almost visible, and Brice gagged. He heard their hissing over the rapid-fire of the rain, and he saw claws and fangs. The mass of black bodies pushed towards the Hub. A fight broke out, with angry movement and snarling. A long, dark shape‌—‌an arm‌—‌slashed up, then down, and there was a howl. The sea of shades writhed and shifted as they fell on one of their own.
Others ignored the fight and pushed forwards. Beyond them, Brice saw the Hub, the dark dome rising, looking so smooth in the darkness, the rain washing down it. He saw the line of the ladder, and could almost see the top of the hatch.
But there was no way he could reach it. There was no way he could even set foot in that garden.
He turned, ready to descend. And saw a dark shape at the base of the ladder.
Brice shuddered, watching as the thing’s claws scraped over the rungs. Then he stepped to one side and crouched down, his heart hammering loudly. He shuffled backwards, as much as he dared on the sloping roof of the passage. If he slipped, he’d probably break something. And if he fell the wrong way, he’d be torn apart by shades.
At least that would be quick.
An arm appeared at the top of the ladder, reaching for the walkway railings. The creature’s body followed, and it pulled itself upright, standing tall, its snout thrust forward and its legs bent. Its head turned, and Brice heard the slow hiss it gave.
He grabbed a torch, and he brought it up, thumb ready on the control. If that thing came for him, he might be able to hurt it, maybe even get it to fall to the ground, but not before those claws slashed down, or before those fangs sank into his own flesh.
Maybe if he stayed still, the shade would miss him.
The creature turned its head up to the night sky now, raising its arms and hissing, almost howling. The sound chilled Brice. His legs started to cramp, and he shuffled to one side.
And the torch hanging from his other wrist clanged against the metal roof of the corridor.
The sound was sharp and loud. Everything froze. Only the rain pounding him reminded Brice that time still moved.
The shade brought its head down, tilting it to one side as it turned. Towards Brice.
Its lips parted in a twisted grin, or maybe a snarl, its fangs a dull yellow in the darkness. Its eyes, those swirling discs, glared out. It brought itself lower, arms outstretched but claws curling inward.
But it didn’t leap forward, and Brice didn’t turn on his torch.
The front of the shade’s face twitched, the two black holes in the middle of its face twitching, like it was sniffing the air. Then it took a step forward.
Brice didn’t dare move. His muscles felt locked into place. The thumb that rested on the torch controls seemed too far away, like it wasn’t a part of him.
And then the shade turned, and bounded into the garden below.
Brice breathed, his body sagging. He swallowed, bringing up saliva to get some moisture back in his mouth.
He remembered before, when he’d crept up behind shades without them noticing him. And in the Proteus, the shade had focused on Keelin and Ryann‌—‌and Nyle, when he was stupid enough to leave his pilot’s chair. It hadn’t noticed Brice until he grabbed it and stuck the knife in its neck.
It was like he was invisible to the shades.
He waited a few more seconds, watching the ladder leading down to outside. No more shades appeared, and Brice rose to his feet, letting the torch hang from his wrist once more.
If this garden was filled with shades, others would be too. There was no way for Brice to reach the Hub’s emergency hatch.
But there had to be other ways into Haven.
Brice climbed down the ladder, before any more shades appeared, and headed back around the Medi-pod.






There was food in the servery. Ryann couldn’t face eating‌—‌even the smell of the food turned her stomach‌—‌but others did. They grabbed plates and cutlery, and sat at tables, like it was just another day.
Nobody spoke, though. And there were too few people to fill the place.
Daman and Murdoch both had food, but they sat away from the others, huddled in private conversation. The Preben had not left Daman’s hand, and every now and then he’d look round the room and let the barrel follow his gaze. Ryann was sure it rested on herself and Arela longer than on anyone else.
There was a pile of torches on one table, too. And everyone wore a couple on their belts.
<‍I’ve got an idea,‍> Ryann sussed, keeping her communication tight to Arela.
<‍Tell me,‍> Arela sussed. She sat next to Ryann, one hand round a steaming mug. From where they sat, they could see the whole room.
<‍I’m in contact with Keelin.‍>
<‍She safe?‍> There was a hint of surprise, and maybe relief, in her voice.
<‍Got her Hermes sealed. And she’s been working on it. Fixing it.‍> Ryann caught the way Arela’s hands twitched, threatening to spill her drink. <‍It’s not flight-ready yet, and she can’t be definite, but she says anything between six hours and a couple of days.‍>
<‍Couple of days? That’s too long.‍>
<‍We have supplies…‍>
<‍And a madman with a weapon. And the shades seem determined to break through those doors.‍>
This was true. The creatures filled the walkway around the Hub, and they pushed hard against the doors. Every now and then there was a thump as one threw itself at the metal. When that happened, everyone froze.
<‍But it’s better than nothing. It’s a chance.‍>
Arela nodded. Then she rose. Everyone turned to look at her.
“Five minutes,” she said. “Then we have a meeting. Finish your food, get some of these tables together. Put them by that terminal,” and she pointed to the one by the servery. “Piran, I’ll need you to pull up what data you can as we go.”
The man nodded, his mouth full of food. Then he shoved another forkful in, sauce running down his chin.
He was one of the few who carried on eating. Most others took their plates to the servery, where Ula dealt with them. Then they shifted furniture, forming a larger table. They worked in silence, but worked together.
And that was good to see. Again, Arela was giving them work, taking their minds off the nightmares at the door.
Of course, Daman and Murdoch didn’t move. They eyed the work, though, and Arela sussed to them. They could join the meeting if they wanted. Unsurprisingly, they refused. Daman laughed, muttering something about fools trying to talk themselves out of death.
When everyone was ready, Arela sat, her back to the wall, and indicated for Ryann to take the place next to her. The others took seats too. Some, like Farrell, leaned in expectantly. Lynet slunk down, her eyes on her lap. Piran had lowered and angled the terminal, and sat backwards on the chair with his arms resting on the backrest, still chewing his food.
Nobody talked. Arela turned to everyone, meeting their eyes‌—‌at least, those who looked up‌—‌and smiled.
“We’ve done well so far,” she said. “We’re as secure as we can be. We have food and power. But that isn’t going to last, and we all know it.” She turned to her left. “Piran, in our current state, how long will auxiliary power last?”
The tech punched his stubby fingers onto the terminal. “Sol takes up quite a bit of juice, and there are power-locks on the doors. If we want to keep monitoring outside, that means diverting some power to sensors‌—‌not a lot, but it all adds up.”
“I understand. But give us a prediction.”
He tapped again, then shrugged. “I can’t be accurate. Aux pulls in a different way, so the power’s always fluctuating. It’s not like a simple cell. See, there is some storage, but that’s used to run….”
“Cut the jargon. Just a time, please.”
Piran nodded, and Ryann saw the beads of sweat on his forehead. “If things stay relatively stable, anywhere between five and eight hours.”
Ryann heard breath being drawn in, and one or two gasps.
“What about raising Metis? Any luck, Quin?”
He shook his head. “When the power went, I think it blew some of the relays. I sent off what I could, but got no ping-back. Probably safest to assume we’re on our own.”
“What about from the Hermes. That would have sent an automatic signal, right?”
“Should have, but there’s no record.”
Ryann glanced at Daman, thinking of what Keelin had told her about him being on the Hermes. If she were being generous, she’d say he was checking how work was progressing because he wanted to get out of Haven as much as any of them. But she didn’t believe that for a moment.
“So we’re screwed,” said Eljin, one hand slapping down on the table. “We don’t even have enough power to make it through the night. Soon as it goes, those doors open.”
“We have torches,” someone else said.
“Might get a few of them before they get us then.”
“We could keep them back.”
“But they’d push others forward. You not read the reports? If they don’t get us with their fangs, they’ll bloody suffocate us.”
“We need a way off.”
“Off base? They’re in the forest, idiot!”
“No, I mean off the planet. We need to get back to Metis.”
“How the hell do we do that?”
“We fly,” Ryann said, and all eyes turned to her. She hadn’t spoken loudly, but it was enough.
She glanced at Arela, who nodded for her to continue.
“Keelin,” she said, searching for a way to explain. “Keelin opted to stay in the Deck, with the remaining Hermes. It’s sealed, and she has power, so she’s safe. She’s been working on it over the last week.”
“I thought she was just sleeping in it,” said Ula. “She’s been trying to fix it?”
“Personal project,” Arela said, as if that was all it was.
“But that thing’s totally screwed. It hasn’t started up in almost a year, right?” Ula tilted her head, like she was daring Arela to give them the good news.
“Ryann? Tell them what you know.”
Ryann took a breath, considering how much to sugar-coat this. Probably best to be blunt.
“It’s not great. Keelin says she can make it flight-worthy, but it’s going to take a while, especially on her own. But there’s a chance it will be ready before the morning.”
“We’ll be dead by then,” someone said, and there were murmurs of agreement.
“If we’re careful with the power, we can stay alive long enough.”
There was a cough from near the servery.
“And then, when that stupid Ziko woman shoves a few patches together, you all waltz out of here to your taxi.” Daman shook his head. “You know that’s never going to happen.”
“Why not?” Arela turned slowly, one eyebrow raised. Ryann could think of many reasons why Daman could be right, and she knew, from the despondent air over the table, that others were thinking the same thing. But Ryann understood what Arela was doing‌—‌keeping the spark of hope alive.
“You missed the fact that those shades of yours are right outside this room? You think they’re going to step aside and let you through? You think they’re not going to swarm in the minute anyone opens the doors?”
“We have sol.” She pointed up. There were nods around the table.
Daman grinned, and raised his Preben. He cocked his head, and then there was a dull thud, followed by a crash as the light over the table dimmed and glass rained down. Someone screamed.
“Things go wrong. Lights go out.” He grinned. “You’re never getting off this base, Angelis. I guarantee that.”
<‍Like he guaranteed nobody would leave Haven,‍> Ryann sussed, remembering Daman’s words from earlier. <‍Don’t push him too far.‍>
And something in those words settled in her mind and started gnawing away. He’d been too sure of himself when he’d said that. And he’d been on the Hermes before it took off.
“I’ll thank you for not wrecking my base, Daman,” Arela said, her tone light. She even smiled. “Now, unless you have anything useful to say, I’d be grateful if you shut the hell up and let us to discuss what we can do.”
She spun back to the table, nodding slightly at the smiles that greeted her.
Ryann kept a watch on Daman, though. He was seething, teeth together and jaw set straight. His thumb hovered over the weapon’s control panel. To one side and slightly behind stood Murdoch, as unreadable as ever. But he was watching Daman, and now he reached forward, lightly pulling the man’s arm back.
“So, Keelin’s fixing the Hermes, but we’re surrounded in the Hub,” Arela said. “Much as it pains me to admit it, Daman’s got a point. We open those doors, and we’re inviting in trouble.” She didn’t elaborate. She didn’t need to. “Any suggestions?”
Piran raised a hand. “We could divert power.”
“Explain.”
“We’ve drawn as much auxiliary power into the Hub as we can, but we can still control it. Depending on how much we have left, we could use it to light a route. Burn those things out of our way.”
The murmurs around the table were encouraging. “Worth working on. Good thinking, Piran. Take it you can isolate a route for us?”
“No problem.”
Daman snorted. Faces turned, but Arela kept her back to him.
“‘Course, if we had that weapon,” Farrell said, “we could keep them back another way.”
“This doesn’t leave my hands,” Daman said, almost nonchalantly.
“When we go, we taking them with us?” Ula asked in a whisper. Heads shook around the table, and there was muttered cursing.
<‍Ryann? Interested in your thoughts on this.‍>
<‍I don’t trust what they’d do as soon as we’re out of sight. Safer to keep enemies close.‍>
“We have space on the Hermes for everyone remaining on this base,” Arela said. “But my first priority has to be to Haven’s crew.”
<‍Very diplomatic.‍>
<‍It’s what they trained me for.‍>
“You’ll never see Metis again,” Daman said, his voice carrying strongly. “You already know that.”
<‍This is your chance to escape too,‍> Ryann sussed to him.
<‍Shut it, Harris. You think I’d take any advice from someone who can’t even keep their crew together? How many of them are around that table? Oh yes‌…‌just you.‍>
Ryann pushed the anger down. She refused to let him goad her.
“Piran, we need to know if redirecting the power works, and how much sol drains it. You reckon a practical test might be in order?”
Piran swiped and tapped for a moment. “Think I’ve calculated power use, but always up for a run-through. And if it fries some shades, so much the better.”
“Okay. Can you pull up the sensor feed for us?”
“You want it over lattices? I could play it on the screen over there.” Piran waved to the games area, and he grinned. “Make it more of an event.”
“Sounds good. People, we’re going to do a test. Watch from here if you want, but you’re all free to join us by the door.”
Of course, when she rose, so did everyone else.






There were shades wandering about in the flat, wide expanse between Haven and the trees, but so far none of them had given Brice any trouble. A few looked up when he crept past, keeping as close as he could to the damp metal of the dome, but they didn’t move towards him.
The rain came down, and over the rush of the wind he could hear it pounding the trees. Brice wondered how many shades still hid in the forest. If he still had his lenses and filters, would he see them? Or were the majority of the monsters either in the gardens or in Haven itself?
Maybe the forest was the safest place to be.
He rubbed his arm, where he’d been bitten. It throbbed, but so far it looked like any other kind of wound‌—‌raw and bloody, but with none of the hardening of the skin he’d seen in Cathal.
Then Brice thought back to the last time he’d been out here, when the shades had killed Mariner. And all because that bloody paper-pusher Daman wanted to capture a live shade.
Everything came back to the company. If they’d authorised the repairs Keelin requested on her Proteus, it wouldn’t have crashed, and their crew would never have entered the caves. And then, Cathal wouldn’t have been bitten, and Tris wouldn’t have been taken. Brice wouldn’t be out here, on his own and without a fully-functioning lattice, trying to find a way back into a Haven that was over-run with blood-sucking monsters.
His shoulders shrugged with a laugh‌—‌the forest felt emptier, yet he was trying to figure out how to get closer to the shades.
What was wrong with him? He should get as far from Haven as possible. If he remained invisible to the shades, he could reach a hold-out, seal himself in and wait for rescue.
As if that would ever happen. He wouldn’t be able to call for help. Besides, who would come for him? Everyone in Haven had their own problems. And if Daman was anything to go by, Kaiahive didn’t give a damn what happened to any of them.
Brice hoped the company man had finally met a shade. He smiled at the thought of Daman’s eyes wide with shock as a rancid mouth closed over the gushing wound in his neck. He imagined claws ripping Daman’s chest apart, and the fool disappearing under a sea of leathery flesh.
But Brice knew that hadn’t happened. Daman was the kind of man who would hide behind others. He was a coward.
He deserved to die.
But the others? Ryann, Keelin, Arela and everyone else? They deserved none of this.
And that was why Brice had to get to them. He had to do what he could to help. If they fought the shades, or if they ran from them, he needed to be alongside his‌…‌his friends. His crew.
But he had no crew. The last mission had been whoever was around and willing to go outside. And look how that ended‌—‌Dana seriously wounded, Brice bitten, and Mariner dead. They’d barely managed to get back into Haven.
And now, that memory floated to the forefront of his mind, and he saw again Farrell entering the code to open the side-hatch in Stores. Brice heard the man mutter the digits and letters as he tapped them.
Brice knew where he needed to go now. He broke into a run, his feet pounding the ground as softly as he could manage. He passed the corridor connecting the medi-pod to the Deck, and rounded this until he saw Stores ahead.
It felt good to run like this, loping forward. It felt good to swing his legs and pump his arms. His body needed the rhythm of the exercise, and it finally felt like something was going Brice’s way.
Until he reached Stores and saw the shade that waited by the side-hatch.
It paced back and forth, almost like it was keeping guard. Five or six steps to the left, then turn, and the same number of steps to the right, with the door slap-bang in the middle. Every now and then the holes in its face where its nose should be twitched, moisture glinting in what light there was.
Brice crouched. There was no point trying to find cover, because there was none. But the shade paid him no attention anyway.
He saw now how it turned its head towards the door occasionally, and to Brice it looked like the creature was expecting something. Maybe it was waiting for the door to open. Or maybe it was expecting someone to come through. Yes, that made sense. It could detect the presence of people, even from a few days ago, and it was waiting for their return.
Well, one of them was here now. But Brice had no idea how he was going to get past the thing.
He brought a hand up to his neck, rubbing where his lattice’s focal node was. Had been.
When Brice glanced down, he wasn’t surprised to see the home-made knife in his hand. There was no way to sneak past the creature, so he’d have to get rid of it.
Back of the neck. Then use torches to finish it off.
He crept forward, trying to match his movements to those of the shade as it paced. It waved its arms, claws occasionally brushing against the metal hatch, the harsh scraping cutting through the pounding rain.
Brice wiped moisture from his eyes, pointlessly. It only made him blink harder.
The beast spun, its head turning towards Brice. Its eyes, or whatever they were, swam like milk, and its nostrils twitched. It flexed the fingers on one hand, pulling the claws in then stretching them out. Brice paused, his throat dry.
Then it walked on.
Brice pulled in air, only now realising he had been holding his breath. He took another step forward. Then another.
The shade turned again, and walked away from Brice. It spun, and came towards him.
Brice crouched. He tightened the grip on his knife. He bent his knees, getting the blood flowing in his legs.
The creature almost reached Brice, and then it turned again.
And Brice lunged.
He pushed with his legs, reaching up high. For a moment he was flying, his arms over his head, the knife angled down. Then he brought it down, powering it through the air, his eyes fixed on the base of the creature’s skull, where the neck attached its head to its body.
The blade sunk in.
The shade screamed. It staggered, then swung round.
Brice was prepared. Already, his free hand was around the creature’s chest and neck, and he squeezed tight, bringing his face close to the thing’s sodden, rancid flesh. He gripped as hard as he could as he twisted the knife.
The shade spun, and Brice’s legs flew free, slamming into the door with a clang. He pushed, felt the weight of the creature stagger, then wrapped his legs around the thing’s torso. He pulled in even tighter with his arm.
Pain shot through one leg as the shade raked it, but Brice didn’t ease his grip. Instead, he pulled out his knife with a squelch, and thrust it in again. And again.
The beast howled. It started to topple. Brice stabbed down again, riding the shade as it fell to the ground.
It stopped suddenly, and Brice ploughed into the creature, its noxious stink in his mouth. He pushed himself up, away from the writhing black mass, and he grabbed a torch, thumbing the controls. A thin yellow beam shot out, at maximum intensity, and Brice directed it at the creature.
The smell of burning flesh had never been so good.
He held the beam steady, and reached for his second torch. The shade’s skin blistered and bubbled, plosive pops audible over the storm. A mist rose, but the twin shafts of sol light easily pierced it, burning into the writhing monster.
When it stopped moving, and when the stench grew overpowering, Brice moved to the side-hatch. In his head he heard Farrell spell out the code, and now he tapped it in, just as Farrell had done.
The door slid open, and Brice stepped through, out of the rain.






“You know this isn’t going to work, don’t you?” Daman taunted. “You burn a few of those things, but there’s too many of them.”
Someone muttered for him to shut up.
<‍Ignore him,‍> Arela sussed, wide. Daman smirked‌—‌he must have heard too.
“Can’t ignore facts. Can’t ignore the man with the gun.”
Arela turned, her back to Daman. “Piran, whenever you’re ready.”
The tech had moved to the terminal by the games table. His digits twitched, too fast to see the individual movements. The screen, the one they used to show sports in down-time, sprung to life. But this wasn’t a games field, or even one of the training rooms. Instead, the view showed a night-vision image of the walkway outside the rec hall.
It swarmed with shades. They pushed up against the door itself, green-tinged and blurry, but to Ryann their claws looked in sharp focus. Their mouths glowed like something from a nightmare. And when Piran brought up the audio feed, the hiss was like rain, continuous and alive.
“How long do you want sol for?”
“Fifteen seconds be long enough to extrapolate data?”
“Should be plenty.”
Arela smiled. “Then give them thirty. Let’s see if we can reduce their numbers a bit.”
<‍Nicely played,‍> Ryann sussed as she saw the watchers twitching in anticipation, and heard the enthusiastic murmurs. There was a couple of ‘hell, yeah!’s, and at least one fist-pump.
<‍Just hope it gives them the show they want,‍> the chief sussed back.
“Sol coming on in five‌…‌four‌…‌three‌…‌two‌…‌one.”
The screen burst white, and those who were too slow with their filters shielded their eyes. But the white faded to yellow as the sensor adjusted, and everyone could see what was happening.
The shades fought. They howled in voices that echoed around the rec hall, and they pushed to escape the burning light from above. Claws flashed and limbs swung, and heads were pulled back in agony. The sea of dark hide rippled and bubbled.
There was too much to see, even in such a short burst of time, but images stuck with Ryann. The shade that pulled another creature on top of itself, falling back and hiding from the light, shielded by the bucking and burning creature in its vice-like grip. The others that slashed to get away, gashes appearing in their flesh, the exposed muscle bubbling and rupturing even more than their hides. A mist rose, and Ryann was thankful that the door kept the stink outside.
“Thirty,” Piran said, and the light burnt out, the green tinge of night-vision returning.
There was cheering, even some clapping. Farrell slapped Piran on the back, hard enough to jerk the tech forward, and then Ronat had Piran in a bear-hug, squeezing hard. Merna grabbed Torrey, the smile covering her face. To one side, Arela watched and nodded.
<‍They got the show they wanted,‍> Ryann sussed. <‍Hell of a way to engage them, though.‍>
And then the slow clapping began. The cheers slowed, and everyone turned to the sound.
Daman had holstered his weapon so that he could bring his hands together. The sound shot around the hall, the next clap not coming until the one before had almost died away.
“Very impressive. I’m so happy for you. You’ve burnt a few of them, and you’ve only wasted some of your precious power. You must be so proud of yourselves.”
He stopped clapping and pointed at the screen.
The mist blurred the lines, but it was clear that the shades were back. But there were dips in the sea of bodies, and Ryann could make out where some of the shades crouched down. One of them brought up its head, and something dripped from its fangs. Ryann saw the burnt remains of the shade beneath it, and the wounds that had been torn‌—‌no, bitten‌—‌into its body.
“And when they’ve finished feeding on their own kind, they’re going to be even hungrier. Ready for some fresh blood.”
Lynet gagged, and held a hand over her mouth before turning away. The others stared, open-mouthed.
“But we know the light works,” Arela said. “How do the figures look, Piran?”
“Better than I calculated. If Keelin gets that Hermes sorted within a few hours, we’ll have no problem.”
“And you can tell all that after only thirty seconds?” Daman said. “Doesn’t sound like a statistically viable test to me. What if those things stumbled simply because they were surprised? And some of them didn’t seem too keen to move from the door. I can’t believe that gives a valid impression of what would happen if they had a decent meal on hand.”
“What are you saying, Daman?” Arela took a step forward, away from the others. Almost like she was placing herself there as a barrier.
Daman’s hand slipped to his holster, and he drew the Preben again. “I’m saying that wasn’t much of a test. You want to see if it works when people are out there, you need different conditions.”
He moved a step towards Arela. She stayed steady.
“I didn’t think you were interested in our plan.”
Daman shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. It might be fun to see what happens when you try to run through your little base, with all those things chasing you.”
“What, you want to sit and watch it on a screen? Doesn’t sound like a good plan to me.”
Daman moved back, head to one side. “You might have something there.” But his voice was too cocky, and Ryann knew he was playing. “On reflection, I think we’ll be leaving too.”
“You want to join us?”
Daman raised one eyebrow and looked away from Arela, towards the rest of Haven’s crew. When his eyes met Ryann’s, he nodded, even smiled. She didn’t return either gesture.
“I never said that. No, I think we’ll use you as the advance party. Then, while you’re making a nice feast, we’ll go our own way.” He twisted his weapon before his face. “I think the pellets in this thing will drop them quicker than a bit of light. That should give us the edge, I reckon. At least, we should be able to reach the Hermes. And then, I’m sure your Ziko won’t mind flying us back to Metis.”
“Thought you said nobody was leaving.”
He shrugged again. “I’m sure I didn’t say it exactly like that.” Then he straightened up, and brought the Preben high. “But I still think we need one more test. With a live subject. Of course, you might need to keep sol on for a bit longer, just to clear the doorway. We don’t want any of those things coming through here, do we?”
He spun towards Piran. “Turn the lights on.”
Piran looked to Arela, who shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. We have the data we need. You’re free to join us, and if you want to take some pot-shots at the shades, be my guest. But we’ll keep the doors closed until it’s time to leave.”
Daman leaned towards Arela. “But I wasn’t asking. I outrank you, Angelis. And I say we have another test.” He turned to Piran again. “Sol, now!”
“We don’t listen to you.”
Ronat’s voice was low, and she spoke between clenched teeth. She stepped forward, to Arela’s side, and clenched her fists.
Daman moved towards her, the Preben raised. Ronat gulped.
“Ronat, step back,” Arela said, moving in front of the woman and raising her arms, as if she were trying to force Ronat and Daman apart.
“I stand with you.” Ronat took a step forward and to the side. Daman moved closer, the weapon almost touching her head. Sweat glowed on Ronat’s forehead, but she bent her knees and flexed her arms. She might have been half a head shorter than him, but she was broader, and tougher.
But she wasn’t ready for the punch to her stomach, or the clout around the side of her head. The weapon struck her hard, and she staggered, almost falling. Farrell ran forward to support her. Blood oozed from her forehead.
“Stupid woman!” Daman spat. He raised the Preben up, sweeping it round. “That was a warning. Anyone else want to argue, and I’ll use this the proper way. Tech-monkey, give me the light I asked for.” His finger rested on the trigger. “I won’t ask again.”
Piran trembled, and looked again at Arela. This time she nodded, and Piran tapped.
The image on the screen exploded with light again, and the shades fought to escape. They pushed back, some falling, some hiding behind their own kind. Again, the mist rose, and once more the rec hall was filled with anguished howls and angry hissing.
The shades pressing against the door buckled, collapsing to the ground. Some ran into the shadows, or as far as they could. But others fell into the miasma, their hides bubbling and burning.
“At least that’s the door clear. Now all we need is a volunteer.”
He sounded cheerful, and that scared Ryann, almost more than the shades.
“Any volunteers?” He waved the weapon around. “Anyone?” Farrell went to lift his hand, but then he glanced at Arela.
<‍Nobody volunteer. I won’t risk any of you.‍>
<‍He won’t stop,‍> Ryann sussed.
<‍I know. But I’m not going to watch any of you get sucked into his game.‍>
“Guess I’ll have to choose someone. And I know just the person.”
<‍No! I’ll volunteer.‍>Ryann’s hand twitched, and she forced it higher. <‍We can’t lose you, Arela.‍>
But Daman ignored Ryann, and turned to Arela. “Pathetic as you are, I do admire your leadership style, Angelis. Always in the thick of things, always leading from the front.” He pointed the weapon at her face, holding it with arm outstretched. “Well volunteered.”
“No!” Ula stepped forward. “I’ll go.” She darted a look at Arela. “If sol keeps those things off, I’ll be fine, right?” Then, back to Daman, stepping between Arela and the weapon. “I’ll go. Let me test this.”
“You want to go out there?” Daman smiled. “Excellent! This is an even better test.” He lifted the Preben. There was a soft thump as he fired.
Ula let out a cry and fell backwards. Blood and red lumps splattered those around her. Arela caught her, letting her slump to the ground. The pilot’s stomach was a bloody mess, ripped open.
Someone yelled, and there was a rush towards Daman. But he stepped back, raising the weapon again.
“Stay!”
Ula gasped for air, her breaths ragged and rattling, and Ryann was amazed she was still alive. With a wound like that, and with the amount of blood pooling beneath her, she knew there was no hope of stopping the inevitable, even with her lattice. But Arela thrust her hands into the wound anyway, blood welling up around them.
“I think we need to get this test underway. One live subject, and one to excite their hunger. Oh, this couldn’t be better!”
Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. The gurgling noises from Ula’s throat stopped, and her eyes shut.
“You!” Daman pointed. “Get ready to open the door. You and you,” and he pointed at random, “pick up this stupid bitch and get ready to put her out. And you,” he said, looking straight at Arela, “had better hope they’re not too interested in the blood on you. Let’s move!”
Behind Daman, Murdoch aimed a Preben at them. But where Daman waved his around, Murdoch held his weapon steady.
Eljin took Ula’s feet and Farrell put his hands under her shoulders. He whispered something in her ear, but whether or not she heard, Ryann didn’t know. She couldn’t push into the girl. Not now.
Arela stood too, and with a Preben aimed at her she walked to the door, one hand holding Ula’s blood-stained wrist, her fingers hanging limp.
“I’ll take her,” she said when they got to the door. She reached one arm under Ula’s knees and the other around her shoulders, and Eljin and Farrell stepped back. As Arela walked forward she left crimson prints on the floor.
“Time for the test!” Daman waved his weapon at Merna, and her hand shook as she placed it on the door release.
The stench was cloying, and Lynet gagged. Or maybe she threw up. Ryann was too busy keeping her mouth shut tight and trying to filter the air through her nose. Even Daman brought a hand up to his face.
But Arela, with Ula in her arms, stepped through, into the hazy smoke that was even now seeping into the rec hall. She didn’t turn.
“Close the damn door!”
Merna did as Daman ordered, and the metal slid across, cutting through the smoke, and sealing Arela and Ula’s body outside.
Everyone watched the screen.
Arela turned, still holding Ula. She said something to the pilot, too softly for the sensors to pick up, and looked at her with a rare affection.
<‍I’ll tell him to let you back in,‍> Ryann sussed, but Arela shook her head. For anyone watching, it might have been something to do with the words she spoke to the woman in her arms.
<‍He won’t listen.‍>
<‍But the light will keep the shades away. It already is.‍>
And that was true. In the shadows, the shades moved, but none stepped into the light. Their guttural hisses were angry and excited, and Ryann could almost taste their hunger, but they stayed back.
“Well, well,” Daman said. “It looks like the light actually works. Even with a nice snack all prepared for them. Maybe I was wrong.”
“So the test is over,” Ryann said. She had to try. “You can let them back in now.” Daman raised one eyebrow, but she continued. “And this shows that we can reach the Hermes. We light a path, and you won’t even need your weapon.” She smiled. “We can get out of here. All of us.”
He grinned, and that alone made her shudder. “But plans never work the way you expect, do they? There’s always something that goes wrong.” He raised the Preben. “Like a technical malfunction.”
The shot slammed into the terminal, sending sparks into the air and throwing Piran onto his back. Shards of plastic and metal exploded out, leaving only a knee-high stand, its top jagged, wires exposed. The lights flickered off, then came back on.
But the lights in the walkway didn’t return.
<‍Arela!‍>
Ryann reached out with her lattice, knowing it was a mistake to connect to Arela like this. On the screen, green shapes edged forward, and then sprung.
Pain shot through Ryann, hot and excruciating. She doubled over, and the scream that echoed around her head might have been her own. She heard voices, cries, cursing. And the pressure built throughout her body, her lattice vibrant where it connected with Arela, energy surging.
The shades tore Arela apart. She never stood a chance.






They were waiting for Cathal in the blood pack store, even Brikita. She was slumped in a corner, surrounded by the empty carcasses of countless bags. The other two, Car and Ap Owen, stood to one side. Cathal counted six packs by their feet. As he stepped inside, Ap Owen held out a fresh pack for him.
<‍Thank you.‍> It never hurt to be polite, and it was a kind gesture from his brother. He tore through the plastic and drained the blood. Refreshing, but it didn’t excite him that much, even though he felt it replenishing his energy.
<‍What happens?‍> Car asked. <‍What of the others?‍>
<‍Nyle?‍>
<‍No. The others.‍>
Of course they would know about the kin. Their traces were too strong, too new, and they hung in the air throughout quarantine and beyond. Cathal had swum through the miasma as he climbed the stairwell, tasting each individual’s passage. Even back in that medic’s room, when the kin had swarmed past, Car and the others would have sensed their passing.
And yet they still followed Cathal’s instruction. That pleased him.
<‍They hunt.‍> He sensed Brikita’s interest in that word, and knew he’d made a mistake. <‍No‌—‌not hunt. Hound. But our old friends have barricaded themselves in, and our kin cannot reach them.‍>
<‍In the Hub.‍>
So Car remembered things from before his change. Another good sign.
<‍Standard procedure. The doors are toughened, and our kin cannot break through.‍>
<‍Even when there are so many of them?‍> This was from Ap Owen. <‍It felt like an army.‍>
Cathal thought that an apt description.
After the green one‌—‌Brice‌—‌ran, Cathal waited, then followed the strong signals, and came to the kin, pushing against each other in the connecting corridor. There must have been close to a hundred of them there, but he’d sensed others, elsewhere around the Hub. They must, he assumed, have filled the circular walkway.
A few hundred. Maybe a thousand. And yet they couldn’t break through.
<‍We join them?‍> Brikita stirred, rising to her feet. Her trace was like one of the kin, feral and urgent. Maybe it was because her scent was unencumbered by clothing, but Cathal suspected there was more to it than that.
<‍For what purpose? Why would you join them, Brikita?‍> He used her name to remind her that she was different to the kin. She was a sister.
<‍Feed.‍>
<‍You have fed in here.‍>
<‍Not fresh.‍>
<‍But you are full. You have energy. You have all you need.‍>
<‍Want more.‍>
No, Cathal thought. It’s not a simple want. It’s a drive.
<‍We don’t feed from old friends.‍>
Brikita shuffled, her feet pushing the discarded blood packs to one side. <‍Never liked all of them anyway.‍> But the words came through quieter, like she was muttering to herself.
Cathal turned his attention to Car and Ap Owen, wondering how much he should tell them. He wouldn’t mention Brice, but he could tell them of the slaughter.
<‍Not everyone reached the Hub. I saw where our kin had taken the energy of others.‍> And Cathal remembered creeping past the room where Brice stood, in the sea of carnage. He recalled the pull of the blood, the warmth emanating from the room, and Brice’s own strange aroma weaving through it all. And then he recalled other things he’d seen. <‍But that did not satisfy them. I saw kin discarded, left empty and lifeless. When they could not reach fresh food, they turned on themselves. I saw the pack mentality of those who lacked our own control.‍>
Maybe both Car and Ap Owen stood a fraction taller with those words.
<‍They follow one another.‍> This was from Car, and the words came over with both pride and sadness, or maybe a kind of resigned disappointment.
<‍Almost.‍>
That got their attention. Even Brikita stepped closer.
<‍Nyle.‍>
Cathal nodded as Car pushed out that name. He had felt his brother’s trace strongly amongst the kin, with the traces of both Galvyn and Shaela close by. He’d followed them, as they headed away from the Medi-pod and into the Hulk, and he’d sensed the kin that followed them.
<‍He has drawn some of the kin to him. He has taken them away from the others.‍>
<‍To feed?‍>
<‍Brikita, this is about more than food. Nyle is dangerous. He has drawn them away from the Hub. He is clearly planning something.‍>
<‍What?‍>
The question could have come from any of them, or even Cathal himself. He shook his head.
<‍Maybe he is seeking others who never reached the Hub,‍> Ap Owen suggested, and it was a sensible idea. But Cathal wasn’t convinced.
<‍Nyle would want them for himself. You felt his intentions. Maybe he would seek to control a pack to empty the Hulk, but that doesn’t feel right. I believe he has other intentions. He’s after‌…‌he’s after those within the Hub.‍>
<‍How?‍>
That was the question. Cathal didn’t know.
But the others were turning to him for the answers. They wanted‌—‌no, needed‌—‌leadership.
And he was their leader. He was a commander. He had done this before, many times.
<‍Think,‍> he instructed them. <‍If you were Nyle, and you wanted those in the Hub, what would you do?‍>
<‍Break through the doors,‍> suggested Car. <‍They are tough, but maybe he is seeking tools. Or explosives.‍>
<‍But our kin know nothing about explosives,‍> Ap Owen argued. Cathal held back, listening to the two of them work through their ideas.
<‍He’s got a large crew. More of them than there are of us. It must be something to do with the numbers.‍>
<‍And he’s leading them away from the Hub, and into the Hulk. What’s there?‍>
<‍Nothing. Just rooms. And‌…‌and an emergency hatch.‍> There was a spark of excitement from Car here, and he grew more animated. <‍Maybe he is leading them outside, because‌…‌because he intends to break in to the Hub from a different direction.‍>
<‍The Hub’s own hatch? Only opens from inside. How’s he going to manage that?‍>
Car slumped. <‍You’re right. If he’s leading them outside, it’s probably to run elsewhere, like into the forest. But that would mean he’s turning his back on‌…‌on the food in the Hub. Would he do that?‍>
<‍No.‍> Cathal sent the word out definitely, thoughts coming together in his mind. To predict an enemy’s actions, it was necessary to think like them. <‍He would not abandon such a feast. But he is imagining what our friends must be thinking, and we must do the same. Put yourselves in their positions. They are trapped in the Hub, surrounded by kin, and something is wrong with the power in Haven now. What would you do in such a situation?‍>
The room was still for a moment.
<‍I would look for a way out.‍> Ap Owen sent out his idea quietly, but its repercussions rung loud. Yes, those in the Hub would be seeking escape. They would want to get as far away from the kin, and from Haven, as possible. They would want to leave the forest behind.
And that meant flying.
Nyle was‌—‌had been‌—‌a pilot. He would understand this.
<‍We have to go.‍> Cathal spun to the door, pushing it open. <‍We have to stop Nyle.‍>
He felt the other three follow as he raced out of quarantine, towards the Deck.






The flooring Ryann sat on was cold, but the bodies around her were warm. She could smell their sweat, pungent with fear.
They sat by the sofa, their backs to the now-blank screen, pressed close together. Ryann didn’t know if that was through fear or simply for comfort. Across the rec hall, by the servery, Daman and Murdoch stood, both with weapons trained on the remaining Haven personnel. Ryann knew they were sussing, and occasionally Daman would look around. But Murdoch kept his eyes on Ryann and the others all the time.
“What are they going to do?” Farrell asked in a whisper. It wasn’t directed at Ryann, but she answered anyway.
“They need to get off Haven just as much as we do. Daman’s already given his plan away‌—‌they use us to keep the shades busy, then blast their way to the Hermes and force Keelin to take them back to Metis.” A part of her admired the simplicity of it, but another, larger part of Ryann was appalled at the brutality of it.
Appalled, but not totally surprised.
“Then we don’t go,” Farrell said. “We refuse to leave the Hub. Tell him‌…‌I don’t know, tell him we’ve decided to wait for rescue. Make something up about Piran getting through to Metis.”
“Won’t work,” said Ronat, her back against Ryann’s, warm and musty. “He’ll shoot us all.”
“So? He doesn’t plan on letting any of us leave anyway. Think I’d prefer a pellet in the head than a shade sucking my blood.”
“Wouldn’t be in the head, though. He wants us to suffer. He’d go for the legs, leave us unable to run from the shades. Or he’d use a knife, slice us open and let us bleed out. Leave it up to those two company arseholes, and we’ll die in agony.”
Ryann heard a whimper, either Eljin or Lynet. But she didn’t step in to stop Ronat. They all needed to understand how things stood.
“Still don’t get why the light went out when he shot the terminal,” Piran said. “The terminal cuts off, things should stay as they last were.”
“Murdoch,” Farrell said. “He was at another terminal.”
Ryann hadn’t spotted that, and she bit her lip‌—‌she should have been paying better attention. But that meant Murdoch knew his way around Haven’s systems. He could light a path to the Hermes.
They had no need for Ryann and the others. To Daman and Murdoch, they were baggage. Or food for the shades.
“What if we tell Keelin to stop working?” Farrell continued. “Get her to say it can’t be fixed.”
“We’ll never get off Haven then,” said Ronat.
“But neither will they. If I’m going to die, I don’t see why they should live.”
There were murmurs as others agreed. Nobody told him this idea was ridiculous.
<‍Keelin, you there?‍>
<‍I’m here.‍> Her voice was loud in Ryann’s head, and almost happy.
<‍How are the repairs coming along?‍>
<‍Good. I’m ahead of schedule. I’ve got a bit of a surprise for you.‍>
Ryann had no idea what that could be. <‍Good or bad surprise? Could do with a bit of a boost here.‍>
There was a pause. <‍Problems?‍>
Ryann cursed herself. She shouldn’t have said anything. <‍Nothing important.‍> She hated to lie, but Keelin didn’t need more things to think about. <‍So what’s the big surprise?‍>
<‍I’ve got help. That’s why I’m getting through my list so well.‍>
<‍Help?‍>
<‍Brice is here.‍>
It took a moment for the name to register, and when it did Ryann swallowed, and her eyes closed. She’d given him up for dead, maybe even before the shades poured into Haven. She wouldn’t have put it past Daman to have already killed the lad. And the news that he was still alive gave her hope‌—‌Daman’s plans were not as tight as he believed.
<‍How did he get there?‍> Because, out of all the questions, that was the one that forced its way out first.
<‍Says he took the scenic route. Came in via Stores.‍>
<‍He was outside?‍>
<‍That’s what he says. And he’s drenched, so I guess he’s not lying.‍>
Ryann allowed herself a small internal smile. <‍Incredible,‍> she sussed.
<‍He says the shades seem to ignore him. He’s doing all the external work on the Hermes. We should have this baby ready in an hour.‍>
That should have been good news, but all it told Ryann was roughly how long they had to live.
<‍That’s good, right? Getting things ready early? If you want, I can work on some non-vital repairs too, make the flight more comfortable.‍>
<‍No, an hour’s good.‍>At least things wouldn’t be too drawn out. <‍We’ll be ready. Keep me informed.‍>
Ryann cut the link and tilted her head back, resting it against Ronat’s shoulder. Last time they had spoken, Keelin still needed coaxing to give Ryann any information, but now the pilot was full of enthusiasm. She was working towards an escape.
And that meant Ryann couldn’t give up either. Not when two of her friends were on the outside, working to thwart Daman and the shades.
She opened her eyes and looked across to Daman and Murdoch. Every so often Daman brought his weapon up, just as a reminder, and leered at her. But Murdoch, again, held his Preben steady.
She had him wrong. He wasn’t Daman’s lackey, or even assistant. He was Daman’s protection. The way he held himself told her he was a professional. If he wanted to kill one of them, he wouldn’t waste words. Not like Daman. He’d simply shoot.
And Ryann thought of the way he’d put his hand on Daman’s arm, earlier. He’d been trying to pull Daman back. So maybe Murdoch knew Daman was becoming irrational.
She couldn’t trust him, though.
“You told Keelin to slow down, Ryann?” Farrell looked at her expectantly.
“She’s making good progress. Should be ready in an hour.”
Bodies shuffled, fabric rubbed and voices muttered.
“So she’s carrying on.”
“We still have a chance, Farrell.” Make this personal. Even though the others were listening, she focused on Farrell. He was popular, so if she settled him, the effect would rub off onto the others. “And we have an hour to come up with something.”
“Impossible. Those two hold all the cards.” Others murmured in agreement with Farrell.
“Maybe not.”
This came from Piran, and there was the faintest of smiles on his face, and an almost imperceptible nod of his head.
“Tell us,” she ordered. Or maybe it was an instruction, or an offer to talk. She needed to focus on her tone. “What do you know?”
“I’m in the system.”
“System?”
“The Hub. The other pods. The whole of Haven.” He grinned. “I don’t need a terminal.”
“Impossible,” Torrey said, over to Ryann’s right. “You’d need access codes, and something to lock you in.”
Piran’s hand crept to his pocket, and he pulled out a small object, no bigger than a finger joint. A pale green light sat on top, but otherwise it was bare grey, a tiny cylinder. But something Ryann recognised, and she wondered how Piran was able to use it in such a way.
“A micro-relay?” Torrey sounded impressed.
“With a bit of re-jigging. And I’ve got a way round access codes, although I didn’t want to admit to that. Not strictly legit, right? But,” and he shrugged, “a bit of trouble from the boss is the least of my worries now.”
“So can you track what Murdoch’s been up to in the system?” Ryann asked.
“Sure. He’s not covering his tracks particularly well. And he hasn’t done much apart from turn sol off in the corridor outside. That, and run through the schematics of this place.”
Ryann understood why, but she voiced it as a question. “So he’s planning their escape? Or looking for places to dump us?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. But he does keep on trying to raise Metis. No luck so far, though.”
“If he does get through, are you able to piggy-back the connection.”
“Like he won’t even know I’m there.”
“Good. Keep tracking him.” She allowed herself a smile. “I think a plan’s forming.”






Brice didn’t have a clue what he was doing, but he followed Keelin’s instructions. She’d pulled up a video and played it on a screen, talking him through the way the engine casing slid back and the configuration of the various wires and tubes. He’d listened as she told him about the high-resistance cable, and the delta feed, and the coolant that needed to be encased in a layer of guard-gel. And then he’d stepped outside the craft.
The Deck lighting was dim, and most of the light came from the Hermes itself. The place was still, the shadows deep. It felt like a tomb.
Brice almost missed the constant rain outside.
The air was dead, with the aroma of fuel and grease. The only sounds were his footsteps, and that felt eerily wrong. High up on the far wall was the tower, jutting out to give an overview of the whole pod. He could hardly see the ladder that led up to it, or the second ladder that continued on to the Deck’s emergency hatch. Beneath the tower, shadows of boxes lined the walls, some towering over his head. There was equipment Brice would never understand. Off to one side were the Proteus bays, where three craft sat, waiting for a chance to fly.
But the place was a mausoleum. There should have been hammering, and the whine of all the equipment the mechs used. There should have been the throb of engines being tested, and the grinding of the roof being retracted. There should have been voices shouting across the Deck, friendly insults and instructions, jokes and curses.
There shouldn’t have been this stillness.
Brice turned back to his work, letting the emptiness hide in the dark. Trying to ignore it was even there.
Brice reached the first engine and unclipped the casing. He’d used the multi-tool before, but it was still a surprise how easily it worked. A couple of shoves, a quick flick, and the metal panel popped open. Brice grabbed it, slid it to one side and pulled it free.
“Okay so far?”
Keelin’s voice was tinny and distant, but it was good to hear. She’d explained this, too‌—‌how she was able to reconfigure some of the sensors to transmit as well as receive. That way, they could remain in communication.
He didn’t mention her doubts. He didn’t want her to know that he could hear her thoughts.
“Done the easy part,” he said, leaning in to the sensor, even though she said it was sensitive enough to pick up a whisper. If he was honest, he didn’t want to make any sounds. The way echoes bounced around endlessly only reminded him of the shadows, and what they might be hiding.
“You’ll be fine. Just remember to avoid touching the red and the black wires, unless you want a shock.”
“Just like you said earlier. Black and red, never in bed.”
“Did I say that?”
No, but she’d thought it. Just as she’d been terrified that his dodgy lattice would mess with the craft’s system.
“Must’ve been slumming it in a refit deck in training.” Yes, that sounded plausible. “Okay, let’s do this.”
He brought a torch up and thumbed the controls, giving a tight, intense beam. Not sol, but a pure white with a spectrum running the full width of the torch’s capabilities. Keelin had told him some problems only showed themselves in ultra-violet.
Gripping the torch steady in his left hand, Brice used the multi-tool to check for problems. Keelin’s analysis indicated a drop in resistance in the green cable, although she’d called it something like ‘aux booster alpha’. He ran the tool along its sheath, checking the numerical reading on the thing’s handle. It stayed pretty steady at around the mid-twenties, until he reached a part to the left of the exposed system. There, it dropped to practically zero, and the sheath looked damaged.
“Found the spot.”
Keelin grunted. Probably from whatever work she was doing inside. “Good. Plug the bypass in, then check again.”
He pulled the portions of cable from his pocket, and shuffled through them to find the one labelled ‘twenty-four, alpha series seven.’ It didn’t look like much, but Keelin said it would do the job. When they got to Metis, they could do a full strip-down and install totally new systems. Again, Keelin almost seemed excited, unless he listened to what she wasn’t saying.
Brice shoved the rest of the cabling into a pocket and clipped the bypass in place. He checked with the tool.
“You getting this? Reading’s constant, and in the green.”
“Got it. Stay back and I’ll send a tester.”
Brice expected to see something, or to feel power flowing, but nothing happened and Keelin said, “Seems fine. Move on to the next one. Panel twelve-delta, dodgy aux return. Black and white stripes to you.”
And so Brice fixed the Hermes, with Keelin a constant companion. Some of the panels were higher up, and Brice climbed, even though Keelin said he should really use a trundle scaffold. But the exercise felt good, even where his arm ached under the bandage. And stretching would help his leg, too. It had stopped bleeding, and Keelin had helped apply an emergency pad.
She’d gone pale at the sight of the wound, though.
Brice ran through the jobs, following Keelin’s instructions. There was only one issue‌—‌a faulty data feed that Keelin’s analysis had not picked up. It was part of the secondary system, or so Keelin said, and told him he could leave it. But he was out here, so why not? She agreed, and talked him through a work-around, using the multi-tool to remove the dodgy section and seal the cut ends together. Brice had to open another couple of hatches to untangle some of the feed in order to give himself some slack to work with, but the task only took fifteen minutes in total.
It all seemed so mundane, and Brice imagined returning to his room in the Hulk. He’d grab a shower, change, and then head to the Hub. Maybe he’d do a spot of training later, work up a sweat, tire himself out for the day.
Brice wondered if he’d ever see his room, or the training rooms, again.
When he’d finished his work, Brice went back through the Hermes’ main hatch. Keelin insisted on lighting the ramp with sol, and she only opened the hatch a crack. She even left him in the chamber between inner and outer doors while she scanned, although a quick look through a sensor would tell her he was alone.
The fact that he was still breathing should have told her that, too.
“Anything out there?” Brice asked when he joined her on the Bridge. He assumed she was in constant contact with the Hermes’ sensors.
“Not unless it’s deep in the shadows.”
“So any more outside jobs?”
“Doesn’t look like it. Plenty more you can help me with, though. Unless you need a break.”
“Ryann wants this craft running as soon as possible, right? I’d hate to disappoint her.”
“She’s pleased with how we’re doing.” It was no surprise that Keelin was in contact with Ryann.
“So how are they doing in the Hub?” he asked.
Keelin shrugged. “She says they’re fine. Says they’re working on a plan to get over here.”
“That’s good.”
<‍But it’s what she’s not saying that scares the hell out of me.‍>
The thought was not directed at anyone, but Brice couldn’t miss it, and Keelin’s mask slipped, just for a moment. He saw the terror and, beyond that, the depression that said everything was pointless. And if he were honest, he’d seen that from the moment he stepped into this craft.
“She given any hints?” he asked quickly, before his own expression changed. “Would be good to know what to expect.”
Keelin shrugged again. “She hasn’t worked it all out yet. I’d assume they want to break through to the Deck, and then we’ll take the Hermes out of here.”
“Makes sense.” Although it wasn’t a plan. It wasn’t what Cathal would accept. It was an aim, nothing more. “You think they’ll work out how to get through the shades?”
That was the wrong thing to say. He’d already told Keelin about the shades in the corridors and in the garden, and she must know from Ryann how they surrounded the Hub. But her mouth opened and closed a few times, and he knew she was thinking of the Proteus, and the beast that had attacked them.
“I’m sure they’ll come up with something,” she said, like she was trying to convince herself. Like she was telling herself that she had to hold on to whatever hope she could.
So Brice knew this was not the time to mention what he’d felt out on the deck. He couldn’t tell her about the presence he’d sensed, from the shadows around the Proteus bays. Not shades exactly, but something else. Something worse.






“So what’s your plan?” Piran asked, his voice barely above a whisper. Ryann didn’t know why they were talking and not sussing, but it felt right.
“Pretty much what it was before,” Ryann said, not totally sure she even had a plan. “You can trigger sol between here and the Hermes, right?”
“No problem. But how do we get past those two?” He jerked his head towards Daman and Murdoch. They were drinking now, and from the way Daman kept on smacking his lips, Ryann knew they had no intention of letting others have anything any time soon. She’d already asked twice, and didn’t want to ask again‌—‌he got too much pleasure from making them suffer.
“Element of surprise.”
“You want us to jump them?”
“Wouldn’t work unless they both came closer.”
“Then what?”
“Still figuring out the details. You got control of the lights in here?”
“Sure.” He turned to Ryann, and there was a spark of excitement in his eyes. That, she hadn’t expected. “I think I see where you’re going here.”
She tilted her head, giving nothing away.
“Too much chat over there.” Daman waved his weapon lazily. “Keep it quiet.” He smirked, and that was all the threat he needed to give.
Ryann kept her eyes on him. <‍You begrudge us a little talking?‍> she sussed, sending tight but letting everyone around her listen in.
<‍I don’t want you scheming.‍>
<‍You worried?‍> That was risky, but she needed to nudge him, just a bit. People gave things away when their emotions were aroused.
<‍In your dreams, Harris. I hold all the cards.‍> He twisted the weapon in his hands. <‍Always have done.‍>
Time to push a little more. <‍That why you needed Arela out of the way?‍>
<‍I told her she wasn’t getting off this place. I stick to my word.‍>
<‍And none of us are leaving either. Are we?‍>
<‍You’re smart enough to see what’s happening, Harris. No point lying.‍> He shrugged again. <‍You’re screwed.‍>
Interesting that he hadn’t given a definite answer. Maybe he had some doubts.
<‍So, if we’re never leaving this place, I need to ask. Why?‍>
<‍Why what?‍>
<‍Why are you protecting the shades?‍>
<‍Who says I’m protecting them?‍>
<‍Protecting the knowledge of them, then. You’re determined that no word of them leaves this base.‍> She watched his expression, a kind of condescending interest. She wanted to wipe that half-smile off his face. And so she let loose with the thought that had been building inside. <‍That’s why you sabotaged the other Hermes, isn’t it?‍>
Ryann almost regretted putting that into words when she felt the bodies around her stiffen. But they kept themselves from saying anything. There were a few bitten lips and some twitches, but that had been happening anyway, so Daman shouldn’t notice anything untoward.
<‍Strong accusation, Harris. Sabotaging a Hermes is a serious offence. Damaging company property like that‌—‌hope you’ve got some hard evidence, for your sake.‍>
It wasn’t an open admission, but she didn’t expect one. He was still too in control. She had to try a different approach.
<‍But you never intended it to take out Haven’s power, did you? There was no way you could predict that. You just wanted the craft out of the way, and everyone on it silenced.‍> Now that she’d opened up the thoughts she’d been keeping locked away, she couldn’t stop. <‍And you had some scheme to silence the rest of us. Maybe you always intended to take over from Arela. And then, you call your buddies and they come down, pick you and Murdoch up.‍> Piran had said Murdoch hadn’t been able to reach Metis, but what if that was a smokescreen, and the company men were in contact with Kaiahive some other way? <‍Of course, you’d need some way of holding the rest of us back. But I’m sure you had some sick idea about that.‍>
Daman’s face ran through a range of emotions as Ryann spoke, and she marked each change. There was pride, and anger, and also a touch of uncertainty that bordered on fear.
<‍Never realised you had such a strong imagination, Harris,‍> he sussed after a pause‌—‌not much of one, but enough for Ryann to notice. <‍Of course, you haven’t mentioned the easiest way of silencing everyone.‍>
She didn’t ask, mainly because that was exactly what he wanted. And when she didn’t respond for a good while, he carried on.
<‍It’s night outside.‍>
She understood. <‍So you’d force us out, probably turn off all external light‌—‌or maybe keep some illumination, just not sol. Easier for you to watch that way. And I know you’d watch, because you’re sick enough to take pleasure in a whole group of innocent people being attacked by the shades.‍> She kept her words as free of emotion as she could. <‍And that way, you might still be able to convince yourself that their deaths‌—‌our deaths‌—‌were nothing to do with you. It was the shades all along.‍>
Daman twirled the Preben around his finger. Maybe that was a sign of nerves.
<‍An interesting solution. Should you really be giving me ideas like that? Or are you trying to wind me up so I shoot you?‍> He shook his head. <‍That’s not going to work, you know. I want to savour your death, Harris. I want to hear you scream.‍>
And there she had it‌—‌an admission. He intended to kill her.
Strangely, she was calm about that. It had been playing on her mind so much, but now that he’d said it, she no longer had to question herself.
<‍And all to stop others hearing about the shades. Or is there personal pleasure in this too?‍>
<‍It never hurts to enjoy your job.‍>
Kaiahive must have known what he was like, Ryann thought. Psyche profiles and interviews‌—‌they would have highlighted these sociopathic, possibly psychopathic tendencies. They would have at least indicated the likelihood of Daman acting like this. But rather than turn him away, or give him the help he needed, the company had used him.
The worlds were full of monsters.
<‍What’s so special about the shades? Or is it that the company doesn’t want word of their failures spreading?‍>
That caused some confusion around her, and Ryann was reminded that not everyone knew of Arela’s suspicions that the shades were the product of Kaiahive’s experimentation into lattice technology. But Daman didn’t flinch, because he knew exactly what was happening.
<‍It is interesting that you call them failures, Harris.‍>
<‍Aren’t they? Driven by hunger, willing to turn on their own kind, susceptible to sunlight. Doesn’t sound too good to me.‍>
<‍But look on the positives. Super-strong, hard to destroy, and single-minded. Easily led, although they do appear too driven by their own hunger‌—‌I’ll grant you that one. But they are far from failures. They are‌—‌were‌—‌a major breakthrough. Imagine if they could be controlled. Imagine that much raw power at your disposal.‍>
<‍Turning people into weapons.‍>
Daman smiled, and his chest shook with a silent laugh. <‍You say that like it’s a bad thing. Or something new. But it’s been going on for centuries. Children trained to be warriors, the poor offered a way out as long as they sign up for military service. And then there are the brainiacs, the ones who sit in darkened rooms dreaming up new ways of using tech, and feeding this information back to others who use it to fashion better weapons. What the company has been doing is nothing new. And look at yourself, Harris. They saw your latent skills, and they trained you up to be what they needed. You might not be a weapon, but you’re little more than a tool. Nobody cares what you think, just what you do.‍>
<‍But those things are monsters.‍>
Daman smiled. <‍I think you’re becoming confused.‍>
Ryann almost laughed then, because he was so right. The shades were sick creations, but they had no control over their actions. They had been stripped of their humanity along with their empathy. But the real monsters were the ones behind it all.
No wonder a sick individual like Daman fitted in so well with Kaiahive.
<‍This is science,‍> Daman said. <‍Guided evolution. Nothing left to chance. We can control what happens, right inside cells. We have the ability to create a perfect being.‍>
Ryann stifled her laugh. <‍You call those things perfect?‍>
<‍The things you call shades? Oh, no. Far from it. But they show the possibilities. And they threw up a few interesting surprises. I don’t think anyone predicted the whole infection thing, although the brain-boxes have a pretty good understanding of that now. And that’s led to another stage in this evolution.‍>
Ryann’s mind jumped forward, and she understood.
<‍Those who were bitten and infected are different. And you came down to take one back to Metis for further study.‍>
<‍I applaud your intelligence, Harris. If you hadn’t been so restricted by your feelings, there could have been a great future for you in Kaiahive. A mind that makes those kinds of leaps is hard to come by.‍>
Ryann wanted to argue that, but she didn’t want to stop Daman’s flow. He continued.
<‍Yes, the infected are different. The samples and data you sent up to Metis caused quite a stir. And yes, one of the motives of this visit was to return with a specimen of the new change.‍>
<‍How did you intend to do that?‍>
Daman waved his head from side to side for a moment. <‍It wasn’t going to be easy. To be honest, we expected to have more time. And maybe, if things hadn’t turned out this way, some of the more recently infected would still be in their incubation period. Of course, we didn’t want to risk a woken specimen. But we believed the anomaly would help us.‍>
<‍Anomaly?‍>
<‍You know who I mean. Screwed up lattice. And when he got himself bitten but didn’t turn‌…‌well, there was another stage of the evolution. At least, potentially. And the number-crunchers on Metis suggested that he was closer to the infected than he appeared.‍>
<‍You’re talking about Brice.‍>Ryann said that for the benefit of the others, and again she was pleased how they kept their shock inside. But they needed to understand everything.
<‍Of course. A wonderful opportunity to study what was going on. And it’s a shame that won’t be happening now, what with him no longer being around.‍>
<‍No.‍> Her heart beat faster, but she quelled it. She couldn’t let Daman know.
But Daman paused, and cocked his head to one side. The grin returned. <‍Or maybe there is.‍>
The temperature dropped, and Ryann took in a breath.
<‍You’re not the only one who can read people, Harris. I’m not the fool you dismiss me as.‍>He waved the Preben around, a reminder that he was still a threat. <‍So where is he?‍>
<‍I don’t know.‍> And, she told herself, that was the truth. She trusted Keelin, but had no confirmation.
<‍He’s around, but he’s not with us,‍> Daman sussed, like he was thinking out loud. <‍I doubt he’ll be hanging around with any of the subjects, and I can’t see him absconding into the woods. Much as he thinks he’s an individual, he likes his home comforts too much. And there’s only one other place in Haven with any activity.‍> Daman grinned. <‍He’s with Ziko, isn’t he? Helping fix the Hermes.‍>
Ryann didn’t say anything.
<‍That is excellent news! Maybe this trip won’t be such a waste after all. And it looks like you have made me out to be a liar, Harris. Because one of you will be accompanying us back to Metis. Yes, the anomaly is a fine prize to return with.‍>
And with that, Daman turned to Murdoch, and the two retreated into their own conversation.
“Brice was bitten?” Ronat said. “When we were last out? But how…” She trailed off, and Ryann saw no need to respond.
“All the rest of it true, too?” Piran whispered. “Those things were created by the company?”
“Looks that way.”
“So Kaiahive knew about them?”
She didn’t answer. They’d come to their own conclusions.
“And they let us get too close.” It wasn’t a question this time. “They knew what would happen, and they let us carry on anyway. They never warned us.” She could feel the anger building inside as Piran spoke. “Did Arela know?”
There was no point hiding anything now. “She’d heard rumours. When we came across that first shade,” she said, as if it was nothing more than finding an interesting plant, “she put two and two together. That’s why she pulled back all the missions.”
“Thought that was the company.”
Ryann shook her head. “Arela, looking out for everyone.” And she heard the echo of that scream in her head, when the first shade had bitten into the chief’s flesh.
And Arela hadn’t fought at all. She’d held on to Ula, and she’d faced those things. She hadn’t flinched, or tried to run away.
Daman had no intention of letting her back into the rec hall, and Arela must have known that. She couldn’t beat the company man physically, but she had another kind of strength, a kind he’d never understand. He hid behind that weapon, and abused his position in Kaiahive. But take those things away, and he was nothing. Especially compared to someone like Arela.
He’d said she should lead from the front, but he’d only meant that as an excuse to kill her. Yet she did lead. By walking out with her head held high, by accepting what was to come, she had shown Ryann‌—‌and the others‌—‌how to stand up to anything.
Another thing Daman had said‌—‌nobody was leaving Haven. Maybe he was right, but Ryann was determined of one thing now.
If none of them left, then neither would he. Even if it meant she had to kill him.






<‍Keelin, tell me how we’re doing?‍>
Ryann needed some good news, and Keelin didn’t disappoint.
<‍Extra pair of hands making things far faster. Should be flight-ready in about half an hour.‍>
Thirty minutes was good, but it was still longer than Ryann wanted to spend in this position. She didn’t enjoy sitting on the floor, not when there was a soft sofa within reaching distance. But Daman wouldn’t allow any movement. Eljin had asked to use the heads, but Daman had told him to hold it in. He had a damn lattice, didn’t he?
Ryann was already using her lattice to relieve the pressure from her bladder. It was a simple enough thing to do, but the smell around her told her others hadn’t managed it. She had a pretty shrewd idea who it was, but she wouldn’t single them out. This kind of situation, where it was so important to hold the fear down, it was easy to let things slip. And the lattice could always protect against wet, chafing clothing. The smell might be embarrassing, but the only one who might comment would be Daman, and nobody cared what he thought.
Ryann clung to that last impression. Daman was forcing them to do what he said, and people only obeyed through fear. Nobody had any respect for him. She suspected she wasn’t the only person wishing him dead.
<‍How secure’s the Hermes?‍> she asked Keelin.
<‍You mean light? Most of the arcs are working, and I’ve already got sol in all internal areas.‍>
<‍What about from physical attack?‍>
There was a pause. <‍With sol, those things won’t get close enough.‍>
Ryann closed her eyes. She didn’t want to bring this up, but Keelin needed to understand the reality. <‍You’re forgetting what happened out at the landing pad. The shades get too excited, they’ll jump into the light.‍>
<‍I remember.‍> And from the change in her voice, Ryann knew she did. <‍But the hatches are secure. This thing’s tougher than a Proteus.‍>
<‍You able to lock the Hermes down so nobody can access from outside?‍> Her plan was taking shape, but she needed to have everything covered. There was too much that could go wrong.
<‍Of course. This baby already treats me like its mother. I tell it to lock down, I over-ride any fail-safes, and nobody gets in or out without my permission.‍>
<‍Even someone higher up in the company? Someone who might have executive codes?‍>
There was a pause. <‍I know a few tricks. You want me to keep Daman out, don’t you?‍>
<‍Unless you particularly want to give him a lift. It’s your baby.‍>
<‍And I don’t want that man anywhere near her.‍>
<‍I’m glad we understand each other. So you can sort that out?‍>
<‍Think so.‍>
Ryann looked to one side. <‍Piran’s here. If you need a hand, I’m sure he can help.‍>
<‍He taught me the tricks in the first place.‍>
Ryann found herself smiling. <‍I’m sure he did.‍> And it felt so good to be getting one over on the company. She was starting to see why someone like Piran was always pushing boundaries.
She called to him, as quietly as she could. It still felt right to use proper speech.
The tech turned to her, and he must have been confused by her expression. “What?” he said. “Why the smile?”
“Private joke.” She waved a hand, then continued in a whisper. “Keelin might be in contact. Take it you know how to hack Hermes systems.” He almost looked affronted, so Ryann raised her hand again. “Don’t say anything incriminating. But if she calls, help her out, okay?”
“I’ll do what I can. Especially if it’s going to get us out of here.”
There was an implied question there. Ryann considered it for a moment.
<‍Okay, here’s what I’ve got so far,‍> she sussed, not trusting anything more open. <‍If you’re in Haven’s systems, you can control the lighting in here, right? So if we plunge the rec hall into darkness, we create confusion.‍>
<‍Only we’re ready.‍> Piran grinned. <‍Way ahead of you. Daman and Murdoch panic or whatever, and we high-tail it out of here.‍>
<‍That’s the basis. Needs more work though. I’m sure Murdoch’s an expert shot, and he’ll pull up filters the moment the lights go.‍>
<‍So we need something else to distract them. How soon are we thinking of?‍>
<‍The Hermes should be ready in half an hour. If we need to move sooner, we can barricade ourselves inside.‍>
<‍But it would be better to jump on a ship ready to fly.‍>
<‍And that gives a bit longer for planning.‍> She paused. <‍You have something in mind, don’t you?‍>
He moved his head back and forth. <‍Got a few thoughts. Some stuff I’ve always wanted to try. You know how the emergency triggers are all connected under auxiliary power? Means the whole system goes through a single pinch-point. Saves juice apparently.‍>
Ryann followed the logic. <‍So trip one, and the others are all fooled into thinking there’s an emergency.‍>
<‍Bit of a design flaw, if you ask me. Mentioned it to someone on Metis, but they said it wasn’t an issue. Course not‌—‌if it was, they’d have to do something about it. Might be good to show them how short-sighted they are.‍>
Ryann felt a shudder run down her back as she remembered Daman’s test. But this time, they’d be in control.
<‍We need to be careful, though. We need to get everyone out of here and to the Hermes. We need sol all the way. And we need Daman and Murdoch to stay behind.‍>
<‍Or we need their weapons.‍>
Ryann shook her head. <‍Too dangerous. You make a move for one, and the other fires. We know those things aren’t only for show.‍>
Piran nodded. <‍Point taken. Give me a few moments and I’ll see what I can come up with.‍>
He closed his eyes and leaned back. He looked almost peaceful, but beneath his eyelids she saw his eyes darting about, and she knew he was working hard.
She looked over to Daman and Murdoch again. They were still at their old positions, standing by a table. She wondered if their legs were getting tired, and then thought how ridiculous that was. If anything, Ryann and the others were in a worse position. Nothing like sitting on the cold ground to stiffen the joints, even with lattices to compensate.
That could be a problem. When it came time to move, whatever diversion Piran was planning, they had to move in an instant. The slightest delay could spell disaster.
She sussed, wide enough for everyone but Daman and Murdoch to hear. <‍When we make a move, we have to be ready. Set your lattices to start stimulating your legs.‍>
Ryann triggered her own lattice, and felt the warmth spread down. Her thigh muscles contracted, the pulses almost pleasurable.
<‍Makes me want to get up and go for a run,‍> Farrell sussed.
<‍That’s the idea. But not yet.‍>
<‍You got things figured out yet?‍>
Ryan glanced across to Piran, who still had his eyes closed. <‍Working on it.‍>
<‍That’s good.‍> But there was impatience in his words. When Ryann shifted her head, she saw how he rubbed his legs, rocking slowly.
Someone moved to the other side of Ryann, and she turned. Just in time. She reached out, grabbing Lynet’s arm.
“What are you doing?” she hissed, looking up at the medic.
“I need to stand. I‌…‌I need to do something.”
The poor woman trembled, and there was a dark stain at the front of her trousers. The arm Ryann held was cold, and covered in sweat.
“Daman will see you.”
“I’ll sit down. If he tells me to. If he…” Lynet’s eyes darted around, but kept on returning to Daman.
“Don’t trust him. Sit down, Lynet.”
“I’m not going anywhere. Just stretching my legs. Like you said.” There was an attempt at a smile, but when Lynet met Ryann’s eyes, she turned away sharply, her cheeks reddening.
“What the hell are you doing?” Daman’s voice shot across the rec hall. Lynet jerked like she’d been shocked.
Daman stepped closer. He had his hands on his hips, even though one still held his Preben, and Ryann wanted to laugh at how camp he looked. Even his leering smirk seemed over the top now.
But she didn’t laugh. This wasn’t a joke.
“I‌…‌I‌…‌stretching.” Lynet’s voice cracked.
“Stretching? Who gave you permission to stretch?” Daman was closer now, and his fingers curled round the trigger of his Preben.
Lynet’s eyes darted to Ryann, wide and moist. Her lips trembled.
“You put her up to this, Harris?”
Lynet’s head shook, but Daman probably took that for nerves.
Ryann shifted her own legs, and placed her free hand on the floor. She felt her muscles twitch, her lattice firing up neurons.
Before she really knew what she was doing, Ryann stood beside Lynet.
“It’s uncomfortable sitting on the floor for too long.” She shrugged, acting as nonchalantly as she could. “It’s not like we’re going anywhere.”
Ryann lifted her hands above her head and stretched. And that felt so good! Her muscles pulled, and she let out a grunt of satisfaction, lifting her chin and smiling.
Daman’s eyes dipped down her body. They lingered on her chest‌—‌what she had of one‌—‌and this didn’t surprise her. Not from someone like Daman.
“I say you could stand?” His eyes returned to her face.
Ryann brought her arms down. “You didn’t say we couldn’t.” Something came to her. “Besides, you want us to lure the shades off, don’t you, so that you and your monkey can blast through to the Hermes. Seems like we’d have a better chance of doing that if we’re not so stiff we can’t move.”
Daman’s mouth opened, then closed. He turned to Murdoch, who simply raised one eyebrow, as if to tell Daman it was his call.
“You standing so that you can run faster?” Daman grinned. “I see your legs twitching, Harris. That preparation, or fear?”
“Why would I be scared?”
Daman raised his weapon. “Because I’m your worst nightmare.”
Ryann’s chest twitched with her suppressed laugh, and she saw his eyes dip to it again. That only made her want to laugh even more. The man was pathetic! Hiding behind a weapon, and now resorting to cliches.
“We’re not scared,” Lynet said, the tremble in her voice giving a lie to the statement.
<‍Keep quiet.‍>
<‍He’s only a pathetic man.‍>
<‍With a Preben that he’s not afraid to use.‍>
<‍Why would he shoot us? We’re no threat.‍>
<‍That’s not how he sees things.‍>
<‍Doctor Regas wasn’t afraid to stand up to those things, was he? If he can be brave like that, so can I.‍>
<‍He was‌…‌his sacrifice meant something. He wasn’t just standing up!‍>
“No,” Daman said, coming even closer. “You’re not scared, are you?” He swept the Preben towards Lynet, and she flinched. “You’re terrified.”
Ryann raised both hands. “Okay, okay. We’ll sit down.” She bent her legs, reaching across to pull Lynet down too.
“No. Please, remain standing.” His head dipped down, this time to her waist. “See, I’ve been getting a bit bored over there. I could do with a challenge. I’m wondering if I can make you wet yourself like the pathetic medic beside you.”
Was that the kind of thing Daman got off on? Ryann didn’t think so. There was a wild flash in his eyes, and she knew he wasn’t in control. He was swept up in his own excitement.
Behind him, Murdoch shook his head, but he didn’t come closer.
The barrel of the Preben shifted, and now Ryann could see straight into the dark hole. If she focused, and if she pulled up a filter, she could even make out the pellet, awaiting the pressure to be released. Stats rushed across her lens, unbidden, and she knew she was close to panic.
“You’re sick,” she managed to say as his finger squeezed. Behind her, Lynet sucked in air and sniffed. The moist stench of sweat hovered in the air.
Daman’s eyes dipped to her crotch again. Ryann forced her already full bladder to seal tighter. No way was she going to give him the pleasure of winning. If he killed her, she knew her muscles would relax, but up until that point she’d fight him with everything she had.
“Let us sit down.” She spoke the words as calmly as she could.
“I don’t think so.”
And his finger squeezed, to the second catch.
The Preben kicked in his hand. There was a small explosion.
Something warm and sticky splashed against Ryann’s face. Something like gravel peppered her. She flinched.
Someone gasped, and there was a thud.
Daman’s shoulders shook with laughter. The inside of the Preben’s barrel glowed for a moment.
Ryann turned, refusing to wipe her face. She looked down, to where Lynet had fallen. She was on top of Eljin, and blood smeared down his jacket and covered his face. There were clumps of stuff in his hair.
One half of her head was missing. Her remaining eye was open, staring at the ceiling. Beneath the red, Ryann saw white and grey. There was the sound of retching from behind her.
Daman laughed, the sound hideous as it echoed around the rec hall. “Knew I could do it.”
He was looking at her crotch, and now Ryann could feel the warmth spreading down her legs.
“Guess you can sit down now.”
Daman lowered the weapon and wrinkled his nose in disgust before turning and walking away.
Murdoch simply shook his head once more.
But Ryann remained on her feet, Lynet’s blood creeping round her boots. She cursed her lattice, and her lack of control, but most of all she cursed Daman. In her mind, she called him every name she could imagine.
But she couldn’t utter a single one of them. She couldn’t do anything.
Daman was right. She thought the shades were bad, but he was her worst nightmare.






Cathal brought his new crew to a halt, in the passageway between the Medi-pod and the Deck. To his right he sensed the kin, massed in the garden. To the left, towards the forest, were fewer signals.
The forest called to Cathal. The metal curves of the corridor tunnel were too smooth and too enclosing. He wanted to have the night sky above him, and the freedom to roam. He wanted to feel the rain pounding his new body. And he wanted to taste everything the forest had to offer.
He’d always preferred being out there. He had memories of walking under the trees, behind others, where he could keep an eye on things while letting his mind wander. They’d walk silently, too, and that calmed him. Even when they encountered warths, they only needed to stay quiet, and maybe re-route, and there was no risk of the solitude being disturbed.
And now, it felt even more like his home. He wasn’t designed to be kept inside. He needed to be out, running through the trees, climbing and leaping on branches. He needed to be hunting‌—‌not people, but warths. They were tough, but no match for Cathal now, especially if he pulled others in too.
He wondered what the blood of a warth would taste like, and how much energy he’d receive.
But this was no time for idle contemplation. He had work to do.
Cathal had no plan, and that concerned him. The kin were weak individually, but united under Nyle they were an army. And Cathal only had himself and three others.
<‍Come on,‍> he told his crew as he led them towards, then through, the doors at the end of the passage. The pores in his flesh opened to the temperature, and Cathal knew there was no warmth that came from what little light the Deck contained.
They moved around the edges of the area, keeping to the shadows. Set in the wall was the start of the ladder, and Cathal focused on the room over their heads. For a moment he considered climbing, and maybe when he had to rely on his eyes he would have done‌—‌the tower would have been a fantastic vantage point from which to see Nyle approach. But now he could feel his surroundings. Wherever he was in the Deck, Cathal would know the instant Nyle entered.
Further round were the Proteus bays. He focused, and could make out three of the craft. He positioned his crew behind them, and directed them to wait in silent alertness. Ap Owen and Car slid under a craft and lay on their stomachs, focusing on the blank space of the Deck. Brikita walked round the third Proteus, and didn’t seem to be that bothered by what might be out there.
<‍Brikita, pay attention.‍>
<‍Nothing here. No food.‍>
But there had been. The traces crossed back and forth, a web of intoxication. Many traces started from the doors and ended in the middle of the Deck‌—‌and Cathal assumed they had boarded a craft, most likely a Hermes. But one trace intrigued him. It was strong, and it moved between the middle of the Deck and‌…‌and the old Hermes over in the corner.
He recognised the trace. It was full of energy, fragrant and exciting, and Cathal knew the blood would taste wonderful.
He paused, and something twisted inside. If he didn’t know otherwise, he might say his stomach turned. Because there was a name to go with that trace, and a face. Young, with hair hanging low over one eye.
Keelin. She was in his old crew. She was the pilot, and she flew‌…‌not the Hermes, but one of the other craft. The Proteus that normally stood second from the left. The craft his crew used.
For a moment he pictured the bridge, with five people seated and strapped in. It was raining, and they were being buffeted by the wind. Someone complained that Keelin was too low to the trees, but Cathal trusted that she knew what she was doing.
Brikita paused by Cathal’s side, and she brought her head up.
<‍Is food!‍>
Cathal moved closer to her as she turned her attention to the Hermes. She flared with excitement, and stepped onto that trace. Keelin’s trace.
<‍We need food!‍>
She started to run, but Cathal was ready. He grabbed her arm and pulled her back, slamming them both into the body of the Proteus. The metal was cold against his flesh.
<‍Food!‍>she whined.
<‍Not yet. There are more coming.‍> Her excitement rose, and he cursed. He had to be careful. If he built up the idea of a feast, like Nyle was doing, Brikita would be uncontrollable. But he had to stop her going after Keelin.
<‍Snack. Then food.‍>
<‍You’ll never get her.‍> Keelin was smart‌—‌she would have protected herself. <‍She is locked in. She has power.‍>Because he knew that the Hermes would have its own power supply. <‍She can use the light that burns.‍>
Brikita trembled. <‍Don’t want to burn.‍>
<‍Nobody does. That is why we wait.‍>
<‍Wait.‍> Brikita slouched, and turned away from the Hermes. Her hiss had a melancholy edge.
Cathal turned his attention to the Proteus bays, and sensed Ap Owen and Car approaching.
<‍We’ve got action.‍> Ap Owen told him. <‍Company.‍>
Yes. Cathal focused, and the traces of Nyle and his crew became clear. They too moved close to the wall, but in the opposite direction to the one Cathal had taken. They made for the other door, the one that led, eventually, to the Hub. If those still in Haven were going to make a run for it, that is where they would emerge.
<‍What do we do?‍> Car shifted his body, and Cathal sensed he was taking in the whole of the pod. That was good. The lad still followed his training, assessing in as much detail as possible. Maybe he should be Cathal’s second.
But the question was a good one, and Cathal had no answer apart from the obvious. <‍We wait. We remain alert.‍>
They didn’t have long to wait for something to happen. There was more movement, down by the corridor leading to the medi-pod, and some of the kin entered the Deck. Cathal sniffed, drawing in their traces, full of nervous anticipation and hunger for action. It reminded Cathal of someone, from his old crew. Someone he’d had to reprimand constantly, but who had great potential. Someone who would do well for themselves once they’d outgrown their petty childishness.
The kin were like children, he suddenly understood. They were driven by base desires, but had to be reminded to stay their hands when the time was not right. And, like children, they needed constant supervision.
Nyle approached the kin, and his trace burned with anger. He kept much of it inside, but flung some of it at the figures wandering from the corridor. Cathal heard his thoughts, and listened in to what he told his army. He reprimanded them, forcing them to return. They were to wait for the correct time. If they were observed beforehand, then the feast would not go ahead as planned.
The kin were insistent in their hunger, but Nyle took a confrontational step closer to them. One rushed forward, but before it had taken more than a couple of steps Shaela pounced, bringing it down. She held it to the ground as it squirmed, trying to escape.
Nyle walked over, taking easy steps, and then he knelt by the kin. He sniffed, and Cathal reached out with his pores too. Even from this distance he caught the fresh trace from the kin, vivid and energy-rich.
It had fed recently, then. The energy Cathal detected had a musty quality that reminded him of wet leaves, and he guessed it had last fed from a warth.
But those beasts still bled, and that meant this kin had energy flowing through its body. Nyle understood this as well as Cathal did. He must have done. What else would explain his actions?
He had Shaela drag the kin to its feet, keeping its arms clasped tight against its back. Nyle ran a claw down its face, then around its neck. He addressed its companions, and again promised them a great feast, but only if they were willing to wait. They would only be satisfied if they followed Nyle.
But he could give them an appetiser.
He directed them back to the corridor, and they went, followed by Nyle, then Shaela and her prisoner. The corridor door opened, and many more kin waited on the other side, all pushing forward. Some took a few steps, and Nyle hissed at them, standing between the kin and the shade Shaela held.
Then Nyle faced the prisoner. He would not tolerate disobedience, especially when he was working on something that was for the good of everyone. He could not trust those who ignored his instructions, and he did not want them to be following him.
But at least the prisoner would serve a purpose in satisfying the other kin.
Nyle leapt at the kin’s neck, sinking his fangs in. The prisoner buckled, held up by Shaela, and it screamed. Cathal sensed energy burst from the wound, the coppery tang released into the air. The kin in the corridor shuffled about in excitement.
And behind Cathal, he sensed movement as Brikita came forwards. He held out an arm, felt pressure on it, and told her to stay back.
Nyle stepped to one side, and gave a signal to Shaela. She pushed the prisoner forward, towards the waiting kin. They fell on it, and the door sealed as the pungent aroma of that blood drove them wild.
Nyle hissed, but the sound was ragged, and Cathal realised his brother was laughing.






They covered Lynet and moved her to one side‌—‌Daman allowed them to stand to ‘clear up that bloody mess.’ He even allowed Merna to get some material from the stores, although Murdoch shadowed her the whole time. She could only find some old blankets, but they were better than nothing.
They did the best they could for Lynet. Her blood touched every single one of them.
And Ryann was a mess. She knew it, and so she said very little.
She’d failed. With Arela gone, it seemed natural that she take charge, and she’d accepted that role. She’d tried to keep the others calm. She’d tried to plan an escape.
But she’d failed to anticipate Lynet’s actions.
Ryann should have pulled her down. She should have spotted the signs in the medic earlier‌—‌and now, in hindsight, they were all too clear.
Ryann hadn’t been the one to squeeze the trigger, but she still felt guilty.
“I’d never seen her like that,” Farrell whispered. “She barely talked, even if you asked her something.” His voice carried a proud tone, beneath the surprise and shock, and there were nods from the others. “It was the bravest thing she ever did.”
And look where it got her, Ryann thought.
“I never really knew her.” Ronat knelt by the covered body and laid one hand on the medic’s chest. “She’d say hello, but that was it.”
Other voices continued, each person saying something about Lynet. She had treated most of them, assisting either Turi or Doctor Regas, but nobody knew her personally. They talked of someone who smiled, and who was friendly in a shy, quiet way. They talked of a mouse who had stood up to the madman, and who had shown what real courage was. She would have been a true friend, someone said, if only they’d let her in.
And now there was no chance of that. But her death would not go unrecognised. If she could stand up to Daman, so could they. He might have that Preben, but he was only one man. He hid behind that weapon because he was weak.
Ryann could see where this was going, because she felt the same desperate need to do something.
<‍No,‍> she sussed. They turned to her, and only now did she realise she stood outside their circle. She stepped forward, between Piran and Eljin, her eyes fixed on the blankets covering Lynet. <‍No.‍>
Nobody responded. Some of them looked down, some remained focused on Ryann.
<‍We can’t simply rush him,‍> she sussed. <‍Even if we reached Daman, we’d still have Murdoch to contend with. Farrell, you must have noticed how he holds himself. He’d make every shot count.‍>
Harsh words, but they needed to be heard. Lynet might have had a moment of courage, but that was nothing without a plan. Ryann couldn’t allow more people to die simply because they made a stand.
<‍We need to get close enough to overpower them,‍>Farrell sussed. <‍Enough of us pile on at one time, we can take them.‍>
<‍They’ll never let us get that close,‍> Ronat sussed, shaking her head. <‍Not to both of them.‍>
<‍Has to be both at the same time, then. And we have to be right on top of them without them suspecting anything.‍>
<‍Never going to happen.‍>
<‍Unless we create a diversion.‍>
Ryann hadn’t meant to say those words, not yet, but they were out now. And all eyes turned to her. She forced herself to meet them, and took a breath as she sussed, <‍Piran, you any further with your ideas?‍>
<‍Still finalising details, but I’ve got something workable. It’s going to be freaky, and it’s going to drain quite a bit of power.‍>
<‍If it gets us out of here, we won’t need the power. Just so long as there’s enough to burn sol all the way to the Hermes.‍>
At the mention of the craft, Ryann felt expectations rise. Dangerous, in case this didn’t work out, but at the moment she’d take anything she could.
<‍Should be fine for that. How’s Keelin doing?‍>
Ryann raised a hand and withdrew for a moment. <‍Keelin, things are moving pretty fast here. How close to completion are you?‍>
<‍If you want flight-ready, almost there. Just a few quick fixes. Won’t be a smooth ride, though.‍>
<‍Got to be better than what we’re going through here. Give me a time-frame.‍>
<‍Couple of minutes.‍>
That soon? Ryann felt her heart hammer, and she took a slow breath to steady it.
<‍Good work, Keelin. And say thanks to Brice from me. From all of us. I’ll let you know when we’re on our way.‍>
<‍Will do. Can’t wait to see you again.‍>
Ryann cut communication and returned to the circle.
<‍The Hermes is practically ready. We reach the Deck, and we can be out of here.‍>No way it would be as easy as that made it sound, but it gave something to aim for. It gave a little more hope. <‍Piran, you ready to share what you’ve got?‍>
<‍Like I say, a few kinks to be ironed out. But maybe a couple of different viewpoints could help.‍>He looked around the circle, and Ryann noticed how others met his gaze and smiled. <‍Yeah, I think it’s time to unleash this sucker.‍>
Ryann let her eyes drop to the blanket covering Lynet, and her mind returned to the Proteus that had rescued her old crew‌—‌Cathal’s crew‌—‌not even two weeks ago. She thought of her commander and friend, under his blanket, his lattice burning and his skin cooling as it hardened into a leathery hide. And she thought of the mud-soaked blanket in the middle of the cabin, the one concealing the shade.
They had beaten that thing. Brice had stabbed it, and they had burnt it with their torches.
There was always a way to defeat monsters. Even human ones like Daman.






It took longer to finalise the plan than Ryann anticipated. Piran’s basis was sound, but the details were a mess. Then they’d thrashed it out, and come up with solutions. All of them. Not a single person remained silent.
They remained on their feet throughout, and a couple of times Ryann turned her attention to Daman and Murdoch. They were still over the far side of the rec hall, and they both watched Ryann and the others intently. But Daman never told them to sit down.
They were talking, or sussing‌—‌Ryann saw lips moving occasionally. Daman no longer had a smile on his face. She pushed, gently, at their lattices, reaching for their traces, pulling the strands apart. Daman was sparking like a firecracker, and she knew he would remain dangerously unpredictable. But he was‌…‌if not scared, then nervous. They were just by the door that led to the Deck, and he glanced at it every now and then, as if he expected something to come through at any moment.
Or he was planning his own escape.
She turned her attention back to the circle. They continued planning, the few who remained. They were excited by the plan‌—‌by the hope of escape‌—‌but they were also terrified. Even Farrell, who hid it so well. Ronat was level-headed, and Ryann thought that, maybe, she’d already adjusted to the idea of dying in this place, and any extra time was a bonus. Piran no longer smiled. Eljin only spoke occasionally, but his contributions were incredibly useful. Torrey was still up for rushing the company men, and he was constantly moving his feet. And Merna swallowed too often.
Six of them. Seven including Ryann. If she added Keelin and Brice, that was nine survivors, out of a workforce of over a hundred.
And they hadn’t survived it yet. There was still time for the numbers to get even smaller.
But Ryann didn’t express her doubts. Not when everyone was working so hard.
And, finally, they had their plan.
Piran ran through it, point by point. He sent a timeline, and told them what filters they needed to bring up at which point. Then he looked to Ryann.
<‍How much independence do you want with this?‍>
<‍Not sure what you mean. Explain.‍>
<‍Lenses. You want to rely on people pulling up their own filters?‍>
He was being coy about something, but Ryann detected pride as well. <‍There’s an alternative?‍>
<‍There is.‍>The corner of his mouth twitched. <‍There’s a way of hacking a lattice and passing some control to a central point. It’s part of the testing system, but a bit of re-coding and I can play with it.‍>
<‍You saying you can control us?‍> Ronat looked angry.
<‍Not as such. But you know how you can set up automatic systems, like we’ve been discussing with filters? You know how you can use your lattice to sync different actions? I can set up this syncing to work lattice-to-lattice.‍>
<‍So you can trigger our filters.‍> For some reason, that made sense to Ryann. She could push into a lattice and read all kinds of data, sometimes things the person themselves wasn’t even aware of. And all communication was two-way, so it seemed reasonable that there would be a way to change things too.
Maybe reasonable wasn’t the right word to use.
<‍You done this before?‍> Torrey asked.
Piran hesitated. <‍I’ve run simulations, but never for real, no. Didn’t think the company would be too pleased if they found out. But there’s no reason why it shouldn’t work. I’ve tested it thoroughly. Heck of a lot more testing than the company do for anything, I reckon.‍> Nobody replied, and Piran continued. <‍But I won’t mess with anyone who doesn’t want me to.‍>
They all looked to Ryann, like it was her decision.
<‍If you set up this syncing, do we lose any control?‍>
Piran smiled. <‍It’s not like you suddenly become automatons. You still keep full control. You want to, you can turn off the syncing, throw the connections out. It’s more like when you let someone carry you, even though you know you can walk.‍>
<‍And the advantage is, we all work together,‍> Ryann said. <‍The instant things change, we respond because of the syncing.‍>
<‍Exactly. That’s all it is.‍>
<‍I say we do it,‍> Farrell sussed. <‍If it gives us the edge over Daman and Murdoch, what have we got to lose?‍>
<‍Makes sense to me,‍> Eljin sussed.
Torrey shrugged. <‍Can’t make things any worse.‍> And the others gave their consent.
<‍But you try any funny stuff,‍> Ronat sussed, <‍I’ll rip your arms off.‍>
Ryann wasn’t sure if she was joking or not. <‍Can you sync us right now?‍>she asked
Piran nodded. <‍But give me express permission, just in case. I need to do this right. Word gets out, things might get messy.‍>
Because the company wouldn’t want it known that lattices could be controlled. They’d want to keep something like that to themselves.
<‍You have permission,‍> Ryann sussed, making a recording of the words and sealing them as official. Well, as official as they could be, when she was only a special adviser. But in the circumstances, that gave her seniority over the rest of the crew anyway. Only Daman and Murdoch outranked her now, and they were not Haven.
<‍Syncing now.‍>
Ryann expected to feel something, but she should have known such control would be silent and painless. It was only code, anyway. Just like setting a timer, only all their timers were connected to one central clock.
And the clock was ticking.
<‍That it?‍> Ronat asked. <‍We your slaves now?‍> There was a light-hearted edge to her words, but they did little to hide her concerns.
<‍That’s it.‍>
<‍Don’t feel any different.‍>
<‍You won’t. But check your filter bank. Down in the system substrata. You see the green timer? That’s the syncing. While that’s on, we’re all working together. You want out, toggle it.‍>
<‍And we can toggle it back on later?‍>
<‍Sure.‍>
<‍What if we want rid of it?‍>
<‍Run a delete protocol. You’re still in control.‍>
 And Ryann wondered if there was a hack for that, too. She wondered if there was a way of adding a sync that couldn’t be removed or toggled off.
<‍I’d like a test,‍>she sussed, looking at Piran.
<‍Okay. Five second timer, then alpha filter rises fifty per-cent. You want to follow the data, pull it up now. Starting timer in three‌…‌two‌…‌one‌…‌timer on.‍>
Ryann counted the seconds internally. She didn’t feel any different, but the green digits started their countdown, and when the five seconds were up the timer flashed red.
And everything erupted in a washed-out light, almost too bright to see. Data ran across the bottom of her lens, informing her of the rise in alpha filter levels of exactly fifty percent.
The effect lasted a couple of seconds, and then everything returned to normal.
<‍Impressive,‍> she sussed, and others nodded. <‍So we’re synced to the plan too?‍>
<‍All connected.‍>
<‍And we’ve covered everything? Nobody see any issues?‍>
 She cast her gaze around the circle. Everybody was ready, even if their nerves showed in their twitching fingers and shuffling feet, and their forced smiles.
Finally Ryann let her eyes drop to the blanket that covered Lynet.
<‍We know the plan. We’re all together on this. We follow through, we reach the Hermes and get the hell out of this place. It’s going to be tough. It’s going to be scary. Some of us might not make it. But Lynet showed us how to be brave. So did Ula, and Arela. They did what they had to do, and they faced their destinies with true courage. We won’t forget them. And we won’t forget those who died in the crash. We won’t forget our friends and colleagues. We do this so that they can be remembered. And we do this because we’re crew. We’re family.‍>
It wasn’t the best of speeches, but Ryann meant every word of it. She looked up to see tears in some eyes, and fire in others. But both came from the same place.
Ryann nodded, taking in a breath and holding it for a couple of seconds before exhaling. She ran through the plan in her mind.
<‍Let’s do this.‍>






“What next?” Brice asked as soon as he entered the Bridge. Keelin sat in the pilot’s chair, her eyes half-closed, but she turned when he spoke. She looked‌…‌almost peaceful.
“Think we’re pretty much there. For the basics, anyway.”
“What about Jettison?” He’d seen the gaping hole in the side of the escape module on one of his many jobs outside.
“Nothing we can do about that.” Keelin dropped her eyes.
“What happened with it anyway?”
She shrugged. “Maybe something hit the craft when it last came down.” But she didn’t sound convinced. And Brice might not be that smart, but he knew that metal didn’t twist outward like that unless there was pressure from inside.
But she didn’t want to talk about it. That was fine. If this thing could fly without Jettison, he was happy. Besides, it wasn’t like he didn’t have his own secrets. Like the presence of Cathal by the Proteus bays.
It had been on another trip outside, working on the retractor cable for the craft’s aft starboard leg, that he’d recognised his old commander. He wasn’t sure how he did this, only that the taste in the air was like that he’d sensed earlier, when Cathal had helped him escape Daman’s prison.
He wanted to tell Keelin. A couple of times, he’d started, only to stop when he saw her face, the smile never reaching her eyes. He couldn’t risk what might happen if she gave up.
“So what do you want me to do now?” He needed something to keep him busy.
“Maybe work on the aft port flag manifest. It’s outside again, though.” She tapped his screen, bringing the schematics up.
“I’m fine with that.” Then he could keep an eye on Cathal.
Keelin glanced at the torches he’d now fixed to his belt. “But you’re not using them much.”
“Most of the time the external lights from this craft are fine.”
“They’re not all burning sol.”
He shrugged.
“Aren’t you scared? Not even a bit worried?”
“Of course.” Only not in the same way she was. “That’s why I have the torches ready.” Although Cathal had covered his flesh, and Brice had to assume the other infected had done the same. Sol would have no effect on them.
He smiled, hoping Keelin would accept his answers. Or at least stop pushing. He’d stopped asking her about the Jettison.
“Okay. Just‌…‌I don’t want to lose you.” She glanced at him. At least, he thought she did. When he turned to her delicate features, she dipped her head, her hair covering her eyes.
“You won’t.” He hoped that sounded more confident than it felt.
She held out her hand and he passed her the screen, their fingers touching for a moment, and he thought that maybe she was trembling. Or maybe he was.
She placed her other hand on the glass and dipped her head, and the data was transferred. “Everything you need.” She tapped to bring up a few images. “This part here’s the problem. Use the multi-tool like I told you, and check which of these cables is showing anomalies. Give me a shout when you find the problem, and I’ll talk you through the rest.”
“Got it.” He took the screen back, focusing on the images, swiping through them. “Looks straightforward enough.”
He left the Bridge and returned to the hatch and under the forward section of the Hermes. Luckily, this section was fairly close to the ground, and Brice was able to work standing up.
And he was closer to where he’d sensed Cathal.
His old commander was still there, but he was not alone. Brice looked into the shadows, by the parked Proteuses. Of course it was dark, and he couldn’t pull up filters, but he thought that, maybe, he could see movement. Almost like someone prowling. Or something. And there was a smell in the air. At first, he’d thought it was the atmos system, but it was too localised for that. Definitely trouble.
The creature-stink echoed and Brice picked it up across from the Proteus. If he had to be accurate, he’d say about half way between the route to the medi-bay and the route to the Hub.
“Got the panel off,” he said into the closest sensor, even though Keelin was probably watching what he was doing anyway. “Starting to check.”
The task was pretty straightforward, like something a newbie tech would be told to do. Just like all the jobs he used to get, when he was the grunt. But he didn’t mind that now. With everything that had happened, you did whatever you could.
And it gave his hands something to do while his mind focused elsewhere.
There were two, maybe three others with Cathal. Brice couldn’t be sure, because whatever he was sensing flickered too much. And he wasn’t really sure how he was sensing them anyway. He couldn’t see into the darkness, but he knew, somehow, and he could point in the vague direction of the presences.
“Nothing so far,” he said, moving along the cables with the tool. Then, because he needed to know more, “Are you monitoring the Deck at all?”
“Only around the Hermes. Why?”
“No reason.” He needed to keep this light. “Guess I’m just getting spooked by shadows.” That sounded good. And maybe the other thought in his mind could play on that. “So what are we doing about light when they get here?”
“Ryann says they should be able to get sol lighting their whole route, including in here.”
“You not call that up yourself?”
“Probably. But Piran’s in the system.”
Brice turned his face from the camera. “Piran?”
“I know. But Ryann says he’s working wonders, and it’s not like her to talk someone up unwarranted.”
“Suppose” Brice moved on to the next cable. “Is it worth checking, just in case?”
Keelin hesitated, and Brice feared he’d pushed too many doubts on her. But then the light around him changed. The soft glow from the Hermes’ external lights was pushed to one side by a blue glow that seemed to grow all around.
That was something he’d forgotten‌—‌how the light in the Deck didn’t only come from above. It was something to do with judging distances when manoeuvring craft, even though they did so by data rather than sight.
And now the Deck shimmered. It had an unearthly feel, like he was watching it in pale moonlight.
“That’s not sol.”
“I know. The system’s resisting me.”
“Should it be doing that?”
“Think it must be something to do with running on auxiliary.”
She didn’t sound convinced. And Brice didn’t like it. This kind of lighting wouldn’t do anything to a shade.
He looked to the far door, the one the others would be coming through. He looked at the distance between it and the Hermes, then at the equipment that lined the walls, and the places where a shade could hide, ready to leap out as people ran past.
But they’d have torches. They’d be fine.
Unless there were so many shades that the torches could not cope.
“If the system’s resisting you, won’t Ryann and the others have the same problem?”
A hesitation again, and when Keelin’s voice emerged from the speaker it wavered. “She says Piran’s got some kind of backdoor. They’ll figure it out.”
“You told them about it?”
“Just done so. Ryann says to concentrate on the Hermes.”
Only because she doesn’t want you worrying, Brice thought.
He ran the multi-tool along the blue and yellow cable. He’d already forgotten what this one did, or what it fed, but he was only going through the motions now anyway. He was trusting the tool to beep if there was a problem, because the digits on its display meant nothing to him.
He looked across the shadowy expanse of the Deck, and could just see the outline of the door that led to the Hub. He wondered if the movement against the wall was just his mind playing tricks.
There were too many places for shades to hide.
“So how soon can you move the Hermes?” he asked, an idea starting to form.
“Should be ready. We’re working on non-vital fixes now.”
“So what happens? The others come through the door, you open the hatch, they come aboard, and we lift off?”
“In a nutshell.”
Brice looked up, at the pitted metal of the craft’s underside. “What about the roof of the pod.”
“I’ll retract it when we’re ready.”
He looked back towards the door the others would come through. If shades were already here, they could wait on either side and rush anyone entering. A few would get burnt, but if there were enough of them…
And Brice felt the shades.
He didn’t see them, but he sensed the creatures, and then he could picture where they were. Some crouched down behind equipment, but others stood tall. A few paced, and Brice could tell they were restless. Again, he had no idea how he knew this, but it felt right to him.
He started to count, but gave up after locating twenty shades on either side of the door. Anyone coming through, they’d be on them in a couple of paces. And that was ignoring the open space between the door and the Hermes.
But Keelin said the Hermes was flight-ready.
“We could shorten the distance they have to run,” he said, knowing that seemed a bit disjointed. “You think you can get the craft closer to the door?”
There was a pause. “Not right up to it. Too close to equipment, and the roof is lower there. But I’ll see what I can do when you’re done out there.”
“Okay.” He shifted the tool along the cable. “No signs of a problem yet, anyway.”
And there were no anomalies on any of the cables. At least, not under this section of panelling. When Brice reported this, he expected Keelin to tell him to continue under another panel, but she said to get back on board. She was ready to move the craft.
The Hermes started to vibrate as soon as the hatch sealed behind him, and as he made his way to the bridge the floor shook.
Keelin had a wall-screen rigged to the fore-sensors, just as if she were looking through a window. Brice saw the floor of the Deck sink, then realised they were rising. Not much, but enough to be free from the ground.
“This is a good test of the systems,” Keelin says. “Data reads fine so far. Some fluctuation in delta-seven coupling, but not as bad as I expected. Will probably get worse when we reach stratosphere, but we’re not going that far yet.”
Brice nodded like he understood this. The view changed as Keelin swung the Hermes round a fraction, and now he could see the service ladder to the tower. As the craft shifted, so did the shadows. Unless, Brice thought, it was shades moving about. She flicked a switch, or triggered something‌—‌Brice hadn’t even attempted pilot training, so he had no idea how Keelin moved this behemoth. But the light hit the walls, and Brice could clearly see the discarded equipment at the edge of the Deck, and the open passageway leading to the Hulk.
Keelin piloted the Hermes towards the door, covering half the length of the pod. Then she hovered and spun the craft round.
“I’ll get the hatch as square with the door as I can,” she explained, and again Brice nodded without giving any response.
Because he felt something else now. The shades were uncomfortable. They shrugged their shoulders and waved their limbs, as if trying to free themselves.
Then he detected movement off to the right, towards the Hulk. That was like the shades, but different somehow. It reminded him of Cathal, or the thing that Cathal had become.
Cathal wasn’t the only infected to have woken.
One of the infected darted from a stack of pallets to some small vehicle. It was followed by three shades. And their hides were wrinkled.
No. Not their hides, but clothes they wore.
Brice watched, moving his eyes to any point where he sensed shades. More darted about, as if they were moving into position, and a few were just about visible, for a split second.
That was all it took.
Some wore jackets. Some even wore trousers. But most of them looked like they had torn fabric into strips and then wrapped these strips around themselves. Cloth hung loose, and Brice could see their leathery hides beneath the material. He didn’t see a single one without some exposed flesh.
But only a little. For the most part, these shades were protected from light.
“Bringing her down.” Brice felt a shudder as the Hermes settled, and he looked at the screen, the one monitoring the sensor over the main hatch. He could see the door, but his mind told him where the shades hid. The shades that wore protection.
Sol would not work. The moment Ryann and the others burst through the door waving their torches about, the shades would be on them.






When the first warning went off in the rec hall, it was just a small alarm, barely more than a buzzing. But it got Daman’s attention.
He looked up. Murdoch muttered something and tapped at the terminal by the servery.
Piran had patched Ryann into the system, so she knew what they’d see‌—‌the emergency hatch in the hub’s roof releasing.
Daman looked at the door to the stairwell. “Two of you,” he shouted across the rec hall, “I want that door blocked!”
There was a moment of hesitation‌—‌just as they’d planned‌—‌before Daman shouted again. Shrugging, Farrell and Merna left the group and started moving tables and chairs closer to the door.
“You sure this thing’s sealed?” Farrell said, ostensibly across to Ryann.
“Piran, you want to check?” Of course, he was in the system too. But they couldn’t let Daman and Murdoch know that.
He darted to the nearest terminal and tapped away.
“System shows it locked tight.” But he didn’t sound convinced. “Why?”
“Just seems a bit loose.” Farrell pressed his shoulder against the door. “We push something up against it, and there’s a bit of give.”
“Let’s have a look,” Ryann said.
This was the risky part‌—‌one of the risky parts. She walked across the hall, waiting for Daman to yell at her to go back. But he only watched her. As did Murdoch, although his brow was furrowed, as if he suspected something was up.
She had to play this like she’d never played anything before. She had to be perfect.
Farrell pointed out the problem, and Ryann climbed on the furniture to take a closer look. She gave the door a shove, paused, then shoved it again.
“Problem?” Daman called. Ryann saw that he’d taken a few steps towards them, and held his Preben ready. His eyes darted from her to the door a fraction too often.
Ryann didn’t answer, letting him stew a little longer. All part of the plan.
“I said, do we have a problem?” Daman was even closer now, but Murdoch was still by the servery. Just where they wanted him.
“Not sure,” Ryann said. “Definitely something up with this door, though. Seems locked, but there’s movement.”
“Hinges?” Farrell said. “Thought these doors were unbreakable.”
Thus putting into Daman’s mind the image of shades bursting the door apart and swarming into the room. And it worked. He hesitated, and his thumb brushed his weapon’s controls.
“Then do something about it,” he said, a hint of desperation creeping in his voice.
Piran triggered the next alarm. A claxon sounded from the stores.
Daman spun. “What now? Okay, a couple of you check that one as well,” he said, waving his Preben first at the crew, then to the door. “And don’t tell me it’s loose.”
Ronat and Eljin walked down the couple of steps to the stores door and started banging and prodding.
“Hey! Less of the noise.”
Ronat shrugged. “Not like the shades don’t already know we’re in here.” She said it almost to herself, but Daman caught it, and another seed was planted.
“Looks secure,” Eljin said.
Ryann glanced at Daman. He breathed out, relieved. <‍Better check,‍> she sussed to Eljin.
“What’s it like on the system?” he said.
Piran tapped away again. “Door’s fine. But I’m getting something strange. Looks like a lot of pressure on it. You leaning against it, Eljin?”
“Nowhere near.” He stepped back. “Pressure this side or in the stores?”
“Looks like…” and Piran fell silent as he tapped. Ryann watched Daman, saw his eyes grow wide, and his brow start glistening with moisture. “Looks like the pressure’s inside.”
Ronat backed off too. “You think they’re behind the door?” She did a good impression of someone trying to hide her fears. Maybe it wasn’t all an act.
“They’re not going to get through,” Eljin told her. “Door’s secure, right?” Like he was trying to convince himself as well.
“Then why did the alarm go off?”
Eljin shrugged. “Glitch?”
“Which means the lock might not be working.”
And then the lights flickered.
Ryann’s filters kicked in, just as Piran had promised. She was aware of the brief darkness, although she continued to see. And when the light came back with a blue tinge, her filters were already compensating.
It was a risk, not having sol in the hall. But Piran said he could switch the lighting should anything happen.
Murdoch and Daman must have been sussing. Murdoch started swiping on the terminal again. Which meant he was side-on to the rec-hall.
Eljin stepped down to the door again and started tapping. It was a futile way of checking anything, and Daman must know that. But he wasn’t paying attention. He was watching Murdoch, who had his fingers on the glass of the terminal.
The light in the room didn’t change, and Ryann hoped Piran wasn’t looking too smug about that.
Murdoch looked up at the ceiling, then back to his hands. He pushed down harder‌—‌even with his jacket on, Ryann could see the tension in his arms. And when the light refused to change, he curled one hand into a fist and slammed it down.
The sound echoed around the hall. And Ryann smiled.
When people lost control, they made mistakes. They reacted instead of acting. Cathal said that a lot, but only now did Ryann see the truth in it.
“Do we need more torches?” she said, to the hall in general. “Just to be on the safe side.”
Daman considered for a moment. “Where are they?”
Ryann pointed. “Stores.”
His mouth opened and closed a couple of times. Ronat was pushing at the door now, leaning into it as if it opened inward, instead of sliding back.
“Pressure’s not as much as it was,” Piran said. “Could be the atmos system playing up.”
“Stores are sealed, right?” Ronat said, sticking to the script. “Only this door in and out.”
It seemed a random thing to say, but it would start another seed in Daman’s mind‌—‌that there could be no shades in that area.
“Ventilation shaft?”
Daman’s expression changed as the implication of these two words hit him. His eyes darted to the vents in the rec hall. The Preben in his hand shook.
Murdoch still swiped and tapped the terminal, occasionally looking up to the lights. They flickered again, then returned to sol. Murdoch’s shoulders slumped in relief.
And the room went dark once again.
With the green outline of night-vision springing up. Ryann watched Murdoch straighten, looking up, as if he could turn the lights back on by thought alone. And in the middle of the hall, Daman swung his arm around, aiming his Preben at nothing.
Light returned, dim and flickering.
“Get those torches!” Daman yelled, waving the Preben at Eljin and Ronat. They nodded, and Eljin pressed a hand to the door release.
Of course nothing happened. He pushed harder.
“Let me try.” Ronat barged past him, but it refused to open for her too.
Something banged against the stairwell door, and Daman spun, weapon raised in readiness.
Farrell and Merna leapt back, and Ryann jumped off the furniture. Her hand was sore where she’d slammed it into the metal.
“I think I know what’s happening,” Piran said. It was a risk having him draw attention to himself, but these words made sense coming from a tech expert. And, Ryann had to admit, the tremor in his voice was a nice touch. “We’ve pushed the system too far using sol on auxiliary.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Daman looked confused.
“It drains more power, and auxiliary’s set up for trickles, with the odd burst. Sol’s like a full-on burst. It’s not sustainable.”
“And you didn’t think of this before now? What kind of crappy operation was Angelis running here?”
“We’re not the ones who sabotaged the Hermes,” Torrey said, stepping forward. There were murmurs of assent from around the room.
“Or who pushed Arela out to those things,” said Ronat.
“Or shot Lynet and Ula,” said Merna.
Daman didn’t know where to turn. He was being verbally attacked from three sides, and he must have felt his abusers closing in. Everyone took small steps, hard to see in the dimness, but it brought them all closer together.
“You!” Daman yelled, pointing the Preben at Piran. “You know what you’re doing with tech, right? Figure something out unless you want your brains splattered all over that terminal. And you,” and here he turned to Eljin and Ronat, “get me some torches.”
Me, not us. He wanted the torches for himself, because he was only thinking of his own survival. And that told Ryann how close he was to losing it.
She hoped Murdoch had picked up on that. They could do with a bit of a division in their enemies.
“Get these lights fixed!” Daman broke into a cough.
Piran shrugged. “I’ll try my best, but I’m not promising anything.” He pressed again, eyes half-closed. Ryann noted the up-turned corners of his mouth. It should worry her that he was enjoying this, but she had to trust him.
And then the lights went haywire.
They glowed brighter for a moment, before exploding in a brilliant white. They stayed like that for a couple of seconds, like a magnesium flare, before dipping to a deep red. Something in the system rumbled, and there was a sharp hammering from the direction of the stores. Piran yelled out, like he was in pain, and the lights flashed again, colours and intensity changing with an almost strobe-like intensity.
And Ryann’s filters compensated perfectly. She was able to see everything as it happened.
She saw Eljin hammering on the stores door as Ronat raced towards Murdoch. She tackled him low, some move she’d picked up away from basic training, and the moment he came down Torrey was already there, dropping his body across the man’s chest. Ryann heard one of them grunt in pain.
And Farrell and Merna slammed Daman to the ground, Farrell grabbing his body and Merna pulling his legs out from under him. He dropped to a sitting position, and Farrell leaned on his back, doubling Daman over. His Preben clattered to the floor, just by Merna’s hand. She grabbed it and stepped away, aiming it at Daman.
Ryann was by his side now, and she punched him in the side of the head. That wasn’t a part of the plan, but she wasn’t going to let an opportunity like this pass her by. Then she grabbed his throat and held him in a headlock, as they’d planned. He mumbled something.
Murdoch was buckling under Torrey, and the strain and desperation were clear in Torrey’s face. Ronat jumped on, and there was another groan. But still Murdoch writhed.
There was a flash of metal, and Torrey cried out. Murdoch pushed. He rolled, first one way then the other, and slid out from under Torrey. He gripped something in his hand.
With a scream, Ronat’s fist met his face, slamming his head against the floor. The next punch was to his temple, and he cried out as he dropped his knife. The third punch, also to his head, stopped the noises.
The sol lighting returned as Piran operated the system through his micro-relay.
Ryann took in the scene. Torrey lay to one side, unmoving, with blood flowing freely from the deep wound in his side. It was clear that his lattice was no longer able to stop the flow.
But Ryann couldn’t afford the time to mourn now. They had Daman and Murdoch under control, but things were far from over.
They had beaten two monsters, but beyond the rec hall there were even more to face.






Cathal focused on Nyle, and he assessed.
Some things were obvious‌—‌Haven’s survivors were going to make their escape from the Hub via the Deck. They would be armed with torches but nothing else, because the company didn’t allow weapons.
Other things Cathal didn’t know, like how many people had made it. It was strange to find the Deck so quiet‌—‌and equally strange that Keelin was on board the Hermes.
And there was the trace he thought of as Green, although he knew the lad’s name was Brice. His trace wasn’t as strong as Keelin’s, but it had an intensity that excited him. He’d stepped outside the Hermes without using the burning light, and Cathal had felt‌…‌he wasn’t sure what. Maybe an attraction, or an extreme familiarity. Brice’s trace didn’t feel like Keelin’s, or like Turi’s. There were touches of the brethren about it, although that was plainly ridiculous.
Brikita had been excited when he’d appeared, and Cathal had to physically restrain her. She’d spat at him, and called him names, but when Car and Ap Owen stood between her and the Hermes, she calmed down. Thankfully, Brice returned to the craft soon after, and Brikita went back to pacing between the Proteuses.
Cathal knew he had little control over her. The other two did what he asked, and accepted his reasoning, but she was too wild. He’d already decided that she could not be trusted.
He could trust Nyle, but in a different way. Initially, he thought Nyle was driven by his hunger, but it was something else. He’d seen it before, hadn’t he? In training‌—‌yes, that seemed right‌—‌when those in charge were deciding who to put through the leadership program. There were many who wanted to command their own crew, but they were turned down. Some were clearly unsuited‌—‌too timid, or too unfit (even with lattice enhancements)‌—‌but others had less obvious issues. Some wanted to command because they desired power.
Nyle was like that. He wasn’t leading the kin so that he could feast. He was leading them so that they could serve him.
Cathal reached out, and focused. Nyle had clothed the kin, after a fashion. Almost all of the kin had cloth wrapped around their bodies and limbs, and even though some of this was patchy, with many areas still exposed, they had enough protection to attack should the burning light return.
They had also fed.
Cathal caught the taste of energy, even from the far side of the Deck. His pores pulled it in, and he analysed it. There was the energy that came from rich blood, vibrant and heady, and that meant the kin had caught quite a few people before they could reach the Hub. But there were other energy traces too. Some were like damp leaves, and he assumed that was from those who had feasted on warths, back in the forest.
And then there was the sharp tang of a different kind of blood. It was‌…‌tainted. Or maybe pure. And Cathal caught that tang from the corridor, where Nyle had given the dead shade to the others.
He doubted that was the first such offering Nyle had made. And the feeding frenzy would have led to more injuries, maybe even more death. It would have reduced the numbers in the army.
Maybe that was Nyle’s intention. He was weeding out the weak, those who wouldn’t, or couldn’t, fight. Those who were a liability. He was making his army as strong as it could get.
Whatever Cathal planned was doomed from the start, on sheer numbers alone. The toughest, hungriest shades, hundreds of them, against Cathal, Car, Ap Owen and Brikita.
He studied Nyle’s preparation. He positioned his shades behind boxes and pieces of equipment. He told them what to do when the food appeared.
Then the light changed. It erupted, and Cathal sensed the kin duck down. But this light was cool through Cathal’s clothing, and he knew it wasn’t the burning light.
He turned, conscious of how Brikita flinched when the light changed. But that reaction only lasted a second. Now she continued pacing‌—‌no, strutting. She was confident‌—‌the light had changed, and yet she was unharmed.
But this was not sol. He pushed that thought towards her, but she did not accept it. She carried on strutting.
Then the Hermes groaned and throbbed, and the air vibrated. Pressure waves increased as the craft lifted from the ground.
Brikita stopped strutting and turned to the moving craft, and Cathal understood what she must be thinking. There was food on that craft, but there was no way of entering.
The Hermes slowly drifted towards the door where the kin lay in wait. They ducked down, and Cathal caught Nyle telling them to stay ready, that there was only a small food supply on the craft. He reminded them that the main feast would be coming through those doors‌—‌and if the Hermes was getting into position, that time was fast approaching.
<‍What do we do?‍> Car stood just behind Cathal, his attention on Nyle’s army. <‍Join them or stop them?‍>
The two options repeated, flowing from both Car and Ap Owen, who was now at Car’s side. Join them or stop them.
<‍We wait. They do not fight yet. They await the arrival of others. We will wait too.‍>
<‍And then?‍>
Cathal hesitated. <‍And then we do the right thing.‍>
It would be hard. There would be blood, and Nyle’s army would be feeding. There was no way everyone from Haven would make it across to the Hermes, and the delicious release of energy would be difficult to ignore. The temptation to feast would, he knew, be almost overpowering.
But they could be strong. They were not animals.
The Hermes hovered, then spun round before settling down. The ground vibrated, and hot air wafted over Cathal, bringing with it sensations he was unprepared for. Comfort and pride, the feeling of doing his duty. Impressions drifted through his mind‌—‌not images or words or even memories, but things that used to be. Childish squabbles that Cathal would observe from a distance until his conscience told him to intervene. He recalled a storm, and a craft buckling in the high winds. He remembered being genuinely concerned that they wouldn’t make it, that they’d come down in the forest miles from home.
Home. A safe haven.
Such a place no longer existed. Only in his mind.
Brikita rushed towards them, her excitement pulling her forward.
<‍Food coming.‍>
<‍Not yet.‍>
He felt her denial slam into him, and she pushed past, racing headlong towards the Hermes.
<‍Want me to stop her?‍> Already Car was ready to run.
Cathal blocked him with one arm. <‍She won’t listen, and we need to preserve our own energy.‍>
She reached the craft, and Cathal scanned its surface. Old, he knew, and battered. He felt like he’d been on her once, probably as a passenger. That would have been a while ago, and the craft had suffered since then. But he was in better shape than the Hermes. Its body was pitted and scarred, while his was tough. It would be in need of repair, while he was a perfect machine.
Brikita ran along the side of the Hermes, and then she leapt up, grabbing a twisted flange of metal. Cathal imagined an explosion, or something thrusting out of the craft. Whatever had happened, it had left a hole.
Brikita climbed through it, and Cathal felt her trace settle.
<‍She is after food.‍> Ap Owen drew alongside Cathal. <‍It would be good to feast.‍>
<‍Not on old friends.‍>
<‍No,‍> Ap Owen agreed, reluctantly. <‍So what happens now?‍>
That, Cathal thought, was a very good question.
<‍We wait,‍> he repeated. <‍But we remain ready.‍>






They bound Daman’s hands behind him, wrapping the cord tight round his body. Ryann let Farrell do this, and it didn’t bother her that he was pulling too tight.
Daman grunted when the cord bit into him, and he cursed and swore. He blathered about them making a big mistake, and yelled that they were all going to die. He said none of them would get off Haven.
Just like he’d said nobody was going to reach Metis. And like he’d told Arela that she, personally, would never escape.
He’d been right on that score, because he’d made certain she died. Just like he made the first Hermes crash. But Ryann had the advantage now. Without his Preben and his sidekick, he was nothing.
Murdoch was out cold, and on Ryann’s instructions he’d been trussed up. Already, his face was coming up in the multicoloured hues of bruising, although they’d start reverting to normal when his lattice did its business. He’d have more bruising on his ribs, where Ronat had ‘inadvertently’ kicked him. Repeatedly.
“Piran, you ready to light our way?”
“Just give me the word, and I’ll start the burning.”
“You’ll never make it,” Daman said. “There’s too many. They’re stronger than you. Far stronger.”
“Shut up.” Ferrell kicked his thigh, and Daman grunted.
Ryan bent down, holding one hand out to tell Ferrell to back off. She looked hard into Daman’s eyes.
“You actually like those things, don’t you? You want them to win.”
He coughed, and moaned as it wracked his chest. “They are superior to us. You can’t argue with evolution.”
“They’re a screwed up experiment. That’s not evolution. You took people and reduced them to animals.”
“They’ll push through the light. You know they will. They…”
His voice trailed off as Ryann raised his Preben, slowly, making sure he saw every little movement she made.
It had been years since she’d used a weapon like this, but her training had been thorough, and the thing felt comfortable in her grip. She thumbed the control panel, and let her finger rest against the trigger.
“But we have a couple of weapons now.” Eljin had Murdoch’s, and they’d searched both men, taking all the magazines they could find. “I’d imagine a head-shot works well.” She glanced to where Lynet still lay, under the blanket. “Of course, you know all about them, don’t you? Bit of a stupid move really. All those shades out there, and you waste your pellets on us. You really are pathetic.” She brought the Preben up so that the barrel was between his eyes, then she pushed forward, resting it against his forehead, where his eyebrows met. She held it steady to stop his shaking transferring to her.
“You‌…‌you wouldn’t dare.”
The way his throat bobbed and his lips twitched told her he didn’t believe that. And she wanted to pull that trigger. She wanted to watch his lying, evil head explode, and watch his lifeless body fall to the ground.
But she knew she couldn’t. Not in cold blood, like this. It went against everything she believed.
“I wouldn’t bother.” She pushed the barrel in, watching his skin turn white with the pressure. “You don’t deserve something that quick.” And she pulled back, bringing the weapon down to his right thigh. “But maybe here. Yes, lots of muscle but no vital organs. I might hit a major blood vessel and have you bleed out, but I might get lucky. Break a bone, or at least render this leg useless. Imagine the pain. And imagine when the shades come for you. Hands tied tight, unable to run, and with fresh blood already flowing.”
His brow was coated in sweat, and she could smell him, pungent and ugly, like an animal.
And Ryann was enjoying herself.
She pulled the Preben back and stood, taking a step away from Daman. Then she turned to Farrell.
“Get him to his feet.”
“We’re bringing him with us?”
Of course they were. Because Ryann was weak. Because Ryann couldn’t kill prisoners.
But Farrell needed a better reason than that.
“You trust him if we leave him?” She knew it didn’t answer the question directly, but it was close to what she was thinking. “And if we drag them up to Metis, we can get them to pay through proper channels.”
Farrell considered this for a second, looking unconvinced. Ryann didn’t let her eyes drop, and eventually he reached down for the cords wrapped around Daman’s body. He pulled, dragging Daman to his feet. The man wobbled, but Farrell held him firm.
He brought his face close to Daman’s, practically touching the company man’s nose. “Fine,” he said, “but any trouble, and I’m feeding him to the shades while we get away.”
Daman shook his head, his eyes wide.
“Sounds good to me,” Ryann said, then she looked over to Ronat. “You going to be able to carry that one? Metis might like their rubbish back.”
“Piece of cake.” She bent down and hoisted Murdoch onto her shoulders, grabbing his arms and a leg tight against her chest. That left her with a free hand, Ryann noted.
“Merna, check everyone’s got torches.”
The woman nodded, and with an armful of torches from the store she walked amongst Haven’s crew. Everyone took two, some took a spare as well. Ryann had been tempted to suggest taping torches to their bodies, like they’d done with Brice and Tris back in the hold-out, but they needed to move fast.
<‍Keelin, you ready for us?‍>
<‍Even moved the Hermes closer to the door for you. Wouldn’t want you to tire yourself out.‍>
<‍We’ll be there before you know it.‍>
“Okay!” She turned, catching everyone’s eye. She saw Eljin pass the Preben to Merna, then he lifted Lynet from the ground, somehow getting his arms under her while still holding on to his torches. “That wise?” she asked.
He shrugged. “She doesn’t deserve to be left for those things. I can manage.”
“We might have to run.”
“She’s not heavy.”
His eyes had not left Ryann’s. She turned to where Torrey lay. Someone had covered him with a blanket, and for a second Ryann expected it to rise up with a shade beneath.
“You want me to carry him?” Piran asked.
She took in a long breath. Someone would have to carry Murdoch, yet they were leaving one of their own.
But she shook her head. “The shades cannot touch the true Torrey. He’s somewhere better now.”
Someone sniffed. Piran simply nodded.
“Everyone ready?” Nobody spoke, but everyone turned to face the door. “Piran, light our way.”
“Sol burning.”
“Can you relay sensors to our lattices?”
“No problem.”
Ryann felt the data coming through, and she pulled it up on her lenses, as an image-within-an-image.
The corridor between the Hub and the Deck was a sea of bodies. The yellow light smothered them, and the shades writhed and yelled, fighting to escape. Some fell, and were trampled underfoot. Some ducked down, seeking whatever shelter they could find.
Even when the shades moved, Ryann could not see the floor. As their hides bubbled and burst that thick, dark mist rose. The light soaked into it, hiding whatever they would have to walk through.
Ryann heard a whimpering, and she turned to Daman. “You seeing this?” she asked.
“We can’t go out there!” His fingers twitched. Maybe he was missing his weapon. Ryann held the Preben up to his face.
“Don’t be such a baby,” she said, keeping her voice low but projecting. Letting the others hear. Letting them know how pathetic Daman was.
And it worked. Of course someone like Daman was terrified, because he was a cowardly paper-pusher who hid behind words and weapons. They were better than that. And they could face the horrors outside the rec hall.
In the corridor, the mist lay still now, stretching all the way to the sealed door that led to the Deck. The shades had either fallen or they had escaped, round the circular walkway. Ryann checked‌—‌Piran had turned the lights on for some distance. They should be far enough back.
“Everyone in line. Keep close to the person in front, use the torches as much as you need to. Merna, you’re point. Shoot whatever you can. I’ve got your backs.”
They shuffled into positions, Merna a step away from the door. She held a torch in one hand, already turned to sol, and Murdoch’s Preben in the other. Both were pointed forward.
“Piran, open the door.”
“Let’s fry some shades!” he yelled as the door slid to one side, letting in the stench of burning decay.
“Merna, lead us to the Hermes.”
The woman’s head dipped once in a nod, and then she stepped through into the hissing miasma. The others followed, keeping to the middle of the passage, practically toe to toe. Torchlight wobbled on the walls, weak against the light from above.
When Ryann stepped through the doorway, the stink was almost unbearable. She heard gagging, and saw hands go to mouths.
<‍Hold it in,‍> she sussed. <‍Just get through the corridor.‍>
She couldn’t see her feet. The mist clung to her legs, and she tried not to think where it came from. She didn’t want to imagine the bursting pustules, and the particles they threw into the air.
But she couldn’t ignore the remains beneath her boots. None of them could.
They all shuffled, pushing their feet forward rather than raising them high, because that way they wouldn’t tread down on a charred body. They kicked instead, and every few meters Ryann’s boot squished into things she thankfully could not see.
And off to the sides, far back in the shadows, the hissing rose, angry and hungry. When Ryann swung her torch, pushing the darkness back a little further, she saw the shadows move, and knew the shades were there, ready, eager to lunge, desperate to feed. The torchlight just about reached them, and their fangs glinted as their flesh started to blister. They backed off, but only a few paces.
If they ran, they would reach her before the light ended their lives.
<‍Keep going, Merna.‍> She was in the connecting corridor now. <‍We okay?‍>
<‍Fine,‍> she sussed in a voice that sounded anything but.
<‍Keelin, we’re almost there. Everything ready?‍>
There was a pause. <‍Craft’s fine…‍>
Ryann shuddered. There was something Keelin wasn’t saying. <‍What else?‍>
<‍We’ve got a problem with the lights.‍>
Merna was almost at the door to the Deck now. She swung her torch, even though sol burnt down, and held the Preben ready, thumb on the control and finger curled around the trigger.
<‍What kind of a problem?‍>
<‍They’re only working on auxiliary settings.‍>
<‍Piran, anything you can do?‍>she sussed, keeping communication tight.
<‍Already trying. I push power to the pod, but it’s not accepting. Could be security I can’t over-ride, or it could be a glitch. Still trying.‍>Then, <‍Sorry.‍>
<‍Not your fault.‍>She focused on Merna. <‍Wait at the door. Don’t go through yet.‍> And then, to keep her strong, <‍We need to regroup before pushing through. Everyone needs to know exactly what we’re doing.‍>
<‍I can use the Hermes’ arcs, though,‍> Keelin sussed. <‍And if you’ve got torches, they should help.‍>
<‍The arcs all working?‍>
<‍Probably enough of them.‍>
Ryann took a breath, feeling her lungs expanding. The air still stank, but she pulled it in deep anyway, resisting the urge to gag.
<‍How many?‍>
<‍Three. And about fifty percent of the smaller external lights. I can trigger them to burn sol, no problem.‍>
Three arcs, out of the usual seven.
<‍You say you got the Hermes closer to the door. Can you give me a visual?‍>
<‍Sending now.‍>
The image came to her, and she saw the door they must walk through. The sensor Keelin was working from must be on the hatch itself, because the arc lights shone overhead, covering the scene in a warm glow.
Data came with the image, figures running across the bottom of Ryann’s lenses. She calculated the distance. Twenty metres.
Only twenty. At a run, twenty paces. Sprinting, they were talking seconds. Even Ronat, carrying Murdoch across her shoulders, could make that in under a minute. And that was without taking adrenaline spikes into consideration.
But their route took them past equipment where shades could hide. She focused on the edges of the image‌—‌no way of seeing into the shadows. No way of knowing if the beasts were already waiting.
<‍You alone in there, Keelin?‍> Ryann knew she should have phrased that better.
<‍In the Hermes?‍>
<‍In the pod.‍>
There was a pause.
<‍Brice says he saw something. He‌…‌there are shades, near the door. And he says they’re covered.‍>
<‍Covered?‍>Ryann thought of what they’d seen, from the sensors in quarantine, and she felt the colour drain from her face. There had been seven infected, or was it eight? And‌—‌quick head count‌—‌only six crew left, not including Daman and Murdoch.
<‍He says they’ve got ripped-up clothing covering most of their bodies.‍>
Most? <‍How many.‍>
<‍He says‌…‌he says there are too many to count. It’s like the shades raided the Hulk and grabbed what they could. And‌…‌and Brice says they’re waiting, like they’re being told what to do.‍>
Ryann let her eyes close, and she felt her fingers tighten around the torch.
It was only twenty metres. And they had weapons.
The grip of the Preben was cold. She rested her thumb on the control panel, reading the stats. With the new magazine, she had a hundred pellets. Merna would have the same. If they made every shot count, that was two hundred shades they could stop.
Assuming they came a few at a time. Assuming every shot was on target. And assuming the pellets would bring the shades down.
But what other choice did they have?
<‍Okay, people,‍> she sussed, forcing her voice to be as strong as possible. <‍Situation’s this. I’m sending the image of what’s beyond that door. The shades are waiting in the shadows, and they’re covered. Clothed. Some flesh might be exposed, but we need to assume it’s not a lot. When we go through that door, we have to expect them to charge.‍>
Nobody spoke or sussed. Ryann continued.
<‍We have twenty metres. It’s not that far. And we have two Prebens. So what we do is this‌—‌as soon as those doors open, run. Wave your torches around if you can, but your first priority is to reach the Hermes. Merna, you stay right and shoot anything that comes out of the shadows. I’ll cover our left. We keep just behind the others.‍> She caught the woman’s eye, and gave her a shrug. <‍We’re going to be last on, but we’ve got the weapons. You okay with that?‍>
Merna nodded, her throat bobbing as she swallowed hard. She thumbed her Preben’s control panel with only a slight shake.
<‍Keelin,‍> she sussed, keeping the communication open to everyone else, <‍we need the Hermes open as soon as we come through. We’re going to need to move fast.‍>
<‍On it. Brice’ll be there to help.‍>
And, strangely, that made Ryann feel more confident.
She turned to Daman. “We’ve got you this far, but now it’s up to you. You want to survive, you run like everyone else. But my priority has to be to my crew. You fall, we leave you behind. Got that?”
His face twitched, like he was trying to remember how to look cocky. “You can’t win against those things.”
“You want to give up, that’s your choice.” Then she turned to the others. “It’s going to be close, but we have a chance. That door opens, and we run like we’ve never run before. We might not make it, but we’ll never know if we don’t try.”
“Only twenty metres,” Ronat said, shuffling Murdoch on her shoulders.
<‍You okay with him?‍> Ryann asked. <‍If he’s too much weight…‍>
<‍He deserves to pay, not die in his sleep.‍>
“We can do this,” Eljin said, “make it a race.”
“Winner gets drinks from all the others.” That was Piran, and he actually sounded excited.
Ronat smiled. “You’re on. Give us the shout, Ryann.”
The crew moved. Without Ryann having to organise anything, they formed a couple of lines at the door, with Merna at the right. Ryann took her position to the left.
<‍Keelin, we’re coming through.‍>
Then, to Piran, “Open the door.”






Brice stood between the inner and outer doors of the hatch, waiting. He held a torch in one hand and a knife in the other‌—‌he’d swapped his improvised ones for a couple from from the Hermes’ stores. They could’ve done with a clean and a sharpen, but there wasn’t time. He had managed to find a better ankle sheath, though.
“They’re ready,” Keelin said, her voice coming from the sensor by the side of his head.
Brice nodded, and gave the sensor‌—‌and Keelin‌—‌a smile. He flexed his knees, bouncing to keep the blood flowing.
The Hermes’ outer hatch slid open.
The air on the Deck was musty and cold. Brice looked out, the lights blazing over his head, bringing daylight to the wall in front of him. He shone his torch, casting it into the shadows. He sensed the shades, but now he could smell them too. He could almost taste them.
They were close to the edge of the shadows, to the edge of the equipment they hid behind. And there were more behind them. They pressed forward, hungry and eager to run.
Then the door in the wall groaned, and started to slide open.
Brice stepped out onto the ramp, ready to help.
Whatever that might mean.
Cathal knew something was about to happen, because the kin grew more restless, and Nyle paced faster. He moved between the crates and equipment and whatever else lined the walls, hissing at his army to move into position.
Cathal ran, followed by Car and Ap Owen. They aimed for the Hermes, and when they were close they all jumped. Cathal grabbed at bits of metal and threw himself forward, scrambling onto the roof of the craft.
There was the warm, burning light in front of him, aimed at the door in the far wall, and the kin closed in from either side.
<‍What do we do?‍> Ap Owen stood to one side.
<‍We don’t let our kin feed.‍> The decision was obvious. Cathal had known what he‌—‌what they‌—‌had to do, and it was all about looking after family.
He felt the metal under his feet vibrate, and the air moved in front of the craft. A trace reached up and‌—‌yes‌—‌Brice stepped from the hatch.
<‍They start?‍>Car asked.
<‍Not yet. Just reinforcements.‍>
Ap Owen snorted. <‍He is weak. He is‌…‌food.‍>
Cathal rounded on Ap Owen, one clawed hand encircling his neck. <‍No! He is a friend. He is important. We do not feed like those animals.‍>
Car stepped forward, placing one hand on Ap Owen’s shoulder. <‍But we taste the blood of the animals if they stand in our way.‍>
That was well put. Cathal would remember those words, and they would be a fitting final encouragement. But he must have the last word. He was their commander.
<‍We do whatever we have to, to protect those we can.‍>
He released Ap Owen, who backed off, his head low.
And Cathal crouched in readiness as the doors opened, and a stink of burning and sweat filled the air.
Keelin sat in her pilot’s chair, at one with her baby. She pulled up the external sensors and watched.
As soon as the door to the Deck opened, they ran. She recognised them, and their names sprang to her mind, like labels on the images flashing across her lenses. Ronat bent forward, a weight on her shoulders threatening to topple her if she paused for even a second. Her face was grim with determination, her jaw tight.
Merna stepped to one side, a weapon in her hand. She fired into the shadows‌—‌Keelin saw her arm jerk over and over‌—‌screaming obscenities. Things exploded in the shadows, and the hissing of the shades grew loud and frantic.
Ryann appeared on the opposite side, and she, too, fired her weapon into the darkness. She looked taller than normal, and she moved fluidly, almost gracefully.
Between Merna and Ryann, the others ran. Eljin sprinted, carrying a body wrapped in a blanket. Ronat pushed forward, with Murdoch across her shoulders. Farrell raced past Daman.
Daman ran awkwardly, and he stumbled, but he kept on going.
To Keelin, this all seemed so distant, like it wasn’t really happening. Surely more had survived. If Daman made it, where was Arela? What about Turi, and Con, and all the others? This couldn’t be everyone.
Keelin looked into the passageway beyond the door, but there was nobody else.
The survivors ran. Merna and Ryann fired into the shadows.
And the shades surged forward.
Brice yelled at them to hurry, and he stepped off the ramp.
The shades swarmed in. Brice faced them, his knife held before him, slightly angled. He bounced on his legs and raised his other arm in counterbalance.
And then the place exploded.
He felt, or heard, or sensed, people thudding up the ramp, but at the same time a wall of rancid air hit him, and the first of the shades barrelled into Brice, throwing him to one side. Brice swung with his knife, and his arm jerked as the blade bit into flesh. An angry hiss erupted, far too close, but already he was spinning, using momentum to correct his fall.
Another black shape rushed forwards, covered in rags that might have been overalls. Fangs flashed, and Brice brought his knife round and down, not even aiming. His knife sliced through something, but it wasn’t flesh.
The creature howled. The knife became trapped, and Brice stumbled forward. Claws rushed at either side of him, but the beast’s arms were thrown back. Brice’s hand brushed a leathery hide, and it felt alive, like it was pulsing.
He pulled the knife hard, and it came free, sending him staggering back. The shade fell, its exposed chest burning up.
The air was filled with shouts. Something crashed onto the ramp.
Brice twisted, stabbing at another shade, and maybe he caught this one a glancing blow, because it suddenly hissed angrily, but it didn’t fall. Instead it ran forwards.
And then it was thrown back, and its head erupted, covering Brice with gore. The body crashed to the ground, and Brice kicked it as he turned.
Ryann was on the ramp, firing a weapon‌—‌and for a split second, Brice was jealous of that. But he raced over to her, even as a shade barged past him, like he wasn’t there. It roared towards Ryann, but she brought the weapon round, and the creature was flung back, narrowly missing Brice. He just had time to notice how much of its chest was missing.
He raced up the ramp, the shades close behind.
Ryann fired wildly. Some lucid, calm part of her mind was amazed how her training returned, and how she recalled the auto-trigger set-up.
And she heard the yelps and screams as the pellets found homes. She saw shapes drop to the ground, and explosions of flesh and who knew what else fill the air.
But more shades surged forward.
<‍Keep going for the Hermes!‍> she yelled as she walked. Fast, but not a run. Not yet.
Her Preben barked again and again. Some of the shades spun with a glancing blow, but others disappeared from sight, thrown down under the stampede.
Images froze in her mind, all she could take in of the chaos. Brice stepping from the ramp and slashing at the creatures. Ronat pitching herself forward, using Murdoch’s weight to her advantage. Piran yelling as he sprinted, the torches hanging from his wrists.
Ryann swung her Preben round, felling another monster. Then she was running, towards the ramp, because the others were all there now.
<‍Merna, get on board.‍>
Merna muttered something, then she ran. Ryann glanced across, saw how she ran side-on, still firing.
Then she stumbled.
Ryann turned, running to the right. As Merna’s outstretched hand palmed into the ramp, Ryann was there, free arm behind her back, lifting her forwards. Merna’s feet scrambled, but she didn’t fall.
Until the shade ploughed into her.
The force knocked Ryann to one side, and she thought that maybe she yelled out. But she kept a hold on her Preben, and she brought it up as she staggered. Dark hide filled the crosshairs. She auto-triggered through her lattice, and the shade fell back, its head no longer there.
But it wasn’t alone. She triggered the weapon again, and another shade flew back, the side of its body torn away. Ryann scrambled, trying to get her legs under her, trying to find her feet, and all the while she spun the Preben, destroying as many of the creatures as she could.
She caught movement to her right. Her arm flew round, just as a shade came at her from the front, driving its stench forward. It swung its claws down, both arms, and it jumped, blocking out the light from above.
Cathal followed the traces as they swarmed. He saw them as dots, complete with packets of data, and they danced across a board, just like a training exercise.
The kin converged, and the people ran. A couple of them carried others, and there were two traces that felt unfamiliar.
But one other was very familiar. He followed her‌—‌and in his mind he saw Ryann’s penetrating gaze and serious expression‌—‌and noticed how she flanked the group, rather than bringing up the rear. It wasn’t a tactic he would have used, but it seemed to be working.
There was blood in the air. It had a used quality to it, and that told Cathal it was from his kin rather than from his friends. And that meant‌…‌that meant the people had a weapon.
And now he sensed the pressure waves, and he felt the pain from those who were hit.
By his side, Ap Owen inched forward. Cathal stopped him with an outstretched arm.
<‍Stay focused.‍> He didn’t know if that was advice to himself or to his brothers. <‍Wait.‍>
Nyle, Shaela and Quin held back, overseeing the attack. Cathal sensed pleasure, but also disappointment.
There were hardly any people. This was not the great feast Nyle had promised the kin. Even if they stopped everyone, there would not be enough blood, enough energy, to satisfy every shade in the Deck.
At the moment the shades still fought for him‌—‌or they fought to attack the people, which was what Nyle wanted. But his hold was slipping. Even the shades knew they would not all feast. Soon, when the aroma of blood had driven them crazy with hunger, they would turn on anything they could.
All this came to Cathal in a matter of seconds, as he studied the mad race for the open hatch. He counted the kin ripped apart by those weapons, and he felt the desperation of his friends. Ryann ran across the ramp to help someone, and for a moment she stopped firing.
The shades took the opportunity this presented, and they swarmed.
He tapped both Car and Ap Owen. <‍Now we protect.‍>
He jumped from the Hermes roof, passing into the burning light. He landed on the ramp, and was aware of two other weights dropping, either side. He turned, assessing quickly. The packets of data shot around the board.
Ryann was to one side. The person she’d helped was on the ground, firing her weapon as blood oozed from her side. The shades converged on both of them. Ryann destroyed one, then another, but a third attacked from the front while she was distracted. Cathal caught its intoxication.
When the kin raised its claws, Cathal ran.
He thrust an arm forward, and his claws sunk into his kin’s leathery hide, sliding in their whole length. He pulled back, heard the thing scream, and sensed a pale, weak liquid start to flow. Torn cloth flapped, and the stench of burning filled the air.
Cathal stepped outside time. He sliced round with his other hand, the claws finding his kin’s neck and driving in to the bone. He twisted his hand, widening the gash.
With a cry, the kin fell. Cathal pushed down, using the dying body as a springboard. He stood, and turned.
Time slowed. The weapon in Ryann’s hand followed Cathal. He sensed her finger hovering over the catch‌—‌no, the trigger. He felt things as if for the first time‌—‌desperation, despair and hope, all combined. With the barrel pointed at Cathal’s head, her finger started to pull back.






Ryann couldn’t auto-trigger.
The monster wore clothes. She didn’t know why she noticed that, but it looked almost dressed, where the others had simply wrapped torn fabric around themselves. She recognised trousers, and a jacket. It even had a name sewn over the right breast pocket.
The beast fell too fast for Ryann to read it, but she caught a glimpse, and she knew the name.
But that was impossible.
Ryann squeezed the trigger. Tension grew in her finger, and she felt the tiny piece of curved metal move.
She pushed with her lattice, and there was a barrier under the thing’s hide. She’d felt that barrier before.
Then the shade‌—‌the infected‌—‌was past her, rolling on the ramp before rising again.
The shade that had been attacking from her front was nowhere to be seen, and Ryann saw the infected’s claws glistening with moisture.
Cathal. That was the name on the jacket.
He turned to her, and snarled. Not at her, but at the shade running towards her from the left.
Ryann got there first with her weapon. The thing’s head exploded, even as its body carried on forward only to be sliced open by her old commander’s claws.
She scrambled to her feet, Cathal taking down another shade. She glanced around.
<‍Keelin, seal the hatch.‍>
The others were already inside. She grabbed Merna, ignoring the blood and the gaping wound down her side, and dragged her to the hatch. Then she looked out, and saw another figure still fighting.
“Brice! Get in here!”
He looked round, and then he sprinted, diving as the door slid across. Ryann dropped Merna, grabbed Brice’s jacket, and fired over his shoulder. Two shots. Two more shades destroyed.
Then the craft shuddered, and the ramp started to retract.
The shades surged forward, as if they knew they were losing their prey. They slammed against the almost-shut hatch door. Ryann fired through the remaining gap.
Time slowed again.
A part of Ryann sensed the others behind her, pressed against the hatch’s inner door. Someone was yelling, and there was sobbing. Farrell cursed loudly.
Another part of Ryann triggered the Preben without aiming. As soon as a shape appeared in the doorway, she fired. And in the corner of her lens a number flashed. A single digit, counting down.
Another shade decapitated, and the digit dropped. Another dark shape jumped forward, blocking out the light from the arcs and she fired again.
And the digit in her lens went from three to two to one. And then it was a red zero.
The Preben clicked uselessly when she next triggered it. The light blotted out again.
The door clanged shut.
None of it seemed real to Keelin.
She watched the run, and the attack, through the sensors, but cut out all sound and other senses. She needed to know what was happening, but she didn’t want to know too much.
But she also monitored the Deck as a whole. And she saw the three shades on the roof of the Hermes.
She should have noticed them before. She should have been haptically connected. She should have felt them jump up there.
And then Ryann yelled for the hatch to be sealed. Keelin triggered the mechanism, and increased power in the engines. As the ramp retracted, she lifted the Hermes from the ground, breaking gravity. She increased thrust, bringing her baby higher, away from the shades that leapt high in the air.
Then she pulled up the sensors from the hatch. They’d all made it‌—‌it didn’t take long to count so few people‌—‌and Keelin almost opened the inner hatch.
Then she saw the two shades. They stood by the sealed outer door, their bodies covered in cloth.
They spread their arms wide, claws extended. Even without aural connection, Keelin could hear their penetrating cries of victory.
Brice felt a horrible sense of deja-vu as the shades unfolded themselves and stood tall.
He took a breath and looked to his hands. He still gripped the torch, but that was useless now, and he let it hang from the wrist-strap. And in his other hand he held his gory knife. There was not much blood, but there was some clear viscous liquid running over the handle, and there was a glob of something black stuck to the blade itself.
Brice eased round the wall, between the inner and outer doors. Neither shade paid him any attention.
He gripped his blade tighter and moved closer. Another step closer, and he’d be within striking distance. But already, those claws could reach him with ease.
Ryann raised her weapon‌—‌Brice noted that it was a Preben, one of his favourites in training‌—‌but it did nothing when she squeezed the trigger. Her hand dipped to a jacket pocket, but the shade closest to her leaned in and hissed. It swiped out, and Ryann flinched as the claws scraped across her hand. The Preben flew from her grip and clattered into a corner.
Someone sniffed. Someone else gasped.
And there were voices. Not talking, not even sussing, but the thoughts of those in the hatch. There was cursing, and ‘no, no, no’ denials. Some of the voices didn’t even use words.
But Ryann’s thoughts came across strongly.
<‍Think, dammit! No gun, and light’s not working. Brice is close, but he can’t get both. Get Keelin to open the door and somehow push them out? No, wouldn’t work. Think! Think!‍>
Brice studied the shade closest to him. It turned its head, and Brice saw, for a moment, the back of its neck. The weak spot.
Down by one of the bleeding crew members‌—‌was that Merna?‌—‌someone else was moving. Farrell. He reached a hand to Merna, and Brice thought it might be to provide some kind of comfort, even though Merna wasn’t moving. He reached for her hand, and prised her fingers apart. The fingers that gripped a second Preben.
The shade closest to Farrell shifted its head, baring its fangs. Farrell froze, mouth open, and for a moment his chest stilled as he stopped breathing. The shade brought up one arm, the same one that it had used to strike Ryann, and it flexed its fingers, clicking its claws.
The other shade moved away from the door. Only a half-step, but it freed up some space behind, maybe enough for Brice.
Brice caught Farrell’s eye, then looked from the Preben in Merna’s hand to the shade closest to Farrell.
<‍Crazy,‍> he heard Farrell say to himself. But the man nodded, and started to ease the weapon from Merna’s hand.
The shade closest to Farrell hissed again, and the one in front of Brice turned, just a fraction.
Brice lunged, bringing the knife down with a yell. It sunk into the base of the creature’s head, easily sliding through the layer of cloth, and the blade struck against something solid. He pushed, one foot against the wall, and forced the blade in deeper.
The shade shrieked, and claws reached round, raking at Brice. But he pushed harder, both with his arm and with his foot, and he felt the creature shift forwards.
At the same time there was a soft thump, and the head of the other shade exploded, showering Brice with sticky flesh and bone. The decapitated shade staggered, then collapsed.
But Brice lost sight of this as the shade he clung to spun violently. He gripped tight to the knife handle, and pushed with his feet, both of them on the wall now. He cried out as the wound in his leg reopened, and he felt the shade shudder. It collapsed on the ground, Brice on top of it.
He couldn’t let go. He wouldn’t allow this one to get away from him.
We’ve been here before, Ryann thought. We beat that one, and we can do it again.
The shade Brice was trying to pin to the floor was strong, and he was struggling. One trouser leg grew darker with what could only be blood, and he also bled from his arm. His grimace told her that he was in pain.
But he clung on. The beast writhed, and the cloth covering its body started to dislodge itself. This wasn’t something wearing clothes‌—‌and she pushed thoughts of Cathal down, until she had time to process them. No, this was someone wrapped in cloth.
And cloth could be torn and ripped.
Ryann scrambled, reaching out with her hands. She grabbed the first bit of material her fingers found, and she gripped it tight and pulled against the thrashing shade. There was a rip, and she dropped the cloth then grabbed another bit, tearing this along its length. Brice pushed down harder with that knife, opening the wound on the beast’s neck.
There was movement to the other side of Brice, and Ryann heard more ripping. She looked up, and Ronat gave her a smile as she too ripped the shade’s cloth away.
The exposed flesh writhed and bubbled, wispy smoke rising with the stench of burning.
The shade grew frantic. It flailed its arms, the claws only just missing Ronat’s head. It cried out, the sound piercing Ryann and making her stomach churn. And it jerked more and more.
Then it threw itself over, onto its back. Brice’s knife slipped from the wound‌—‌now a gaping hole‌—‌and slid down the creature’s rear. He screamed out, maybe.
And when Ryann grabbed the cloth, it came free in her hands. The edge was straight where Brice’s knife had cut it.
The shade’s cry grew more intense, and to Ryann it was as if there were different voices, different beings inside the beast. The shriek intensified as its hide started to blister and to pop.
It was only a matter of time before the twitching stopped, and all that was left was the thing’s charred remains under a cloud of rancid mist.
Ryann collapsed, sitting on the cold floor. She pulled in deep, long breaths while her heart still hammered in her chest.
Brice wiped his hands down his trousers, leaving dark streaks. He turned to her. “This is becoming a habit.”
She nodded. “Twice is enough, though.”
“Two times too many.”
Not a joke, but it made her smile.
<‍You all okay?‍>Keelin sussed. <‍They both dead?‍>
Ryann glanced at the decapitated shade, then reached over and tore its cloth apart. The skin started to bubble and burn straight away.
<‍Just making sure. Yes, both dead. It’s safe to open the inner door now.‍>
<‍Good, because I need your help.‍> The door slid open. <‍We’ve got another problem.‍>






Keelin held the Hermes steady, just out of range of the shades. She watched them through the sensors, raging under the craft. Some jumped, great leaps that sent them soaring into the air, but it was not enough. Others climbed and seemed to consider a leap, but Keelin had her baby positioned in the centre of the pod. And others fought, their appetite driving them to take blood wherever they could. If a shade fell, others would crowd in, tearing it apart with claws and teeth.
The sight made Keelin’s stomach turn, and she itched to take the Hermes higher. But she couldn’t.
<‍What’s happening?‍>Ryann sounded exhausted. Keelin checked the sensor in the Hermes’ hold. Most people sat or lay on the floor. Ryann was one of the few still on her feet.
<‍The doors aren’t opening,‍> Keelin replied, and then realised how vague that sounded. <‍I should be able to retract the roof doors remotely, but they’re not responding.‍>
Ryann hung her head. <‍You couldn’t access the lights either, right?‍> Then she looked across the hold. <‍Piran, anything you can do?‍>
He shook his head. <‍Weak signal, but it looks like something’s blocking the system anyway.‍>
Keelin watched Ryann’s head move, to the figure in the corner, the one with his hands bound to his back. Ryann walked over and gave him a kick. Daman looked up.
“Not me,” he said. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
Ryann waved a hand towards Murdoch. “But he does,” she said. “He’s a tech, isn’t he? And he spent long enough on that terminal back in the rec hall. What did he do, Daman?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
And then Ryann was in front of him, in his face. She grabbed the lapels of his jacket and pulled his face close to hers. When she spoke, Keelin only just heard the words. “Tell me what he did.”
“I‌…‌I don’t know. It was too technical.”
Ryann twisted her hands, and Daman was on the floor. Keelin heard the thud, and then the grunt when Ryann kicked him. She turned away, then spun back to him, a boot raised. He flinched, and she held the boot in the air.
Then she lowered it to the floor.
“You’re sick,” she said. “We should have left you out there with those things. You admire them so much, it’s only right that you should be with them.”
Daman stared at her, not answering. Keelin thought he was trembling, although that could have been a dodgy feed.
“You want us to land?” Ryann said, and Keelin saw people turning to her, mouths open. “You think we should let you off?”
Daman shook his head in small, jerky movements.
Keelin dived into the system, and sent a ‘door open’ request. But that was a dummy, and as she sent that request she darted to the corners of the system, to the back door she knew had to exist. If Murdoch had broken in, that would have been his route.
And she found the lock he’d installed.
<‍Piran, you able to access this?‍> She sent him the data she had.
<‍That’s one hell of a lock,‍> he sussed after a pause. <‍Might be able to crack it, but it’ll probably take hours.‍>
<‍Murdoch would have the key, right?‍>
Ryann crossed the hatch and knelt by Murdoch, placing a hand at the back of his neck, joining with his lattice’s focal node. <‍If he does, it’s buried. He’s out cold. No way to bring him out at the moment.‍>Then, <‍How long can we hover like this?‍>
Keelin understood what Ryann meant. <‍It’s not good on power. Fifteen minutes, and I’ll have to start conserving or we’ll never reach Metis.‍>
In the sensor, Keelin saw Brice race from the hold. Ryann watched him, and seemed about to say something.
<‍Any way of breaking through the roof?‍> Piran asked.
<‍We’d never make it.‍> They’d most likely end up with a power outage, and the Hermes dropping to the ground. If they survived the fall, the lack of power would allow the shades to storm the craft.
Brice burst into the bridge, bringing with him a smell that made her want to gag. Some of it was the Deck‌—‌grease, oil and the like ‌—‌but Keelin caught sweat and‌…‌and blood. His face was red, and there were blotches of something in his hair, dark and congealed.
He stood next to her and pointed at one of the screens. She still had it playing the view from outside.
“Isn’t there an over-ride? Sure I remember something about a back-up, in case auxiliary power went.”
Keelin nodded. “Up in the tower.” The glass-fronted room was off to one side, and the shadows were deep over that side of the pod. She looked to the ground, to the shades that still ran around. “But we’d have to get someone over there.”
“How close can you fly us?”
Keelin pulled up the pod stats and ran them through a quick scenario. “Possibly two metres. Won’t be able to hold that position for long, though.”
“You won’t need to. Just a minute or so.”
<‍No. It’s suicide.‍> Ryann’s voice in Keelin’s head came as a surprise, until she remembered that the sensor in the hold was still set to two-way.
“No it’s not,” Brice said. “I can make it that far, even without my lattice. The Hermes has an emergency hatch, right? Up on the roof? I use that‌—‌you get close enough, I jump to the tower, open that roof, then jump back.”
“But you don’t know where the over-ride is.”
“Then show me. Bring up the schematics, or an image. Or something.”
<‍Tell him he’s not doing it. Nobody leaves the safety of this Hermes.‍>
“What safety?” Brice looked up to the sensor at the rear of the bridge as he spoke, as if Ryann was there. “We lose power, and we go down. That’s not safe. We have to get out of here.”
And Keelin realised he was answering Ryann. He’d heard her suss. His lattice was back on.
Brice smiled at her. “My lattice is still screwed. It just lets me hear stuff.” Almost like he’d heard her thoughts.
<‍But what about the shades?‍> Ryann sussed. <‍The minute you get on the control room roof, they’ll come for you.‍>
He shook his head. “I don’t think so. They don’t see me.” Brice looked like he needed some kind of response to that, but what could she do apart from laugh in his face? “I made it round the side of Haven in the dark, didn’t I? It’s like they have a blind spot where I’m concerned.” He turned to look at the sensor again. “And honestly, we don’t have any other options.”
<‍No harm in showing him how to use the over-ride, though,‍>Keelin sussed, and wasn’t surprised when Brice smiled.
<‍He’s not going, though.‍> But Ryann didn’t sound too convincing now.
Keelin called up a couple of images and threw them onto secondary screens.
“That’s the view of the panel,” she told Brice. “The cover has a manual lock on a keypad, set to names. Everyone in Haven.” She stopped before telling him too much. He didn’t need to know how it was only activated if the main power was down, or if other criteria were met. “When it opens, you’ll see this.” She waved a hand at the second image. “Everything’s labelled.”
“And that’s all there is to it?”
“That’s it.”
<‍No! It’s never going to work. Piran, get to work on cracking that lock.‍>
<‍Already on it, but it’s tough. No idea how long it will take. That Murdoch guy really knows his stuff.‍>
Brice put a hand on Keelin’s shoulder, and she shuddered. That was the first physical contact she’d had in far too long, and it scared her.
Because it might be a goodbye.
“This isn’t a goodbye,” he said. “I’ll be back. Just get your baby as close to the tower as you can. You do your job, and I’ll do mine.”
<‍Brice, this is an order! Don’t go out there.‍>
He smiled. “Let’s show her she’s wrong.”
Then he stood, and faced the sensor again. “And Ryann‌—‌I know you don’t want to lose anyone else, but if I don’t do this, you lose everyone.”
He ran from the bridge, and Keelin pulled power into the engines. The Hermes crept across the pod, towards the control room.
<‍Just make sure you come back,‍> Ryann sussed.






Brice raced to the emergency hatch and threw it open. After the brightness within the Hermes, the Deck was dim and cold.
He climbed out, his eyes scanning the roof of the craft. Panels dipped at the edges, and when Brice stood he kept his knees bent, and his centre of gravity low. Even with Keelin holding the Hermes steady, the metal under his feet vibrated.
She swung the Hermes round, side-on to the tower. The roof was a flat slab, an ideal landing point.
Two meters. It hardly sounded like anything, but there was a chasm between the Hermes and the tower. He peered down, to the moving shadows beneath. A smell wafted up from below‌—‌the stink of the shades, with the hint of blood. It sickened him, and he gulped, swallowing vomit. If he didn’t make this jump, he was dead.
So he had to make it.
Brice took a step back, then another. Three. Four. He rocked on his legs, swinging his arms by his sides. He looked across the chasm, and visualised his landing‌—‌how he’d bend his knees and reach down low, using his hands to steady himself. He felt the way his legs would pound, and how his muscles would ache. The wound in his leg throbbed‌—‌he’d have to power through that. It didn’t matter if it collapsed when he landed, just as long as he made the distance.
And then he ran. Four steps. On the fourth he dipped and pushed, as hard as he could. He flung his arms forward, reaching out.
For a moment Brice was flying.
Then he hit the roof, and his knees buckled. He staggered, both hands thrust forward, just as he’d visualised.
He’d made it.
Brice turned and waved, certain that Keelin would be watching from at least one sensor. Then he opened the hatch and headed down.
The kin were all around. Some were without energy, lifeless husks either fought over or discarded. Others raged, their hunger unsated, fighting amongst themselves. The air was thick with traces of blood, mainly weak and diluted, but it promised more to come. Cathal fought the desire to feed.
The craft was in the air, drifting across the pod. Some of the kin still jumped up, as if they stood a chance of catching it. As if they could to pull it back down.
But Cathal knew the Hermes was not leaving. There was no night sky overhead. There was no rain and no wind.
His family were not yet safe.
<‍We did well?‍> Car stood in front of Cathal, and Cathal could sense the blood around his mouth, and the warmth that flowed inside. He had feasted, but Cathal did not ask on what or on whom. Car was in control of himself.
And Ap Owen was there, too. He was less in control, and Cathal knew he’d lost himself to the feeding a few times. But he didn’t frenzy now. He kept his urges within.
Cathal turned his attention to the craft. It hovered next to the tower, almost close enough to touch. A feeling of pride bubbled up‌—‌one of his old crew was piloting that thing, and look how expertly they handled it.
<‍We did well.‍>Cathal reached inside, to memories of this place. If the Hermes was to leave, the roof needed to retract. They needed someone in the tower. <‍But we have not finished yet.‍>
He walked, shoving aside any of the kin who got in his way. He detected movement on the roof of the craft, a familiar trace climbing out. Brice hesitated, his trace sweet with fear and sour with sweat, and then he jumped.
And Cathal felt another trace, racing round the edge of the Deck. Nyle. He was running a course that would intercept with the tower ladder. Shaela and Galvyn followed close behind.
<‍Fresh food!‍> Nyle cried out, and it caught the attention of the rest of the kin. Many of them paused in their pointless squabbles and turned to Nyle and his lieutenants.
<‍There is one up above. If we stop him, the others will be forced down. We can still have our feast.‍>
Cathal started to run now. <‍Car, Ap Owen‌—‌to the tower, as quick as you can.‍>
The kin were moving towards Nyle, some slowly but a few racing. Nyle ran fast, but he was making his way around equipment, and that made his movements erratic.
Cathal broke into a steady, rapid pace, with Ap Owen to one side and Car to the other. They moved faster than Nyle, slashing their way through the kin who refused to move from their path. Cathal pushed harder, legs pounding.
<‍He’s mine!‍> Nyle sprinted forward, leaping on top of a couple of crates. He jumped, grabbing the ladder half-way up. Galvyn followed him. Shaela stayed on the ground, urging the kin to come closer.
Cathal pushed harder, legs pounding. One of the kin stumbled, pushed on by Car, and it fell. Without breaking his stride, Cathal bounded over it.
They reached the ladder and Cathal grabbed it.
<‍Car, Ap Owen. Deal with Shaela. Don’t let the kin up here.‍>
Then he started to climb, racing up the rungs.
The tower was dark, the only light filtering in through the window that looked out onto the Deck. The grey mass of the Hermes hung in the air, a couple of lights blinking on its hull and the three arcs, on the far side of the craft, still burning sol.
Brice placed a hand on the cold glass and leaned forward, looking up. Metal struts lined the Deck’s roof. Looking down, he saw the shades. Maybe they were heading his way, but that might have been his imagination.
The control desk was in front of him, unlit and still. To one edge was the panel Keelin had shown him. He slid it to one side, revealing the keypad and a blinking cursor on a screen. He tapped in his name.
The screen blinked, and a second screen glowed into life. Icons appeared, like a control panel, and numbers sprung to life, some changing while others remained static. Brice ignored them. Just like the image Keelin had shown him, everything was labelled‌—‌running his finger softly over an icon showed a pop-up caption. He found the ‘retract roof’ control three from the left, top row, and he held his finger down. The symbol flashed.
Brice almost expected nothing to happen. The way technology was going wrong for him‌—‌for everyone‌—‌it wouldn’t have surprised him if the panel had exploded, or if a sudden shock from his screwy lattice sent him crashing into the rear wall. But it didn’t. The icon glowed orange, and Brice heard and felt a deep rumbling.
He looked out of the window, to the roof. It seemed to vibrate, and a crack appeared in the middle, running the whole width of the pod. Slowly, the two sides of the roof crawled back, revealing the night sky.
Rain poured in, shimmering as it hit the Hermes. Clouds rolled past the widening opening. Brice almost believed he could hear the roar of the wind.
And there was another noise, behind him. A soft click.
He turned.
The door to the tower eased open, and the stink of decay rushed in.
Keelin watched through the sensors. She saw Brice leap across to the control room roof, and then disappear down the hatch. Then she saw him at the window of the room itself.
She dropped the Hermes, ready for him to return. Because he would. He’d said so. He’d open the doors, and then he’d jump back onto her baby. Then they’d fly away, off to Metis.
<‍How’s he doing?‍> Ryann sounded nervous.
<‍In place. Looks confused. No, I think he’s got to the controls.‍>Keelin scanned above the Hermes. <‍He’s done it! Doors opening.‍>
Ryann didn’t reply, but Keelin checked the feed from the sensors in the hold. People cheered and smiled, and a few slapped one another on their backs.
She looked up again, into the storm. The rain hammered down, streaking her vision, looking almost alive in the lights from the Deck. But they’d pass through that soon enough. Out to the sea, then angle up and fire the boosters. Break free from grav-pull, and up into orbit. Then angle towards Metis, drift over and dock. Piece of cake.
Keelin thought the rain was heavy, but then she realised it was more than that. Amongst the constant rapid-fire of water were solid thunks that echoed through the Hermes’ outer hull. Peering through the downpour, she could make out black shapes.
<‍Shades on the roof,‍> she reported. <‍They’re jumping down.‍>
<‍Jumping?‍>
<‍They’re landing on us.‍>
<‍Brice?‍>
Keelin looked through the window again. She saw his back. He wasn’t moving.
She focused in, at what he faced.
<‍He’s got company.‍>
Brice knew this thing before him. He knew its name, when it was human.
Nyle’s lips twisted in a grotesque smile as he approached. There was blood on his claws and on his chin, spreading through the cloth that covered his face. Well, covered everything but his mouth. And that was open again, sending rancid breath Brice’s way.
Nyle stepped forward. He raised one arm, a claw aimed at Brice.
<‍You!‍>
The Nyle-creature wanted to talk. That was good. That would give Brice time‌—‌for what, he didn’t know, but any time was a bonus.
“You know me, Nyle,” he said. “You rescued us.”
<‍Yes. Rescued you, and ended up like this!‍>
The words hissed in Brice’s mind. This wasn’t like normal sussing. This was more like feeling someone’s inner dialogue, but again it was different to how he heard others. This went deeper, to their thoughts. And Nyle’s were black and twisted.
“I’m sorry. It wasn’t fair.”
<‍Sorry? Why be sorry?‍>
“If you hadn’t come to rescue us, you wouldn’t have been bitten. You wouldn’t have changed.”
<‍And I would not have become what I am now. Stronger. Faster. Better. You did me a favour. And now, I should repay you.‍>
Nyle was faster and stronger‌—‌that was obvious. And he blocked the door, Brice’s only way out.
The beast that had been a pilot spread his arms out, flexing his fingers and stretching his claws.
<‍I’m going to enjoy this. And when I’ve emptied you, I’m going to get all your pathetic, weak friends.‍>
Brice turned. He knew he shouldn’t put his back to Nyle, but he needed to see how far Keelin had taken the Hermes.
The craft still hung there, slightly lower than before. Ready for him to jump back.
There was a sensor on the part of the Hermes directly in front of the window. He’d talked to Keelin through it, under an hour ago, or maybe longer. He didn’t know.
Water cascaded down the side of the craft, but he focused on the spot where the sensor sat, and he mouthed one word.
Go.
There were two images in the glass now‌—‌the craft, and his own reflection. He looked grey and drawn, and distorted. There were dark splashes on his clothes and on his face.
He mouthed that same word. Go.
In the reflection, Nyle appeared over his shoulder. The shade stepped closer, hissing softly. The sound was almost a purr, like Nyle was already savouring the moment he’d end Brice’s life.
<‍Brice has trouble,‍> Keelin managed to suss to Ryann.
<‍Details.‍>
<‍A shade. One of the infected.‍>
<‍It can see him?‍>
Of course Brice wasn’t invisible to them. <‍Yes. Wait. He’s turning. Hell, that thing’s right behind him! He’s trying to say something. I think he is. I can’t patch in to the tower sensors to hear.‍>
Brice shouted‌—‌Keelin could tell by the way his neck stretched‌—‌as he looked straight at the sensor. And then he waved an arm and pointed up. His message was unmistakable.
<‍He wants us to go!‍>
There were more thuds on the roof.
<‍We can’t leave him,‍> Ryann sussed.
The roof was fully retracted now. Keelin used the Hermes’ upper sensors and saw the shades on her craft. Brice would never get through them all.
Keelin ran her mind over the craft’s controls, pulling away from the tower. Just for a moment. Just while she sorted out the vermin grabbing a free ride.
<‍Hold on.‍>
She tilted the Hermes, a violent forty degree lurch to starboard. Then the same to port.
In the hold, people fell. And on the roof, some of the shades slipped off, plummeting into the shadows. But many more clung on. And others jumped down to replace the ones that had fallen.
Keelin read the power data. Hovering like this was leaking energy. She couldn’t hold on much longer.
<‍We need to go.‍>
She couldn’t believe she’d just said that.
<‍Brice?‍>
Keelin looked, but she’d drifted too far from the control room to see clearly. There was movement, fast and blurred. And there was something on the roof of the tower too.
<‍I don’t know. See for yourself.‍> She pushed the sensor connection through to Ryann.
Keelin threw the Hermes about again, but the shades were getting canny. They grabbed on tight, and only a few fell.
She felt their weight, even without linking to the haptic sensory system. They pushed down on her, and with each thud she felt her heart plummet, like she was being pushed back towards the ground. And if the Hermes landed, it would never take off again.
<‍We have to go.‍>
It was the only thing to do.
In the hold feed, Ryann closed her eyes. Her chest rose as she took a deep breath.
<‍Do what you have to, Kee.‍>
Her lenses blurring with tears, Keelin pushed power to the anti-gravs and took the Hermes out of Haven.
Nyle’s breath was cold on his neck. This close, Brice could smell blood over the thing’s normal foul reek.
<‍But this is too easy! Are you so keen for me to feed?‍>
Brice knew he wasn’t getting out of here. But Keelin could, along with the others.
The Hermes backed away, the distance from the tower to the craft growing, now too far to jump. Then it tilted violently, and something fell from it. Brice thought it might have been the Hermes falling apart, but as more things fell, Keelin pulled the craft up higher, towards the retracted roof. Now Brice saw the whole Hermes, rain falling from it like a blanket.
And in the reflection, Nyle swept a clawed hand round and opened his mouth as he brought his fangs down to Brice’s neck.






Ryann let her head fall forward as the Hermes rose. She didn’t join in the sounds of relief around her.
She’d failed. First Cathal, then Tris, and now Brice. Apart from herself, only Keelin remained from their old crew.
Her stomach clenched with a silent sob.
“You okay, Ryann?” A hand rested on her shoulder, and she turned to see Piran, crouched by her side. He genuinely looked concerned.
She nodded. “We’re free.” But she’d left a part of herself behind. She’d never be totally free.
“You did the best you could,” Piran said, and Ryann wondered if things were that obvious. “If it hadn’t been for you, I don’t think any of us would have got out. Thank you.”
“I just did what I had to.” Like leaving Brice. Like failing to stop Daman throw Arela to the shades. Like allowing Lynet to stand instead of pulling her back down. Like letting Ula think she could face off against Daman.
And that man was at the heart of all these problems. If it wasn’t for him, they’d all be safe in Metis by now.
And if it wasn’t for those Daman worked for, the shades would never have existed.
She should have thrown Daman to the shades when she had the chance. She should have used his own Preben to wipe that smug look off his face for good.
But she’d been weak.
Ryann glanced round. There was still blood on the floor. Blood on her hands.
It should be covering Daman. He should be drowning in it.
And she realised something was missing.
“Where’s Daman?”
Piran looked to the corner, where Daman had been cowering. “Sure he was here. Anyone see him go?”
A sea of shaking heads.
<‍Keelin, you locked in up there?‍>
There was a pause, and Ryann’s heart skipped a beat. But then the pilot responded.
<‍I am now. Wh…why?‍>
She knew what Keelin would be thinking. Deja-vu. Another shade hiding on the craft.
<‍Daman’s run off. I don’t trust him.‍>
<‍Hold on‍> Keelin paused for a moment. <‍Got him. Connecting you now.‍>
Ryann linked the connection to her lenses, and looked down on a corridor. She pulled up a schematic of the Hermes, just to make sure.
Daman, his hands now free, was walking aft-wards.
Ryann looked to the corner where he had been cowering. She saw cord, the cord they’d used to tie his hands. At a glance, it looked like it had been cut with a knife.
They’d never checked him thoroughly. They’d been too intent on reaching the Hermes.
Another mistake on her part.
<‍Where’s he going?‍>
<‍Only things back there are the engines and Jettison.‍>
Ryann was on her feet, running. <‍He’s either going to attempt to escape or screw us over again.‍> She didn’t want him doing either.
<‍Getting close to the water, Ryann,‍>Keelin sussed, and for a moment Ryann failed to see the relevance. <‍I’ll be boosting in about a minute.‍>
<‍Understood.‍>
If Daman screwed the engines, they’d never be able to boost.
She almost slipped rounding the corner. And Daman was in front of her, by Jettison. His hand rose to the control panel.
So his plan was escape. Self-preservation. Of course.
“Hold it!”
He stopped and turned. His eyes darted about, his whole face twitching. He looked like a cornered animal. And that made him dangerous.
“Don’t come any closer!” Daman raised his hand, and Ryann saw the object he held.
She couldn’t remember when she’d dropped her Preben, or what happened to the one Farrell had.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“You can’t win. You’re dead, whatever you do. They’ll never let you go. You’ve seen too much.” He laughed. “I tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen. I said Angelis would never get off Haven, and I was right about that. So you have to listen to me. You’ll never make it. You know too much.”
There was a sheen of sweat on his brow, and his jacket was covered in dark stains. His hand shook, so much that Ryann knew he could squeeze the trigger at any moment, whether he intended to or not.
“So what are you doing?” Ryann kept her voice calm, and brought her hands up in surrender.
“I’m not staying with you. I’m going.”
“Where?” She didn’t look at the hatch to Jettison.
“Anywhere. Your little girl got this Hermes working, right? Jettisons are tough. I can hold out until Kaiahive come to get me. And they will. They’ll look after me. They have to. Because I’m important.”
Also delusional, Ryann thought. And very, very scared. It was like he was more scared of the company than he was of the shades.
“We’re going back to Metis, Daman. Safety. You won’t need to wait for them to rescue you.”
It surprised Ryann that she was trying to placate this man she hated. Why didn’t she simply let him go? He’d be out of her life, and she could forget how he screwed everything up. She might even forget how he murdered so many of her friends.
But she’d never forget, would she? And if he went free, she’d never forgive herself. He had to face what he’d done. The company had to punish him.
<‍Don’t let him open Jettison!‍> Keelin’s voice. Ryann had forgotten she was still linked.
<‍I don’t intend to let him escape.‍>
<‍It’s not that. It’s‌…‌you can’t let anyone open the door to Jettison.‍> There was an edge to Keelin’s voice, and Ryann knew she was terrified.
Daman brought the weapon up high. “But I can still do my job. I can do what I should have done straight away. You know too much, and you’re a danger to them. They won’t let you go free. I can help them. I can get rid of their problem. They’ll thank me for it.”
He half-turned back to Jettison’s hatch and rested his free hand on the panel.
“I’ll do it. You have to believe me.”
“I do.” Because he was even more on edge than he was back in the rec hall.
<‍What’s the problem, Kee?‍>
<‍Jettison‌…‌it’s compromised.‍>
<‍Explain.‍>
<‍I couldn’t fix it. There’s a breach in the hull.‍>
So even if Daman climbed in, he wasn’t going anywhere.
“Let the company deal with me, Daman. When we get to Metis. But you don’t need to do anything rash.”
Daman shook his head, droplets of sweat flying. “This isn’t rash. This is what I should have done. It would have been so easy, too. A little accident, and goodbye Harris. I wanted to. But Kollias said that wasn’t the way to do things. We needed to work by the book.” He snorted. “Look where that got him. And look where it got us.”
“Where did it get us, Daman?” She hated the sound of his name, but it might calm him. It might make him relaxed enough that he didn’t shoot her by accident.
“Where? Where you die and I escape.”
<‍The breach isn’t the problem,‍> Keelin sussed. <‍I can pull up some of the internal sensors and‌…‌one of them got in.‍>
The words pulled the air from Ryann’s lungs, and her whole body twitched.
Daman smiled.
“That’s right,” he said, his snarl crooked now. “I’m going to kill you, Harris, like I should have done from the start. I tried feeding you to them, but you were too cowardly for that, weren’t you? Always hiding behind others. Pathetic! You’re too weak to live. I’ll kill you. I’ll devour your life, you stupid woman.”
He was delusional. Ryann saw it, how he was almost enamoured with the shades, and how he, too, wanted to absorb the energy of others. But where they drank the blood of their victims, Daman simply wanted to spill as much of it as possible.
And there was a shade in Jettison.
It would be hungry.
<‍How soon until we boost?‍> she asked Keelin, her lattice diverting her adrenaline and leaving her mind calm.
<‍Any moment now.‍>
Daman made a strangled sound that must have been a laugh, and the Preben jerked in his hand. The black hole of the barrel drew Ryann in.
She forced her attention to the door behind him. Daman could have so easily opened it already, but he wanted this confrontation. He wanted to feel power over her.
But she was stronger. He hid behind his weapon.
And she had a weapon of her own.
<‍When I make my move,‍> she sussed to Keelin, <‍boost.‍>
<‍What move?‍>
<‍You’ll know.‍>
She smiled. Daman’s face twitched, and she made her smile broader. Her chest shuddered with a silent laugh.
“You think this is funny? You think I won’t kill you? What, you think you’re better than those other useless bitches?”
Daman had only shot women, and that fit his character. Even with a weapon, he went for those he perceived as weaker.
But all of them had stood up to him. Even Lynet had overcome her terror to make a stand.
And Ryann was just as strong.
This time, she laughed out loud, enjoying the flash of confusion and‌—‌yes‌—‌panic in his face. “You deserve to die,” she said, because it was true.
She threw herself forward.
In her mind, and in her lattice, she’d planned the movements. She knew that she needed to be to one side. Her shoulder had to strike Daman at the same time as her hand hit Jettison’s control panel.
There was an empty click as Daman pulled the trigger.
Daman’s shocked face grew large, and his breath stank. Ryann bent her neck, and as her shoulder hit his chest, her head crunched against his node.
Her hand found the control panel, and an alarm rung as Jettison opened.
Daman screamed as Ryann’s momentum knocked him backwards, and he pulled away from her. She saw his arms flail and, in the shadows behind him, a shape moved. The air pulled at her as it was sucked from the Hermes, but the stench of decay and death still managed to push forward.
Ryann pressed the control panel, and the hatch sealed.
The Hermes shuddered, and Ryann realised they were near-vertical.
<‍Watch,‍> Keelin said, and Ryann was plugged directly into Jettison’s internal sensors.
Daman fell back, and the shade closed its arms around him. He screamed, pure terror on his face, and with one arm still free he brought the Preben round. Ryann watched as he squeezed the trigger once, twice, too many times to count.
And nothing happened. He’d grabbed the Preben she’d been using. The one that was out of pellets.
Daman yelled, as the creature opened its mouth and thrust its fangs down into the man’s neck. Daman wailed, and a spray of blood erupted.
Then the shade sucked greedily.
But Jettison was twisting and turning. Data streamed across Ryann’s lenses, and she saw the view through the gaping hole in the escape capsule. The sky was dark, but it swirled, and every now and then she saw reflections of the water, then trees.
The shade feasted and Daman squirmed, the two of them locked together, like they were made for each other. And as Jettison jerked about, air ripped across their bodies. But the shade never let Daman go.
Then, like a pellet being fired from a Preben, they were gone. Ryann saw them shoot through the hole, still linked together. They fell into the darkness, lost in the clouds.
Ryann smiled.
<‍You okay, Ryann?‍>
<‍Never felt better,‍> she sussed. <‍But I’ll feel even better when we’re on Metis.‍>
She hoped that was true.






Brice threw himself to one side, away from the fangs at his throat. Claws grazed his shoulders. He hit the ground hard.
Nyle hissed and turned, slowly, like this was a game. He still bared his fangs, but to Brice it looked like he was trying to smile.
<‍So you’re quick.‍> The two holes where his nose should be twitched with a snuffling sound. <‍But are you quick enough?‍>
Brice grimaced as he pushed with his legs, sliding his back up the wall. Blood from the wound stuck his trousers to his flesh. His arm throbbed.
Nyle crouched, hissing, arms out and claws aimed at Brice. They caught the light, glinting despite the gore that covered them.
<‍Stop!‍>
This voice was different. It was still guttural and harsh, but it had a rounded edge. It sounded almost familiar. And there was a taste in the air, one Brice had sensed earlier.
Nyle spun. Another shade stood in the doorway.
“Cathal?”
The thing that had been Cathal didn’t pay any attention to Brice. Instead, it stepped closer to Nyle.
<‍Leave him.‍>
Nyle crouched, ready for the fight. <‍You want him for yourself?‍>
<‍Let him go.‍>
The sound that came from Nyle’s throat might have been a laugh, but it chilled Brice. <‍Can’t you smell his blood? It already leaks from his pathetic body. You would let that go? Oh, the aroma is so rich and strong! Think of the ecstasy!‍>
Cathal turned to Brice. His fingers twitched, claws clacking together. Cathal’s back bent as he crouched, and his mouth opened, drool pooling then falling from his lips. Cathal’s fangs protruded, just as deadly as Nyle’s.
And Brice realised they could both see him, or sense him, or whatever they did. He was not invisible to the infected.
Nyle turned his head towards Brice, his nostrils flaring. His head dipped, like he was looking at Brice’s leg. The blood already stained his trousers. Then Nyle’s voice came to Brice, although the words were clearly for Cathal.
<‍Yes. You know you want him. That is why you came. You followed the food. You think your silly blood packs are any substitution for the real thing?‍>
Cathal moved closer to Brice, and Nyle stood to one side, as if letting Cathal take the first attack.
Brice curled his fingers round the moulded handle of his knife. The creature took a step closer, its stink washing over Brice, its mouth opening wider, in a sickening grin.
No. Not it. He.
“Cathal.” Brice said the name quietly. His arm shook where he gripped the knife so hard.
And Cathal stopped. He turned to Nyle.
<‍I am stronger than that. I am not an animal.‍>
<‍Then you are no better than him.‍>
Nyle lunged. His arm straightened, and outstretched claws stabbed towards Brice.
But Cathal was faster. He powered from the side, sending Nyle crashing into the control panel.
Brice couldn’t follow what happened after that. Nyle and Cathal spun and twisted, claws slashed and fangs snapped. They hissed and grunted. The stench, full of decay and anger, flowed round the room.
One of them was thrown to the window, and it cracked, a line running ragged from corner to corner. Brice couldn’t tell who it was, because they threw themselves forward in a blur, pushing their opponent onto a chair, smashing it to pieces.
<‍Get out of here!‍>
Cathal’s words came sharp and quick. Neither beast turned to Brice, but the words must have come from the one standing. Nyle rolled off the broken chair, and Cathal stabbed down, his claws digging deep into Nyle’s thigh. Nyle screamed, and brought his mouth forward, fangs extended, towards Cathal. But Cathal slammed his head forward, into Nyle’s mouth, pushing the fangs back and forcing Nyle’s jaw to open wider.
<‍Run!‍>
Cathal crashed into Nyle again, and they became a mass of flailing limbs and angry grunts.
Brice sheathed his knife and ran.
The door was open, and he raced into the stairwell. For a moment he didn’t know which way to go, then he remembered the Hermes rising free from the pod. But that was only Keelin keeping the craft away from trouble. She’d be waiting. If he could reach the roof of the pod itself, she’d pick him up.
He raced up the rungs, to the tower’s roof. But there was no point stopping‌—‌the Hermes was gone. Brice carried on, towards the emergency hatch.
And something grabbed his ankle.
He looked down. A cloth-bound hand held him, the claws scraping against the rung. And beneath that he saw yellow fangs and a snarling snout. The hiss threw up breath that stank of rotten meat and fresh blood.
He felt the beast’s presence, just like he could still feel Cathal and Nyle in the room below. He knew that this was another of the infected. And it was hungry for him.
Brice gripped tight with his hands and brought his other foot round, slamming his boot down on the creature’s wrist. It cried out, but didn’t loosen its grip. Brice tried again, this time closer to the hand itself. And again. Each time the thing hissed, and each time the grip got tighter.
He let go with one hand, his other arm screaming in agony. But he needed to fight back. Brice reached for his knife, and pulled one leg higher. The beast pulled back, and Brice let himself stretch, bringing the knife down hard, aiming for the cloth-covered hand.
He struck, and the creature wailed in shock. For a moment the grip on his ankle loosened, and Brice pulled hard, ignoring the pain. He felt his boot slip past the claws.
But the creature was quick. It twisted, pushing upwards, and tightened its grip. This time claws dug in, and Brice yelled. The creature pulled, and Brice gripped the rungs with both hands.
His knife fell. It clattered onto the roof of the tower, close enough to the edge that the bounce sent it tumbling over.
His boot started to slip. The shade pulled harder, and Brice felt his foot moving to the edge of the rung. Then he saw another clawed hand swing round, grabbing the rung above his foot. The claws just missed his leg.
The beast was climbing.
The moment stretched out. The monster twisted its head. Rain swirled around, and Brice smelt the creature’s desperation and its hunger. It wanted him. He felt the yearning, almost like an emptiness in the pit of his own stomach. He knew it was only focused on one thing‌—‌fresh blood. Brice’s. It screamed in his head, but not in words.
And Brice knew this thing had no choice in its actions. It might have been human once, and the bite from a shade might have turned it into an animal, but at heart it was a machine, driven by the need to feed.
In that moment he pitied it.
His boot slipped closer to the edge of the rung, and the beast snarled. It brought its snout up, close to Brice’s own ankle, and opened its jaws wide. Brice pulled, straining his leg, even though he knew it was pointless. The grip was too tight.
The grip on his left ankle. But there was also a tightness round his right ankle. From the knife he’d strapped to it.
He felt the thing’s excitement as it lowered its head, its fangs grazing Brice’s trousers.
Brice let go of the rungs.
He pushed away, his boots slipping. As he fell, he brought his free boot down as hard as he could, on the beast’s head.
It yelped. Brice’s ankle twisted as it ripped from the shade’s grip.
He slammed into the roof of the tower, and his vision blurred. Bile rose, but he pushed it back, forcing himself to stand as the shade jumped down after him. Thoughts washed over him, of food getting away, of hunger and of loss.
Brice crouched, pulling the knife free from his ankle-sheath. He pushed away the pain that came from everywhere. Pain was only in the mind. He could rise above it. Even without a lattice to dull the agony, he was strong.
The shade circled, cutting Brice off from the ladder. He moved back a step, conscious of the edge of the roof.
Then the beast lunged.
Brice dodged to his left, and white-hot pain shot through his leg. It gave way, and he tumbled to the ground. His head slammed down, and nausea swirled through him.
It was only more pain.
He rolled away as the creature stumbled over him. One cloth-swaddled foot landed by Brice’s head, and he stabbed down with his knife.
The beast howled. There was a spurt of blood. Brice yanked the knife free as the foot was torn away from him.
The thing bled. It had fed recently, then. Yet it still wanted more.
The shade was on all fours, like an animal. For a moment it stopped moving, almost like it was unsure what to do.
Brice grasped the opportunity. He pushed forward, one hand on the ground, legs bent. He threw his arm up high, and brought his fist down with a scream.
The knife plunged in to the hilt.
The shade cried out, a scream that cracked and multiplied, and hit Brice like something physical. The thing’s emotions slammed into him, hot and angry.
Brice yanked the knife free, and blood flowed from the shade’s neck. Pushing himself upright, he brought the knife down again and again. Each time he struck, the creature staggered, wailing piteously.
The handle was wet now, and Brice gripped tighter, despite the burning in his arm. The air hung heavy with the coppery tang of blood.
The beast writhed. Its limbs collapsed, and it fell to the ground. And still Brice stabbed. His arm pistoned, like a machine, and he cried out each time he brought the knife down, each time he forced that blade into the creature’s flesh. The wounds merged, and Brice started to twist with each stab.
The creature howled, and Brice heard answering howls, like echoes from below. Too many to count.
Brice pulled back. The creature was on its elbows, its head fallen forward. Its body shook as it tried to marshal its remaining energy. But something was missing now. When its thoughts‌—‌or whatever they were‌—‌hit Brice they were disjointed, and he knew he’d cut some kind of link deep within, like he’d severed the connection between the beast’s mind and body.
It no longer thought in any rational way. It staggered towards Brice with a guttural growl.
This thing might have been human, but now it was something else. And it was dying.
It deserved to spend its final moments with its own kind.
The creature tried to bring its legs up, failed, and rolled onto its back. It pumped its limbs‌—‌Brice couldn’t think of them as arms and legs now, not when the thing had so little control‌—‌and claws raked through the air, cutting nothing.
Brice moved close and brought his foot round. He placed the sole of his boot against the creature’s side, and he pushed hard.
The thing was too close to the edge of the roof, and the floor was slippery with its blood.
As it fell, the thing’s thoughts swam through Brice; a moment of wonder and thrill, a deep terror, and an eternal hunger. Then there was an explosion of agony that was washed away by the cry of those waiting below.
The blood leaking from Brice’s wound called to Cathal, and he almost let it take him over. After all he’d been through, after all the fighting, he could do with replenishment. And young blood, especially from such an energy-rich source, was just what he needed.
But he couldn’t give in. He would remain strong.
Cathal slashed and struck out, each move calculated, each attack a part of a campaign. Nyle fought back, wild and angry.
And the fight felt good.
<‍I’m stronger than you,‍> Nyle repeated, and Cathal used that as an encouragement. Let his opponent tire himself out through words. Cathal would save his energy for when it was needed.
He launched more attacks, and Nyle countered, as Cathal knew he would. Some of Nyle’s attacks found their mark, and his claws raked against Cathal’s flesh. But he shut down the pain, and he fought back. Each time Nyle scored a hit, Cathal was in the perfect position to return the pain tenfold. And his opponent bled freely.
But Nyle was enraged, and his actions were growing hard to read. Cathal ducked, but Nyle shifted, and Cathal was slammed into the hard wall. But already he had one foot up, and he kicked against the wall, flying towards Nyle, slicing deeply into his brother’s flank. Nyle howled, and lashed out with a foot. A childish gesture. He was still fighting through reaction.
Cathal grabbed the ankle and twisted, bringing Nyle to the floor.
And then something flew past, outside the tower. It felt like a brother, although closer to the kin’s state of mind. Cathal caught the scream, and the excitement from below.
<‍One of yours?‍>Cathal focused over his head. There was still a trace, and it was alive. <‍Looks like he couldn’t stop Brice.‍>
Nyle shook with rage, anger and disbelief pouring from him. Cathal readied himself for the frenzied onslaught. Either that, or Nyle would race from the room to chase after Brice. But Cathal would stop him.
Instead, Nyle stood calmly. He growled, and his body twitched, but he retained his self-control. For a moment, Cathal was impressed.
<‍Your puppy got lucky.‍> Nyle threw that ‘puppy’ at Cathal like it was the worst insult he could think of. <‍But he won’t last.‍>
<‍Why not?‍>
Nyle snorted. <‍You need to ask? There’s one of him, and thousands of us.‍>
<‍I’ll protect him.‍>
Cathal didn’t know where that thought came from, but it felt right. The lad had been part of his crew, and he was still their commander.
Then Nyle made a sound, like a laugh, only twisted and harsh. <‍From all of us? How are you going to manage that? And for how long?‍>
<‍For as long as it takes.‍>
Nyle paused, and Cathal felt him probing, like fingers digging into his mind. Cathal forced up a wall and shut him out.
<‍You’ll need to feed.‍>
<‍I have the blood packs.‍>
<‍They won’t last forever. And you and him alone‌—‌there’s only one way that can end.‍>
<‍No.‍>
<‍Yes. Because it’s what you are. It’s what we are. We’re hunters and killers, because we are stronger.‍> Nyle moved forward, like he was ready to resume the fight. Blood dripped to the floor, each splash calling to Cathal. <‍Brice is alone, and he is nothing but food.‍>
<‍He is a person.‍> That felt weak.
<‍He is a creature we prey on. He has what we need.‍> There was an edge to Nyle’s thoughts now, and Cathal knew there was more going on under the surface. <‍We could capture him, and we could keep him. Imagine that, my brother! Instead of old chilled blood, we could have a fresh supply of the warm stuff. We keep him trapped, and we have his energy on tap, whenever we need it.‍>
And Cathal understood this, on a deep level. Brice didn’t need to die. Just like the bite from that original shade had not killed Cathal, so a bite to Brice need not be the end. He could keep Brice alive, and use him for food.
But one word stabbed at Cathal.
<‍We?‍>
<‍We are brothers. We don’t need to fight.‍>
And there was truth in this.
But not enough.
<‍I won’t feed from Brice. And neither will you.‍>
Nyle laughed. The sound was broken, but there was no disguising the disdain it held.
<‍You can’t protect him forever. I will track him down, and I will make him mine.‍> Nyle moved back a step, standing straight. <‍And then I’ll hunt you down, and show my crew what we do to those who betray their true nature.‍>
Cathal didn’t respond. He didn’t move as Nyle left the room. He opened his pores to the tastes in the air, and he followed Nyle’s trace as the monster headed down towards his kin.
Cathal pushed further, searching upwards now. He caught Brice’s trace, so unlike anything else. It was rich, yes, but there were other textures, and strange flavours. Maybe the lad was not so green now.
Other names rose, and Cathal welcomed them. Ryann, Keelin, Tris. Arela, and Kerwin. His crew and his friends, those he had lived and worked with. Before he changed and became their enemy.
But he couldn’t believe this to be true. Nyle was their enemy, but not Cathal.
He pulled in Brice’s trace once more, and then let it fade into the surrounding miasma. But he pushed the taste into his memory, where it sat, shining bright like a beacon, ready for him to follow and protect.
Brice leaned over the edge and peered into the dimness of the Deck. He saw the shades converge, swarming over the body of one of their own, feeding hungrily. He could sense them, but he could also sense Nyle and Cathal, directly beneath him. Their traces were angry and hot.
There were others, too, out in the forest beyond Haven.
Brice climbed the rungs and opened the hatch. Rain poured over him, and it felt wonderful. He tilted his head back, opening his mouth to catch as many drops as he could. The chill of the storm washed the agony from his body, the throbbing becoming shivers.
He climbed out, and stood on the roof of the pod, treading tenderly where his ankle still stung. There were no more shades up here, but he could see‌—‌or sense‌—‌them below, both inside and out.
And he looked to the sky. The clouds were dark, but towards the sea he saw lights, and when he focused saw how they were part of a hard shape. The Hermes. He watched as it tilted, and just for a moment there was a gap in the clouds, and the moon’s light came through. The Hermes glinted, and Brice imagined it was winking at him. Then there was a flare from its stern as the boosters kicked in, and it rose through the clouds, away from the moon’s glow. Away from Haven. Away from the shades.
Brice smiled. They were safe.
And he was still alive.
He turned slowly, taking in the pods of Haven, but the domes of his old home looked like burial mounds. This place had nothing more for Brice.
Beyond lay the forest. It swarmed with shades, but he knew that‌—‌to most of them‌—‌he was invisible. And he could taste them on the wind now. He could stay away from them. And the other beasts of the forest? Brice laughed inside. What were warths now? Nothing.
He smiled. It was good to laugh.
And there were hold-outs, places he could stay. Then there was the rim, far off in the distance. He could climb out of the basin. Or he could make for the sea, and investigate the shore-line.
So many options. So much to explore.
He took one last look to the sky. The lights of the Hermes were in the clouds now, hidden from view as they raced off to the safety of Metis. Brice silently wished them well, and said his goodbyes.
Then, hobbling, Brice climbed the ladder and walked away from Haven.



  
The two men sat in the same office, but they had no drinks this time. The older one frowned. “I thought you said there would be no problems.”
“I said the situation was contained.” The younger man shrugged. “It leaked. These things happen.”
“Only through incompetence.”
The younger man didn’t rise to the bait. “We can salvage it.”
“We’ve lost the anomaly.”
“Maybe.”
The older man raised one eyebrow, and the younger one continued. “There is no evidence of his removal from the situation, so there is still a chance he is out there.”
“Amongst all the subjects?”
“He’s survived this far. Maybe his similarities will protect him. Who knows?”
“And the others? What next.”
“The Hermes is on its way. Naturally, we let them dock.”
“Or maybe they have an accident. It would solve a lot of problems.”
The younger man shook his head. “They’ve opened up all channels. News would leak out. We can’t afford too many questions. We let them dock, treat them like heroes. But we contain them.”
“This is the new plan? Who is approving these actions?”
“They were pre-approved. You only saw some of the contingencies. Every eventuality‌—‌almost every eventuality‌—‌was foreseen, and I’m confident we’re doing what our chief would call for.”
“Even if he’s dead.”
“We have no proof of that either.”
“And the evolved subjects?”
The younger man shrugged. “There are no firm indications that they secured one, but we have all the records up to the power failure. Our team is confident they have enough data to replicate and improve. They’re hopeful.”
“How hopeful?”
The younger man waved a hand. “You ever know those brainiacs give a definite answer? But they’re confident. We already have the goahead for live tests on the next phase.”
The older man couldn’t contain his surprise at that. “Here?”
“Why not? We’ve got secure areas, and when the Hermes docks, we’ll have potential test-cases.” He smiled.
The older man took a breath. “I don’t want to get my hopes up. We’ve had too many set-backs.”
“But we’ve learnt from our mistakes. This could be the break-through.”
“It could.”
“And when the Hermes docks, we’ll be ready.”
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What next?
Thank you for spending your precious time in reading this book. I hope it’s been a fun ride.
If you’ve enjoyed it, there are more books in the Shadows series. The novels start with Shadowfall (Shadows Book One), which tells the story of Brice, Ryann, Keelin and Cathal when they first encounter the creatures. This book is currently available from Amazon. 
But they were not the first crew to come across these monsters. Read more in the exclusive novella Shadowlair (A Shadows Prequel) by signing up to my newsletter at twiain.com. 
I’d love to know what you thought of Shadowsiege. The most direct way to do this is to e-mail me at twiain@twiain.com. Alternatively, you could let not only me but the whole world know, by leaving a review.
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Shadowlair (A Shadows Prequel)

When Haven’s long-range sensors reported unfamiliar signals out on the rim, there was no immediate panic. It was probably nothing more than a glitch. But protocol demanded an investigation, so a crew was dispatched.
The crew never returned.
The rescue mission found their abandoned craft a few days later, but the storm stopped them probing any further.
And so they never found evidence of the stowaway. They never followed the trail into the gully.
They never discovered if the crew lived or died. Or if something worse happened.
 
But you can read their story. Join the mailing list, and you can download Shadowlair, a free, exclusive novella that uncovers more of the secrets of the creatures.
Click here, or visit twian.com. 
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Sci-fi with a dose of horror
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