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D6: Carrier class, mobile base sustaining several people for up to a standard week. 1 per base.
B6/BBF: AKA Biologists Best Friend. Exploration buggy. 3 per base.
MULE: 3 per base. Construction robots.
E12: All-environment, high-tolerance spacesuits.
CAHROS INFORMATION:
Day/Cycle Length: 220 hours.
Sunrise/Sunset Duration: 4 hours.
Average Diurnal Surface Temp: 25 degrees Celsius
Average Nocturnal Surface Temp: -15 degrees Celsius
Expedition departure date: 03-01-2220
Travel time from Earth: 4 weeks active, 8 weeks stasis
Capital Ship return date: 20-06-2220



0
PROLOGUE
New London, Earth
Common Date (CD): 20-06-2220
THE COFFEE ON the third floor was always too bitter. She had never really liked coffee anyway, but things got so boring here, she’d often make extra journeys to the brew machine just to break the monotony. Except for the days when she was anxious; then she’d just have one and resign herself to the increased boredom. In a job like this, it was always better to be bored than busy.
Crisis correspondent, that’s what they called her. The job nobody wanted. If something went wrong out there, she was the one tasked with notifying the families of the victims. She wouldn’t even be told how it happened – that was need-to-know only – but you could bet she’d be the one making the calls and sending out the flowers. She’d be the one fielding the questions, the tears, the rage, and the accusations.
The office space was dark, almost dingy, and always smelled of damp, but at least the ceiling didn’t leak. Large west-facing windows allowed a great view of the city, though that could be considered a negative. New London was a brown-grey eyesore that captured all the dourness of its predecessor with none of the character.
She skipped the coffee today.
The meeting would be over soon. Everyone around the place was nervous, as this morning marked the first time they’d be receiving word from the off-world expeditions. The execs would listen to the reports first, of course, and then most likely call in the media. They had press releases drafted for every eventuality and every demographic: hearty, patriotic declarations for the right-wing outlets, messages of scientific breakthrough and social progress for the left, promises of profit and sustainability for the investors and politicians.
The colonisation project represented so much to so many, and this first update was an event of international importance. There was one scenario though, where they wouldn’t immediately call in the media. A scenario where things had gone so catastrophically wrong, nobody could know until the situation was contained, understood. Handled. In that scenario, they would call in the crisis correspondent.
An elevator dinged and shuddered to a halt, shaking the entire floor. Someone stepped out, not the chief exec, but one of her deputies. They weren’t supposed to be here; the media were on the ground floor.
She hoped that his confused look could simply be attributed to getting out at the wrong floor, but he didn’t turn and leave. Instead, he squinted around, scanning the room with beady black eyes. She shrank back into her cubicle, as if that might change something. He couldn’t be looking for her, right? Maybe one of the media liaisons? Maybe he was just a fan of burned coffee, maybe—
His eyes locked onto hers and he approached, swift in stride.
“Hey. CC officer, right?” His voice was low and curt, and his left eye twitched as though whatever thoughts existed behind it were trying to break free. “Would you mind joining us up in the office for a minute?” She nodded and jumped to her feet, banging her knee on her desk in the process.
In this job, it was always better to be bored than busy.



“…some day the piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.”
HP Lovecraft



PART ONE
BEFORE



1
DIRT-GROWN POTATOES
New London, Earth
Tarlo
CD: 03-01-2220
TARLO COULD STILL remember every detail about the moment he’d found out he would be leaving Earth. He’d been sitting at the old dining table in their family home, accompanied by his mother and sister, eating broccoli and potatoes. He remembered the meal because they were the first dirt-grown vegetables he’d had in months – they only got the lab stuff out in the desert – and they just tasted better. It was that strange time of afternoon where the uncovered windows still allowed sufficient natural light, but not enough to prevent the creep of evening gloom. An eerie time of day, one that as a child, always left him feeling unsettled.
His mother Karee’s house was small, cramped, just one of a million similar dwellings that had been constructed postwar. Characterless apartments, created solely to provide shelter for the maximum number of people, with the smallest expenditure of space. Karee found small ways to give it life, be it her artful arrangement of inherited furniture, or walls decorated with souvenirs from Tarlo and his sister Demi’s childhoods and successful careers in research and academia.
Despite the gloominess of the afternoon, there had been a feeling of great warmth in the room. Demi had just graduated from her gold levels, and Tarlo, freshly returned from eight months in the Mongolian desert, had brought with him several pieces of good news. Firstly, sustained observation had revealed that plant and insect biodiversity was increasing at rates significantly higher than predicted. Secondly, their expedition had been a resounding success, testing a variety of tech that would not only be useful in the continuing worldwide restoration, but would serve as prototypes for the upcoming Extraterrestrial Colonisation Project. A project that, earlier that day, he had learned he would be a part of.
There were other reasons Tarlo held this day so fondly in his mind. It had been the last day of true stillness, where he had been able to simply sit in the excitement of the moment. Demi, with her golds, could now secure work with the restoration project, for which the meagre salary would be offset by the guarantee of ongoing accommodation and food for her and Karee. Demi had worked hard for years, and for the first time since they were young, appeared to be content. Karee was beaming with pride and enjoying the rare opportunity to be reunited with both of her children. To be fair, she would have been just as overjoyed by their company even if the two of them returned to announce plans to venture into organised crime and run an extortion racket from her living room.
The time following this pristine moment had disappeared in a blur. Twenty-five weeks, where every day was significant, and every second had a purpose. The rigorous training, testing, and conditioning of the first few months gave way to countless interviews, conferences, and farewells as the departure date grew nearer. They were not just scientists, astronauts, and colonists, but a symbol of political unity and societal progression, presented to the public to optimise the message that humanity, despite desecrating its home to a point almost beyond return, was not finished.
Regardless of whatever cynical political backdrop lay behind the Initiative, Tarlo had still found himself overwhelmed with excitement. These were the final days he would spend on Earth. He would miss Demi and Karee so dearly, but looking ahead, all he saw were a thousand captivating possibilities unfurling in front of him.
This giddiness had made it difficult to feel truly present in the events of these final days, and at times he felt as though he was merely watching them play out on a screen. Even as he had hugged Karee a final time that morning, tears in her eyes and a smile on her face, all Tarlo could think about was the imminent embrace of the stars. Years of working, months of training, and a lifetime of dreaming – it all led to this.
It appeared he was not alone in this feeling; a strained hush had taken over the shuttle where his fellow colonists-to-be sat in various states of readiness. Tarlo recognised only a few of the faces from the training. The UCI – United Colonisation Initiative – had originally taken on close to two thousand would-be colonists, although less than half of that number actually finished the training. The two people he had formed close bonds with, Markys and Steryn, had received vastly differing outcomes. Markys had fallen at the final hurdle, as his post-training psychiatric test revealed neurotic tendencies that hadn’t been present before he undertook the gruelling six months of training. It seemed nobody liked to talk about those who had come out of the “close quarters, isolation, and conflict” sessions with lasting personality changes.
Tarlo acknowledged the cynical logic to the testing – in an isolated colony, light-years from reinforcement, a governing body couldn’t take any chances. Even then, he’d heard there was a margin of error to these examinations of human “behavioural predictability” which averaged out to roughly one-in-fifty psychoanalytic predictions recording false positives.
Steryn had been handpicked for another role altogether; having shown a remarkably high level of physical reflex and technological understanding, he’d been drafted to join the “elite of the elite” – Interstellar Fleet. While this honour came with a certain gravitas, Tarlo did not envy Steryn, as the vast majority of those in the Interstellar Fleet would never set foot on an extraterrestrial planet. Jokes abounded that for all the fanfare, these venerable, highly skilled pilots were little more than interstellar ferrymen.
Among those on the shuttle with him presently, there was one face that resonated in Tarlo’s psyche: Ashelyn. He didn’t remember where or how he’d learned her name. He’d only been grouped with her a few times, but there was something about her that differed from many of the others who’d emerged from the rigorous psych-testing. Her hair was wrapped up tightly above her head, accentuating already angular features, and its raven-blackness contrasted sharply with a pair of the most vivid green eyes he’d ever seen. She was striking, but not in a conventionally beautiful way. Those eyes. There’s something
about—
He was snapped from his reverie by the announcement everybody had been waiting for: “All crew and staff, final check before departure, ensure you are seated and stationary.”
Steryn had once told him these announcements were little more than a tradition – they could all be doing backflips and cartwheels and still wouldn’t be affected by the g-force-shattering events of the ship taking off and entering relativity-bending speeds. Tarlo’s thirst for knowledge had always been focused on the machinations of the living – beyond the tools necessary for his profession, he found the specifics of interstellar engineering to be rather mind-numbing. Even when he did make the effort to understand, he tended to lose his focus once the words quantum, post-light, relativistic, or plane-skip were repeated too many times.
The structural integrity of the ship allowed for nothing resembling windows, but several large screens in the viewing area served the same purpose. They focused one last shot on the masses of farewellers gathered a safe distance from the launch area. Though it was too far to make out individuals, Tarlo knew Demi and Karee would be among them, cheering as loud as anyone. It was comforting to know he wouldn’t be leaving them alone; they’d look after each other. Life had never been easy for the three of them, but he drew comfort knowing that their futures, along with that of the Earth itself, seemed safer than ever.
Tarlo’s group were not the only ones leaving Earth on this prestigious day – in fact, they were one of four concurrent expeditions funded by the multinational UCI project. The build up to the launches had been a worldwide spectacle not seen since The Final Armistice, with thousands mustering at each launch zone, spread across the world’s four major continents, to celebrate humankind’s best and bravest venturing out into the stars. Several thousand kilometres above, four gigantic Titanic-class colonist frigates awaited them, ready to take them out to distant corners of the Milky Way.
Local-system space travel and habitation had been successfully implemented for decades, with hundreds given opportunity to work in industrial and exploration outposts, but there had never been financial incentive, or any perceived benefit, to mankind breaking out of its home system. That was until the UCI was born, a glistening testament to the cooperation of humanity, powered by the resources of all the remaining global superpowers. It had seemed a miracle when it was founded, and as always, questions were asked of the true incentives behind the sudden cooperation, but the face of the Initiative was one of glorious, expeditious opportunity. The truth was, it had been an easy sell to the downtrodden populations of the inhabited continents, so wearied from the ravages of natural disaster and the planet-spanning Last Great War. With Earth now officially “back on track”, the UCI’s vision was simple, yet compelling; find proof of life in outer space, and expand humanity’s growing cosmic footprint while they were at it.
“A posse ad esse. Ad aeterno,” rang the final words of the announcer: the calling cry of the UCI. From possibility to actuality. To eternity. Tarlo braced for a great rumble, but the shuttle’s launch was quick and quiet, and within just a few seconds they had broken through the atmosphere.
There was a slight delay in orbit as they met up with the larger frigate, a powerful beast known as the Nitimini. Tarlo took a moment to enjoy the new vision on the cam screens. They were dominated now by the beautiful blue-green sphere, covered sporadically with wisps of white and grey. Fare you well, dear Earth. It was incredible that, from this distance, it still seemed so luscious and beautiful, despite weathering so much abuse throughout the past century.
A few more robotic confirmations intoned as the docking completed and the Nitimini’s primary engines kicked in. The departure was smooth, due to both the ship’s internal gravity and the lack of atmospheric interruption, and the only way Tarlo could tell they were moving was by watching the cam-feeds. He, like everyone, remained transfixed on the images of their home as it shrank rapidly: a pale, fading blue dot shining in defiance of the blanketing dark of empty space.
Moments later, it was gone. Tarlo’s stomach dropped and disorientation set in as he realised there was no ground beneath his feet nor sky above his head, no up or down, and no single point of reference for his place in reality. He was the most insignificant of specks, hurtling through the abyss with just a few metres of titanium preventing him from being crushed into absolute nothing.
Everything he’d ever known was gone, as though it were never there. As though he were never there. Unconsciously, his eyes found the closest thing to a familiar face. He was startled to realise Ashelyn was already staring back at him. His stomach backflipped again, this time accompanied by a markedly different feeling. Now was not the time to try to understand that sensation.
Tarlo wondered if any of those around him were experiencing a similar sense of displacement; the universal silence among the nearby crew and colonists was difficult to interpret. Before long, the announcer gave the all-clear for passengers to leave their seats and entertain themselves as they willed.
The voyage would begin with two weeks of active time as the ship accelerated, after which all but the fleet crew would be placed in cryo-stasis. While not entirely necessary, it was an effective way to keep discipline among the crew and slightly slow the ageing process. Tarlo had gone under once before, for a week during training. Apart from some stiffness, it had felt like no time at all had passed when he was revived. The technology was well-tested, and if it meant reaching their destination sooner – subjectively, at least – then it could only be a good thing. Their destination was one of four planets earmarked by the powers-that-be as the most likely places in the known galaxy to support some kind of life – a supposedly temperate little globe named Cahros.
Each waking day would be punctuated by ten-hour “Training Refreshers” run by the Fleet Officers, who maintained full authority over the ship and its passengers for the duration of the trip. In the limited hours outside of these mandated activities, colonists were to be granted full autonomy to make use of the recreational facilities available – among them exercise stations, libraries, digital consoles, and communal dining areas.
And so began the journey into the great unknown. Realising he was now sitting alone, Tarlo unharnessed, cast aside his doubts, and surrendered himself to the excitement of endless possibility.



2
MUDDY-ORANGE MARBLE
Cahros Local System
Tarlo
CD: 26-03-2220
“ATTENTION COLONISTS AND crew. We’ll be arriving in three hours. Ensure you are strapped in and ready to drop in sixty.” Initially a twice-daily exercise, Ensign Martens’s announcements were now coming in every half hour. Despite the significance of the occasion, the long-serving Fleetman’s tone remained dulcet, perhaps even bored, as though he wanted to make it clear to everyone that to him, this was just another day. Amidst the growing noise and anxious excitement, his dourness provided a comforting sense of regularity.
“He’ll be checking in every five minutes at this rate,” the man sitting across from Tarlo barked. “Still plenty of time. Your move.” Jame was one of the older members of the expedition, nearing sixty, but wiry fit and possessing a wealth of knowledge and capability. He’d spent decades as a lead construction officer working across mining stations in the asteroid belt, ensuring the safety and productivity of dozens of staff in some of the most fraught environments in Sol. He exuded the dominant, harsh aura of a man accustomed to making – and enforcing – difficult decisions. What wasn’t immediately obvious about him was his razor-sharp mind, which he was presently utilising to embarrass Tarlo in a game of Shōgi.
The game board and its pieces were striking, handcrafted in a style that predated the Last Great War. The symbols adorning each pentagonal koma had been etched with artisanal precision, their recesses filled with a crimson ink so dense it was almost black. The Shōgi ban also possessed a simple beauty, its intermittent oak and mahogany squares glistened from regular care. The oils that Jame used to maintain them carried a reassuring, earthy smell, grounding and familiar in a ship full of sterility. “Why bother, Jame, you’ll have this won in three moves.” Tarlo sighed. In the weeks they’d been playing together, he had not once managed to get the better of his opponent.
“Humour me. Sol, maybe this will be the time you finally pick something up. I’ll make it interesting, give you five moves this time.” His words, while delivered in semi-affectionate jest, touched on a feeling of inferiority that had plagued Tarlo throughout the journey, regardless of what company he kept. His fellow colonists were without exception phenomenally intelligent, skilled, and experienced operators, leaders in their fields whose expertise demanded a place on this expedition. He was just a biologist who had spent four years planting seeds and counting insects after getting a few good grades at school.
Tarlo allowed the game to continue, making predictable moves and falling for the same lures he always did. How could he focus during a time like this? In just a few hours, humans would be planting their boots in the sand on an extrasolar planet for the first time in history. Even Jame seemed to be a little distracted, though his jibes were pointed as ever.
“Remind me again, Tarlo, how you managed to pass the IAPFA?” He was referring to the Intelligence, Aptitude, and Psychological Fortitude Assessment, a day-long screening process they had all completed during selection. Little did Jame know, Tarlo asked himself that same question on a near-daily basis. In a dismissive gesture, Jame moved to promote a kyōsha.
“Give him a rest old man, he can take a moment to appreciate making history, can’t he?” A voice blasted through from Tarlo’s right as another younger man drew up a chair at their table.
Their new companion sighed in exaggerated disdain. “Of all the things you could’ve brought with you, you chose this old thing?” Possessing a sharp jawline but soft eyes, immaculate shoulder-length, chocolate-brown hair and a demigod’s physique, Terrus was, simply put, a beautiful man, but it was his energetic enthusiasm that most endeared him to his fellow colonists.
Terrus gestured towards the Shōgi ban with a dainty flick of his wrists, the action a defiance of his hulking presence. “It still begs my belief.”
“And not a regret in the world for it. Or universe, rather,” Jame huffed in response.
“You pre-war babies, such traditionalists,” Terrus retorted with an eye roll. Brash and confident, his personality was well-suited to his role in the security detail. While still of high intelligence and capability, it was in physical aptitude that Terrus and all his co-troopers really excelled. Back on Earth, any of them could have been professional athletes, even Olympians, though the games had not been run for the last twelve years. There had been talk, primarily among the troopers, of reigniting the tradition of competition on Cahros once they had settled into their new lives. Some of the more bookish among the scientists were understandably apprehensive of this.
Tarlo smiled and allowed the two to continue bantering while he surrendered the majority of his playing pieces to the bearded man across the table. Inevitably, the game ended with a handshake and the trio meandered towards the landing shuttle, where they would assume the same seats as they had on take-off all those months ago. The passageways leading to the shuttle area were already quiet – it seemed most of the colonists were already strapped in – but a quick check revealed there was still more than ten minutes until they were required to buckle in for the sub-light descent.
On an impulse, Tarlo excused himself from the pair and darted down a familiar passageway. He wanted to make one last goodbye. The path led to a broader corridor which contained access points to ten rooms – one of the several residential sections that had housed the colonists over the course of the journey. They were now dormant, their purpose for the expedition served, and passing through the previously busy hub left Tarlo with a sense of reflective melancholy.
The quarters allocated to each colonist were tiny affairs, basic rhomboid holes in the wall that contained just enough room for a bed, storage of limited personal effects, and a private bathroom compartment. They might have been a claustrophobic nightmare, but the lighting was warm and the temperature cool, and when sealed, the wall and door panelling could be set to display a variety of immersive Earthan scenes.
Arriving at his little space, Tarlo sat on the bed and set the panel to display a thunderous beach, his favourite Earthscape. He gazed upon the simulated waves, listening to them crash on the rocky beach while torrential rain splashed against the shore and surf alike. He had only actually visited a real beach once – there weren’t many left back home – but he’d forever remember the calm that descended upon his mind when he closed his eyes and listened to the water breaking, cascading, crashing. There would be no beaches on Cahros, perhaps not even rain, nor would facilities contain the luxury of immersive panelling, so he absorbed the moment, reflecting on how far he had come, and how much things may be about to change.
Some part of him grieved. Once they touched down, there really would be no going back. Yes, it had been months since they bade farewell to such Earthan staples of fresh air, rain, and sun, but at least the ship contained a degree of safety and simulation, given that it was always pressurised and conditioned, and ran on safe, reliable tech.
Cahros would be different. The facility would be modelled on colonies that had been successfully implemented on the moon and Mars, but there was risk, and isolation, to this project. If something went wrong, help was impossibly far away, and Tarlo couldn’t help but wonder how prepared he really was for the unknown challenges ahead.
That wasn’t mentioning the surface conditions of the planet itself. It was likely that even the simplest acts of walking, eating, thinking, living, would have to be done with utmost care, burdened by the ever-present knowledge that one small mistake could doom them in an instant.
On the other hand, what wonders could they be about to find? For all his quiet doubts, Tarlo was buoyed by the possibility of discovery. Even if it were the simplest invertebrate, any proof of real, conscious life out here would change everything that humanity knew about their place in the stars.
Tarlo closed his eyes, breathing deeply as thunder cracked, and rose to exit his little haven one last time. The hallway was now illuminated by dim red warning lights, signifying that time was up. Even the Ensign had stopped his reminders. The fleet crew would also be strapped in, focused on the tasks of bringing the Nitimini safely out of sub-light. He hurried to the shuttle, strapping himself in between a diminutive, softly spoken scientist named Mai, and a burly, raven-haired man in his early forties named Morgen.
The seats in the shuttle were arranged in eight cramped rows of six, with an extra two-seater at the rear. The six-seat rows were accessed by three small walkways, with each pair of rows facing inwards – a design choice made to conserve space in what was one of the larger rooms of the shuttle. Each seat was equipped with an over-the-shoulder buckling device that provided secure padding for the neck and head, but rendered visibility quite restricted.
Mai and Morgen were still visible through his peripherals, as well as four people in the opposing row. As far as passenger safety was concerned, they didn’t really need to be buckled in for this part of the process, as the sub-light exit was unlikely to do more than rattle a few coffee mugs. The regulation was primarily in place to ensure that nobody distracted the fleet crew or got themselves into any trouble during what were highly technical and precise manoeuvres. More practically, it meant that everyone was where they should be prior to the shuttles departing the Nitimini, leading to a more efficient planetfall.
With over an hour until then, there was little the colonists could do but try to enjoy each other’s company. “Sol, this wait is going to feel like days. I really should have pissed before I buckled myself in,” grinned Morgen. Whoever was on the other side of him chirped a response before Tarlo could think of anything, but he remained uncomfortably aware of the catheter connecting him to his suit. They didn’t always need to hook them up, but the first drop would take hours. Tarlo’s stomach panged with nervousness – but he didn’t even want to think about the possibility of filling one of the refuse bags. “How do you think those in the fleet feel, coming so far, only to sit and watch while we break the ground?” Mai mused from his left.
“I can’t imagine it. Seems like it would feel like such a waste,” Tarlo replied, grateful for a distraction. “The whole journey would barely feel different to a lap around Earth’s orbit.”
Mai nodded. “I guess that explains the ensign’s mood.”
“At least he gets to fly one of the shuttles down. Who have we got, Binson and Latrell?”
“I think so. I suppose their job is a lot safer than ours. In the long run, at least. And hey, they’ll be home in time to see their families again.” Her dark eyes moistened as she finished speaking, causing her to blink rapidly, and she whispered something under her breath. Names, maybe.
Things would move quickly once they were safely nestled into the Cahran orbit. The two shuttles, each containing the personnel and material for a fully independent colony, would launch simultaneously from the Nitimini and descend upon Cahros. The sites for each colony were long predetermined, with just shy of a thousand kilometres to separate them. This distance was judged to be far enough in the case one facility became irredeemably compromised due to weather, contagion, or any kind of unforeseen event, but close enough that overland aid could be provided within twelve hours for any non-absolute crises.
The shuttles would remain in orbit only while the facilities were under construction, while the Nitimini completed a two-week tour of the local solar system. During this trip, it would deposit a series of probes and satellites across the system, which would serve as observational platforms for the Cahran colonies, data harvesters for the local system, and, importantly, enablers of post-light communication – PLC. Funnily enough, the nature of PLC meant their vid-messages would travel slower than the Nitimini, due to a strange post-light phenomenon that simply translated into greater mass equals greater speed.
Once set up, these platforms would provide colonists their first opportunity to connect with those they had left behind. Upon its return, the Nitimini would make a final swing by Cahros to extract the shuttles, along with twenty construction specialists from each site, whose services would no longer be required. Those remaining, a mixture of security, scientists, and technicians, would be tasked with maintenance, research, and of course, continuing the search for native life, as they prepared for the second phase of colonisation and terraformation.
“Safer? Sure,” Tarlo finally replied. “But they miss out on the best part of all this.”
“Touching down will be special,” Mai agreed. “But all accounts have the planet as a giant ball of sand. People keep asking me what I think the UCI sees in this place, as if I know.”
“Well, you are our lead astrobiologist,” Tarlo replied. “I mean, I always just say it’s the—”
“Martellus Index,” Mai said the words with him in unison, her tone derisive. “Forty-eight point eight recurring.”
The Martellus Index was a complex meta-analysis built upon the old Drake Equation, employed by the UCI in its search for candidates for the Extraterrestrial Colonisation Project. It addressed several considerations, such as planetary size, density, atmosphere, and positioning relative to its local star. It also used data collected from planetary drones, including analysis of the prevalence of carbonic compounds, surface temperature, oxygenation, weather conditions, and most importantly, the presence of liquid water.
“The highest recorded score ever,” Tarlo smiled. They’d had variations of this discussion before, but Mai never seemed to hang around long enough for them to go very far. It was nice finally having the opportunity to hear more about her thoughts on all this.
“Nearly fifty percent. But not a single indication of the presence of liquid H2O anywhere on the planet.” Mai’s position in the expedition was a fascinating one. Her reputation very much preceded her, as she’d been part of the team that surveyed close to one hundred thousand exoplanets considered for the colonisation project. She had also been one of the loudest critics of the Index, and actively advocated against Cahros as an option for the Initiative. Once her professional opinion had been disregarded, she’d promptly signed up, securing the position seemingly out of spite as much as anything. The UCI didn’t mind having a few professional sceptics onboard, it seemed, and the potential contributions of one of the most credible Astrobiologists in the field could not be ignored.
“What about the other three options chosen? What did you make of them?”
“Thirty-three point one two, and thirty-one point six one. Both had potential for plant life. Thirty-six point four six, now that one I liked. Whole thing was covered in water. Only problem was, water temperature is likely to be hot, perhaps too hot. That’s the one they’re trialling the skybases.”
“So, we’re meant to be a quarter again as likely to find something here, even with our apparent lack of water?”
“Ah, the math. So seductive by the moonlight blue, ’fore the light of day casts shadows new! What does it say if our best match isn’t even a fifty-fifty, and our other options might be lucky to give us a bit of grass?”
“Well, what about your water planet, what could survive those boiling seas?” Tarlo probed, knowing the answer.
“Prokaryotes. But that’s not the point. You know what planet used to be covered in hot water?”
“Earth.”
“Exactly. And the point of these projects isn’t just to find life, no matter what they say. It’s to terraform. So wouldn’t you rather Terraform Earth than Mars?”
“When you put it that way, perhaps the Index doesn’t know all,” Tarlo conceded. “But none of us got to choose our destination. Except you, so I heard. Why did you pick Cahros, if you’re so doubtful?”
“That part was easy. For starters, the skybases freak me out. But on Cahros… if I’m right, I get to scream I told you so to the whole universe. And if I’m wrong… well the only person I’d like to hear that from is me.”
Tarlo was starting to feel that the woman he’d once judged to be shy and reserved was not nearly as meek as he’d first thought.
“Colonists and crew be advised. Exiting sub-light now.” Ensign Martens had been replaced by a younger-sounding woman, her voice sounding slightly strained over the intercom. The amber lights throughout the shuttle flickered and dimmed.
“Destination will soon be visible on the feeds.” The display screens that dotted the seating area flickered to life in unison, though their displays revealed nothing yet. Tarlo recalled a conversation he’d had with one of the fleet navigators around this phenomenon: “The best way I can put this is, think of it as though the sensors are the eyes and our navigational systems are the brain.” A logical enough start. “Except whenever we are in either sub- or post-light, the eyes, they’re seeing things that they can’t translate into information our brain can make any sense of.” A little harder to follow, but sure. “So basically, we’re navigating off astrophysics-informed predictive logic, and whatever information we have from the probes that get sent ahead.” It was this point Tarlo had grasped that they were effectively flying blind, and decided he didn’t want to ask what would happen should these predictions be ever so slightly off.
Seeing his shock, the officer had simply laughed. “We’re only really in danger if we have some kind of ship failure in transit – which is only slightly higher risk during these states than at any other moment we’re hurtling through the galaxy. Sol, this is the miracle of space travel! Oh, and when we exit, in the one in fourteen million chance we land right on top of some space debris. And that happened once, to an unmanned vessel in the Magellanics. So, we should be good for another thirteen point nine eight million trips or so!” Tarlo still hadn’t felt overly reassured, but then again, they’d be facing much worse odds on the Cahran surface. No wonder the fleet were laughing at them.
“Sub-light exit complete.” The ship vibrated, sending a strange shiver coursing up the vertebrae of his lower back, through to the base of his neck and around his jaw. The shuddering continued for longer than usual, long enough for Tarlo to envision the ceiling snapping down, and the walls folding inwards as though gripped in a godly fist. If explosive decompression were to take place, it would all be over far quicker than their little brains could to comprehend, but this knowledge didn’t stop Tarlo from imagining the scenario over and over as though in preparation. Dying was one thing, but he had always thought he’d feel better if he at least knew how he was going to die and had the time to make some kind of peace with this realisation. Maybe not too much time, though.
He looked around, wondering if anybody else was concerned, noticing a few tense jawlines before his eyes fell upon someone across the room. He had barely spoken to or seen Ashelyn throughout the entire journey – few had – but those emerald eyes burned through him just as fiercely as they had all those months ago. She sensed his eyes and smiled thinly, as though in amusement. It was not a reassuring smile.
The rattling stopped, mercifully. Tarlo shook his head at himself, a little embarrassed, before training his focus back on the display screens above each row of seats. They now displayed a softer, more natural black, which became increasingly peppered with the twinkling of distant stars. In the centre of the screen, a new star winked into existence.
It grew. Brighter. Larger.
It now took up a quarter of the screen, and it was clear to all that this was no star. Cahros.
The ship had returned to a state of subjective stillness, and it would have been impossible to tell if they were moving at all save for the rapidly enlarging globe on the display in front of him.
It grew greater still, now taking up more than half of the screen. They’d all seen countless images of the planet, some taken by the solarscope that orbited Mars, the rest acquired by the array of drones that had scouted the system in preparation for their expedition, so they knew what to expect, but Tarlo still held hopeful expectations of how this moment would feel. It was something he’d imagined over and over, humankind laying eyes on their new home for the first time, as operatic music swelled, and the crew gasped in collective amazement
The reality was somewhat muted. His bladder hurt a little, and the smell of sweat and tension permeated the dimly lit, silent shuttle. The planet charged into full view, but rather than being heralded by a triumphant score and wide-eyed joy, was soundtracked by silence as each colonist processed this moment in their own way.
A kind descriptor of Cahros would be underwhelming. An honest one was that it was simply ugly. It was something of a hybrid of the colouration of Venus and Mars, but without the striking reds or yellows of either. A dearth of cloud cover, continental variety or terrain diversity resulted in a pale, uninviting façade with very few points of interest to draw the eye. Tarlo wrestled with the revelation that this was the planet humanity had travelled months across the galaxy to claim. This was the planet to which he had committed his career, his future, his life, and it appeared to be nothing more than a muddy-orange marble.
They seemed to have slowed down, and a strange visual effect was taking over the planet on the screen. The shape of Cahros was now clear, a perfect sphere, but rather than growing in brightness and clarity, she was becoming substantially darker. This was due to their angle of approach – the Nitimini
was travelling at a speed greater than the planet’s admittedly slow orbit, in order to move around it towards the landing sites. Thanks to some incredibly precise timing, they would be reaching their destinations almost exactly at dawn, maximising the amount of daylight they would have to establish the colony. Finally, with the entire planet now shrouded in darkness, completely blocking the light of the distant sun, they halted.
“Nearing orbital access point. Shuttle members, stand by. Prepare for undocking from the Nitimini, we’ll be dropping in ten. Boreas, you’ll be piloted and led by FO Mariakis, supported by E1 Martens. Auster, you’ll have FO Binson, supported by E1 Latrell. Be reminded that these officers will maintain full authority over your expeditions while shuttles are en route and while they are grounded. Ad aeterno.”
Tarlo barely paid attention to the announcements, though he reflexively grabbed his buckle when the shuttle detached with a heavy jolt.
“Undocking complete. Good luck, Auster,” came the last words from the Nitimini.
“Okay, West Colony, we’re on our way.” The staccato intonations of Fleet Officer Binson echoed through the still-silent shuttle. “Shouldn’t get too much atmospheric resistance as we make entry, but ensure you remain seated until I say otherwise. You can get up once we breach orbit.” The unceremonious instructions did little to absolve Tarlo of his growing apprehension, but a jovial shout from the rear of the shuttle worked wonders.
“We’re on our way all right! Can’t wait to build some fucking sandcastles!” Terrus had managed to land himself the dreaded wall-facing seat but seemed in no way about to let that affect him.
His words punctured the silence, and in response, everyone seemed to start speaking, laughing and cajoling at once. This lift in collective spirits comforted Tarlo immeasurably and coincided with the first glint of the Cahran star over the dark horizon. He smiled as they plunged through the exosphere. At last strike forth, brave heralds of an alien
dawn.
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THE AUSTER GLIDED serenely through the predawn skies, cutting through the thin atmosphere with ease. There was little to see on the monitors during the descent, and the collective energy of the group dipped while they awaited the next stage of their journey. Tarlo’s eyes were drawn to the amber lights that warmed each corner of the hold. Their slow, rhythmic flashes combined with the constant white noise of the shuttle’s engines, imposing upon him a stuporous lull that was broken only by an eventual nudge from Mai.
“Time to get dressed, Kodomo.” Around him, colonists were stepping over each other in a disorganised rush to don their all-environment, neoprene-carbon-fibre E12 “Immortality Suits”. Designed with a cohesion of physical, radioactive, and electromagnetic safeguards, the E12s were able to optimally operate anywhere between absolute zero and three hundred degrees Celsius, with some reports suggesting they could keep their wearers safe for brief periods in close to double that temperature. The E12s also possessed strong radiation and UV resistance; able to keep their wearers safe even in the wretchedness of outer space for hours at a time.
“Suit up and stand by,” Binson grated, his voice blaring through Tarlo’s helm-comms far too loudly. Tarlo grimaced and tweaked the volume attachment inside his right glove.
“No landing this time around. We hit location, get you to three hundred metres alt. Conditions are clear and terrain is barren. Consider yourselves lucky we can get in so low; I’ve done drops of kilometres in the past. Once we’re in position, we drop the tent, then the gear, then you. This order is not optional. Your suits are good, but won’t do much to protect your skull from the impact of twelve tons of material. Auster’s hover time will be half an hour, anybody still onboard then will be waiting in orbit with us for the Mini to return. Jump in order of proximity, so troopers at the back go first.”
It was standard practice for the shuttles not to land on planetary surfaces unless absolutely necessary. This policy was in place to alleviate logistical pressure – shuttle fuel was heavy and take-offs greatly expensive – as well as avoiding any complications that might come from direct contact with an unknown planetary surface. The soft, sandy ground of Cahros, combined with the slightly lower-than-Earth gravity, meant that such a manoeuvre should be reasonably safe for the colonists to pull off, barring any drastic individual human error.
“Just like in the sims.” Mai chuckled from beside him. Tarlo recalled their “Orbit-to-Surface” training, a simulated exercise where they had been thrown into a full-body virtual-reality unit for a few hours. Most of the OTS training had just been mental conditioning, as landing would be handled by the suits’ self-orienting magnets, and it had felt somewhat an afterthought. They’d revisited the training a few times using the VRU on the Nitimini, but there was only so much one could simulate about the experience of launching from a plane into the dark unknown of an uncharted planet. The troopers had at least done the real thing a few times, their confidence reflected through Terrus’s energised whoops and yells echoing from the rear of the shuttle – he’d be the first to jump.
“Location in sight… Entering hover state… Releasing primary cargo,” Latrell’s calm updates were punctuated by a jolt, and the shuttle jerked upwards in correction as her large payload detached from the cargo bay beneath them. “Got a visual… falling… and cargo has landed. Adjusting alt and orientation… second drop now.” A lesser shudder this time as the smaller, more-insulated container containing tools and life-sustaining items was released.
“Visual confirmed, cargo landed, lights are on… Time to go, crew. Reorienting… complete.”
“Thirty minutes, people.” It was Binson again, more abrasive than his copilot. “One drop every twenty seconds. Harnesses are released. Trust your suits, and for the love of Sol, don’t pass out or land on your heads, and make moving your husk somebody else’s problem. Shuttle bay opening.” With a performative groan, the large trapdoors at the rear of the shuttle opened.
“We all know what we’re looking for down there. Go find it. Ad Aeternum.”
Tarlo stood and turned just in time to see the first suited figure step up to the opening in the floor. “Ad fucking aeterno, people. See you in the sand!” Terrus leapt eagerly through the gap, followed in short order by the other troopers. They were the only ones bearing weapons, little T-4 tranqs holstered to their left legs. The construction crew were next, shuffling awkwardly from their rows and dropping with generally less gusto, though some of them – Jame included – seemed just as eager and confident as the leaders.
The time came where it was nearly Tarlo’s turn to drop. The next one up, Girani, was two bodies ahead of him, so there was still a moment to survey the scene below. Visibility wasn’t extensive, the gap being only so large, but he could make out the flashing lights that dotted the roofs of the two containers, one to the north-east and the other to the east. There would be no risk of hitting them during descent, given the lack of breeze on the planet. It’s not so far
down.
Morgen was next to jump, and he did so sooner than Tarlo expected, leaving him at the front of the line. He felt the weight of those behind him, their pressure pushing him towards the gap, but he wasn’t ready, he needed more time to get his bearings and—
“Jump, Tarlo.” An authoritative voice cut through his indecision and empowered his ankles to shuffle forwards.
He reached the edge too soon and miscalculated the last step, and his right boot missed the floor altogether. He tried to lurch backwards, but it was too late, and he tumbled through the opening, nearly banging his helm on the floor as he dropped from the shuttle.
He was falling, too slowly. The Auster above him grew smaller, and he caught a glint off someone’s helm as they peered down after him. The momentum from his slip continued to propel his head backwards, and for a moment he was nigh-horizontal, before the sensors built into his E12 located the ground. His boots became heavy for a second, reorienting his posture, and pressure in his legs caused his knees and ankles to buckle into bracing positions. He couldn’t look down lest he lose equilibrium, so searched for somewhere to orient his vision as he drew ever closer to the sands below.
There. In a perfect, silent moment, time was suspended as the darkness around him was split by first light of dawn. A stunning crimson flame burned in the east, painting the skies tangerine and rose. He would need to twist just a little more to properly honour its glory, but he had to see it, had to be there to witness this first dawn on a new world. He twisted his helm towards the sunrise, and in the process, raised his right leg a little higher than his left just as he made impact with the ground.
The next thing he knew, he was tumbling. Darkness and light interplayed with one another as he rolled, the blooming dawn above intercut with the dark sands below. He felt no pain from the impact – the suit had done its job after all – bar a growing nausea as the spinning and rolling continued. He was moving too quickly to grab a hold of something, and his efforts to dig his arms into the sand kept losing traction, as the electromagnetic fields in his suit were confused and unable to sustain any microgravity. Panic rose; he would be helpless until the suit found a way to orient, which wouldn’t happen unless he came into contact with something solid.
A strong gloved hand gripped his right leg, grounding the scrambled suit. Given a reference point, the microgravities corrected, bringing his rolling to immediate cessation.
“Good, it was just scrambled. That means you’ll keep your leg.”
“Keep my leg?” Tarlo was dazed, but followed the impulses within the suit and rose to his feet.
“Had they been offline, that action would likely have ripped your leg clean off.”
“Then why did you grab me, for sake of Sol!” His embarrassment caused him to yell, but the figure across from him was unconcerned.
“We might have been able to save you if you lost your leg. We would not have been able to save you if you spun your E12 into dysfunction and the thing went into a hard reset.” They were matter of fact, their voice conveying no sympathy, but thankfully, no ridicule. The callousness which they had described his potential demise chilled him. Tarlo breathed out, annoyed that once again, a moment he had imagined to be so emphatically poetic had turned out so anticlimactically. Although this time, he had only himself to blame.
“Your vitals are fine, you weren’t rolling for too long. Let’s get back to the tent.”
“And to whom do I owe my rescuing?” Try as he might, Tarlo couldn’t recognise their voice. They spoke bluntly, as though certain of each word, and with a matter-of-fact coldness that contrasted what might have otherwise been a pleasant, mid-tone vocal register.
“Doctor Ashelyn.” She did not need to specify her profession; everybody knew the names of the two doctors on the expedition. “May you hope you don’t make a habit of my acquaintance.”
Tarlo pondered her words as they trudged back over the hill from which he’d tumbled. She’d addressed him as though they’d never met… yet every time he’d looked at her on the shuttle, he’d felt a strange feeling of familiarity.
Dozens of shadowy figures dotted the landscape around them, ambling towards the large cargo drops, ironically dubbed “tents” due to the heavy canvassing that surrounded them. He noticed that this hill was the only one visible on the entire landscape, and even this was completely artificial, generated by the displacement of sand from the heavy cargo drops, forming a crater within which they were situated. By Earth standards, far too much sand had been displaced relative to the impacts and the crater was deeper than it should be, but this wasn’t Earth, and the gravity was much lighter here.
Tarlo turned up the external sensory input, allowing for greater fidelity in making out the sounds around him, and immediately noticed the crunch of the sand. His footsteps didn’t impact with a thud or sink, but a crisp crunch reminiscent of seashells or gravel. He wondered what it would feel like to have this sand, cool from the long night, sliding between his bare toes. For a moment he even wondered what the air would feel like on his skin, before dismissing the notion: at this time of day, it would likely be a nasty combination of dry and freezing.
Voices began to echo through the general comms – muted due to his sensory adjustment – alongside the proximity-based local-channel conversations of colonists that became audible as they all drew closer to the tents. “Sol-damn suits, self-landing they claim? I damn near broke an ankle.” An indignant voice moaned. “I saw a few go down like that, actually. Saw one poor bastard near roll all the way down the hill. One of the bookish-types, I think.”
Realising they were talking about him, Tarlo was grateful for the anonymity provided by his non-customised suit. He wondered for a moment if Ashelyn would expose him, but she was already a few steps ahead, cresting the ridge before sliding effortlessly into the crater. He paused for a moment, beset by visions of another embarrassing tumble, this time in view of everyone. There was some comfort to be drawn in seeing he would be one of the last to make the slide, and those ahead seemed to be navigating the dunes well enough.
Tarlo stepped forward. Relief, as his ankles stabilised and he slid, hearing the sand crackle as small flurries were kicked up behind his legs. Across the chasm, he noticed a duo of colonists surfing into the deepening shadow, cutting through the sands with delicate grace. In their wake sprayed a golden mist of disturbed sand, which slowly rested within the inscriptions drawn by their trailing hands. It must have been exhilarating, but from his slight distance, appeared blissful.
Reaching the base of the crater, he was struck by how dark it was at the base, as the sun’s first rays barely illuminated a quarter of the way down. Though the suit stabilised his temperature immediately, he couldn’t help but feel colder as well.
Tarlo tuned back into the comms and caught the end of what seemed to be a frustrated interaction. “Yeah we’re going to be delayed. I told you, we can’t set up in the middle of this crater. This whole thing is meant to run on sunlight, for Sol’s sake. Early estimates say we’d be losing nearly fifteen percent of available light if we set up down here. Not to mention any tectonic action or weather and whoomp, you’re looking at a buried base.”
“Basics need to be up in twelve hours.” Binson simply replied from his vantage in the shuttle.
“Basics will be up when they’re good and ready. We need to cart this shit up and over the hill and back down the other side before we can get started. You know the bots aren’t gonna like this incline either, so you’re looking at human labour here.” The frustrated voice belonged to Jame, who Tarlo guessed was the figure now stood on top of the larger cargo tent, gesticulating towards the eastern lip of the crater as he spoke.
“Can’t you use any of the materials from the outers to fashion a ramp?”
The agitated colonist paused for a brief moment. “We can. Would have to come from one of the lookout towers. Do we have clearance?”
“From our vantage, there is very little you would need three towers for here, no visibility issues in any direction. Repurpose the materials from one of the towers, construct a ramp for the haulers. Have one tower overlooking the crater, and the other facing due east, towards East Colony. Completion time expectations remain the same.”
Jame cursed, locally, though it seemed just about loud enough to be heard from orbit. “No different from the fucking Magellania Corps. Alright, techies, let’s get these bots set up. All other hands, yes, including you soldiers and scientists, follow Elhanto’s instruction, you’re going to build us a ramp.”
Tarlo and several others wandered towards another figure who was gesturing adamantly.
“Chews, we need to get this out quick.” Elhanto possessed a unique accent, that was somehow both nasal and drawly. “Beauty of Moonsalt is it in’t as heavy as it looks, only need four people per piece. Simple job here, gonna line them up one after the other ’til we reach the top of the crater, make a road for the bots as they can’t spin well up this sand. Got it?”
Nobody replied; the lack of enthusiasm among the group was clear.
“I’ll take that as gotten. Mondes, Aloses, up here. Kallee, Mathus, down there.” He pointed to the ground at the base of the large container. “Conveyer style, chews.” With that, he began untying the heavy fabric from the cargo container and with the aid of his fellows, began to slide out the six-by-two-metre slabs of pearly, plaster-like Moonsalt that would serve as their improvised road, and later, the protective bones and skin of their home.
Misleadingly named, Moonsalt wasn’t any kind of salt at all, but a fusion of lunar minerals including titanium, silicon and magnesium. Fabricated in the small production facility that was Lunaria, located on the bright side of the Earth’s moon, the UCI had acquired an exclusive deal with the Magellania Corps to purpose it for interplanetary colonisation. Moonsalt was impressively durable yet impossibly lightweight, and the Magellania guarded their refining secrets closely.
Elhanto was right, and though awkwardly long, the slabs were rather easy to manipulate. The slope initially seemed like it would be too steep for the pieces to simply be laid ahead of one another, but the construction specs applied small magno-stabilisers to link the paths together without creating too much stress in the base or the joints.
Trudging up and down was tiresome, but the colonists made reasonable fun of it, racing one another to slide back into the foot of the crater after each piece was set. Tarlo even began to feel a little more confident in his suit, though whenever he blinked, he saw flashes of the world spinning as though he was caught in an endless tumble once again. Had he really been close to some kind of mortal suit malfunction, where his life was at serious risk? He hadn’t heard anything about “hard resets” during training. Was the doctor just having him on? It all happened so quickly, he didn’t know whether to indulge in the panic of it all or try to just disregard it and move on.
Ashelyn’s candidness about the situation was one thing, but now he wondered, if something ill had befallen him, would the rest of the colonists have continued as they were, focused only on the task at hand? What would he have done, had a similar calamity befallen any of his comrades? Prior to the jump, Tarlo had placed complete trust in the efficacy of his E12, knowing it would serve as his only protection once exposed to the hostile Cahran environment, but he no longer felt so safe in his convictions.
Try as he might to dismiss such morbid ruminations, he couldn’t shake the sense of dread that came with the reminder that death, while it had always been all around them, was much closer now than ever before. All it would take was the smallest of ruptures, an unsupervised fall, an unpredictable electromagnetic surge, and he would be no more. He’d always comforted himself with the idea that death only came to the foolish, the ill-prepared, or the desperately unlucky – but as he trudged up and down these dark sands in a suit he didn’t trust, to build a road out of walls, he wondered if he or his fellows were at all prepared for the challenges to come.
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“AND DOWN.” WITH this simple instruction, Tarlo and his three workmates lowered the last piece of Moonsalt to the ground, and the improvised highway was complete. They were behind schedule. To ensure the facility be built on flat terrain, the team had decided to extend the road a further forty metres from the edge of the crater.
Such a move, while prudent, had meant forfeiting the second watchtower, a decision made executively by Jame and Elhanto without consult with the Fleet Officers. Technically, the fleet’s input was not needed on matters outside their expertise, no matter how much Binson puffed his chest, but this small act had still felt like rebellion.
His lifting companions, strangers to Tarlo but not each other, politely invited him to join them in racing back to the base of the crater, but he quietly declined, still not quite confident enough for something so “extreme”. They needed no further confirmation, and in an instant, left Tarlo at the summit alone. Below him, the flashing visor-lights of the colonists could have been cars, the larger guide-lights on the cargo crates might have been buildings, and Tarlo imagined he was gazing down upon a familiar city, comforted by the illusion of normality. Though they were barely seventy-five metres away, the darkness of the crater confused his sense of distance, and he felt as though he was looking down upon them from a great height.
He turned his eyes from the bustling scene and for the first time, properly surveyed the landscape around him. Apart from their crater, the terrain of Cahros possessed a perfect, almost unnatural, smoothness. No dunes swept these plains, no mountains pushed forth from the surface, and no valleys cut through the universal levelness of the place. There was no evidence these lands had ever been impacted by any kind of weather, be it storms of sand, wind or solar. Even more surprising was the lack of evidence of any kind of extraterrestrial impacts – with such a thin atmosphere, Cahros should have been pockmarked with lesions and craters caused by passing space debris, and yet, her surface was entirely unbroken, its bright orange sands undisturbed and empty.
Long-range scans revealed there to be little in the way of terraneous variance anywhere on the entire supercontinent – but they had identified one location of interest. About one hundred and fifty kilometres from their settlement location lay a gigantic rock formation, large enough to be visible from space. This formation had served as an orientation point for them, and had already been earmarked as a destination for study. Tarlo’s group were lucky, they’d been tasked with the exciting, exploratory work, while the colonists in their neighbour settlement had been allocated more of the heavy lifting when it came to preparing the planet for terraformation.
Cahros was smaller than Earth, and its horizon was only visible for 3.5 kilometres or so, so there was no way Tarlo could see the formation from here, but he cast his eyes in that direction nonetheless. He couldn’t clearly understand it, but there was something compelling about looking in that direction, almost as though he liked it. Nonsense thoughts. He turned, intending to travel back to the crater via their impromptu highway, but seeing what was heading his way, was forced to jump back into the sand, resulting in a clumsy slide.
The cause of his diversion was the fastidious efficiency of the construction team, who had assembled and coursed the three labour-bots on hand to start freighting materials to the summit, the first of which had already almost made it to his position. They were chunky, boxy creations, just shy the height of a man but thrice as wide, rolling along on rust-coloured treads. Able to bear extremely heavy loads, this usefulness was offset by their ponderous handling and pathing, a side effect of their limited processing power. Their designation – MULE – was, if anything, disrespectful to the intelligence and hardiness of the old pack beasts they denoted, as the bots could only follow a single instruction at a time and were prone to becoming bogged or struck when confronted by any kind of disturbed terrain.
A few of the techs and roughly three-quarters of the construction team were also making the ascent, carrying what tools and materials they could, while the rest would remain in the dark to continue unloading the building supplies. When he reached the loading area, a large welder was dumped into Tarlo’s hands, and he fell in with the line, though when he made it to the top once more, was gestured over to a small group who stood apart from the rapidly developing construction site.
“Specialists only past this point. They want to make sure this thing gets done right.”
Tarlo gathered from this statement that he was joining the group of scientists, and from the wry tone, it was the voice of Sel, the lead geologist of the expedition.
“So… this is Cahros. What do we all make?” she continued.
“It looks to me like we’re fresh out of fucking luck. Freezing nights, scorching days, the dryest-looking Sol-damned planet you’ll ever see,” another nearby voice whined. Yerald was far from cheerful at the best of times but appeared to be in an especially grim mood.
Yerald kicked the ground, spraying sand almost to head height. “All started with me going head-over-ass because these stabilisers don’t work for shit.”
Sel laughed, unfazed by his demeanour. “Are you sure it’s the stabilisers? It took most of us a few tries to get the hang of these things when we went to Mars.”
Though the visors blocked everyone’s faces, Tarlo could imagine Yerald scowling as he responded, “Tell us again how you’ve gotten to spend half your career off-world, Sel?” Sel was by far the best-travelled of the scientist team, being the only member to have touched down on another planet before the expedition, visiting both Mars and the moon as part of her career as a corporate geo-consultant.
“Maybe later. I know they told us this place would be flat, but looking around, it seems as if there hasn’t ever been tectonic movement here. Almost like the world over is covered by a single plate.”
“I was struck by the lack of debris, or ET impacts,” Tarlo volunteered. “It’s… eery.”
Sel nodded. “Guess that’s the first time anything has been… struck… here for a while.”
Tarlo laughed nervously, but Yerald groaned. “It’s a new planet, a dead planet. Makes sense nothing would look right,” Yerald said.
“It’s easy to fall into the trap of generalising one’s first impressions, but let’s remember we’re seeing just a fraction of the planet here. It doesn’t mean it will look like this everywhere,” Mai offered, her tone also conveying a suggestion of annoyance.
“You’re right,” Tarlo conceded, thinking back to his own experience in the Gobi. “You could drop in the middle of the Gobi, Sahara, or the Simpson and think the Earth is a complete wasteland too.”
“There’s also the underground. For all we know, there could be a cave system the size of New London right here, with the ecosystem of the place too,” Sel offered. “As for signs of life… Well, we’re not off to the most promising of starts here, are we? Tarlo, I know this should be right in your bailiwick, you spent most of your career out in the desert, didn’t you?”
It seemed comical to refer to his three years as a “career”, but her words encouraged him to speculate: “Everything I know about life in places like this on Earth stems from the fact it’s tough, usually ugly, and almost always hard to spot at first. However resilient though, all terrestrial life back home requires at least a little water to survive, as well as access to sustenance of some kind. That’s what I’m not sure about with all this.” He gestured vaguely around himself. “Where is that sustenance meant to come from?”
“That’s a very carbon-centric lens to take.” Mai’s matter-of-factness stung. “All our biology, our science, data, everything we know, has merely developed according to the conditions and stimuli we experienced back on Earth. Could things not work differently here?”
“We moved planets, not realities,” Yerald huffed. “Physics don’t just change because you’ve run far enough away from the lab.”
“Scientists once claimed the Earth was the centre of Sol, and that cocaine was good for you. All I’m saying is, humans have been wrong about these things more times than we’ve nearly blown up the planet. Maybe the Martellus Index is just another time we fucked up the science. Or maybe, we’re looking for the wrong things.”
“The wrong things?”
“Once you remove the restrictions Earthan local life would have to adhere to, the possibilities are just about infinite. Maybe life here isn’t carbon-based. Maybe creatures here are sustained by this air, and feed using something akin to photosynthesis – Sol knows there’s enough light here to power a planet-sized city. This strange, crunchy sand could contain some kind of nutrient system. Maybe the sand is a life form. Not to mention whatever could be going on beneath the surface, let alone the other side of the planet.”
“I hear you, Mai. The rules may indeed be different here, but the chance of these alternate life-structures occurring are… much lower than finding an example of something we have seen before. I still feel we will be best placed to trust the knowledge we all bring to the table.” Sel’s tone remained warm, but direct.
“Lower? Perhaps theoretically. But we’ve found just as much extraterrestrial carbon-based life as we have found silicon, or autocatalytic, or ethereal, or spiritual, or—”
“Ahh, but we have found a planet that evidences carbon-based life, and rather emphatically.” Earth. “One is a significant, perhaps you could even say, infinitely greater number than zero in this case.”
Tarlo watched on, musing over how Sel’s argument technique was reminiscent of a well-timed forcing fork in chess.
Mai’s flow was halted by this. “Sample bias!” she finally protested, but the point was conceded.
Though still anxious of further dismissal, Tarlo pushed himself to speak, desperate to offer something of value. “I’d suggest we start by considering an equivalent life form to invertebrates or insects, likely burrowers of some kind. Burrowing would provide some kind of protection from the temperature, and besides, they were the most common finds back home, especially with the impacts of the war. I might have suggested we look to the skies, but the atmosphere, this seeming lack of wind or weather, I think it unlikely that flying creatures may have evolved here at all. I could think of more, but it would be irresponsible to really hypothesise until we can at least get an idea of the composition of this sand. Like Mai said, there may be an entire nutrient system all around us right now.” He felt a little breathless after speaking so much, and his heartrate picked up a little as he braced for rebuttal. Mai didn’t respond, perhaps still annoyed at Sel’s dismissal, but Tarlo decided to take her lack of correction as a sign of passive acceptance.
“Aren’t you all forgetting something? Finding life isn’t the only reason we’re here.” Two figures had just joined the group, and this voice belonged to Jontie, the colonial physiosurgeon and Ashelyn’s fellow representative of the medical team. Jontie was a well-liked, generally easygoing man, whose geniality belied an efficiently logical mind.
“No, not at all. It’s just that this is the only reason that gives us anything interesting to talk about,” Sel quickly returned.
Jontie laughed. “You’re right. ‘Putting up a bunch of buildings in the desert, to prepare said desert for yet more buildings’ lacks some imagination, doesn’t it?” He was referring to the oft-bandied mantra of “Colonisation” – the UCI’s financial and population-safeguarding imperatives for settling such faraway planets.
“And we’re not even allowed to do that part,” Yerald added. “So if there isn’t any kind of life here, we may have landed on the most redundant profession in the UCI.”
“The joys of exploring the cosmos! At least the food is grand! What flavour slurry did you choose for your first meal planetside?”
“Soy-veg. Whatever that means. Even describing this shit as ‘food’ is in bad taste… oh Sol.” Yerald’s annoyance at his inadvertent pun only exaggerated Jontie’s booming laughter. Jontie’s good humour raised spirits around the group, and Tarlo felt himself calm a little.
Turning to their other new companion, Sel spoke up again. “Everything alright over there, Doc?” Ashelyn didn’t initially respond, prompting Sel to try again. “Doctor Ashelyn, this is ground team.”
Ashelyn slowly turned back to face the group. “Apologies, I thought you were talking to Doctor Jontie.” Her observation seemed strange to Tarlo, as he’d never heard anyone actually refer to Jontie by his profession, such was the informality and accessibility of his persona. Unperturbed by her faux-pas, Ashelyn continued, “Just observing. There’s thirty-some people over there working with heavy materials, some hazardous, in what is still an entirely unknown environment.”
“Understood, Doc. Have you seen anything you think we should be worried about?”
“No flags yet, certainly not for this group here. We’re well-trained, well-supplied, and optimistic. Our greatest threat remains the multitudinous unknown.”
“You’re a qualified neuropsych, yes? How do you judge spirits will hold up?”
“I believe everybody will be riding a wave for a little while, with the excitement of being here and the relief of being off the ship. I don’t believe things will get really challenging until after the Nitimini makes her final departure and takes half the group with her. Those of us who remain, we’ll be alone, and remote, in a way that humans have never really experienced before.”
“What about the colonists of old?” Sel posed thoughtfully. “There was a time where the old United States seemed as far from Europe as this feels from Earth. And they knew just as little about the new world around them.”
“Yes. But the early settlers didn’t have to worry about Sol-damn catheters, and a hole in their clothes being the end of them,” Yerald interjected.
“Ahh, but I counter that with syphilis and tuberculosis!” Sel laughed. “The more things change…” Tarlo was sure everyone was still grappling with this reality in their own ways, but he’d always returned to his excitement and optimism as a way to allay such fears. Now that they had touched down and were surrounded by emptiness, danger, and mystery, those mechanisms seemed a little harder to summon.
“It’s funny you mention TB,” Ashelyn mused. “As who knows what new pathogens we might encounter out here.”
“Vigilance is one thing, and we’ll maintain that. But it must be said, we’ve all landed safely, no real injuries, and no hostile contact. I’d class this somewhere firmly in the realm of best-case scenario,” Sel said.
Tarlo disagreed – the best-case scenario for him would have included far more things for them to look at.
Ashelyn nodded and returned to her earlier tangent. “Once the Mini departs, things will change, just like I’m sure they did back in the New World. We will have to constantly monitor safety, both physically and socially, and maintain purpose. People can work in isolation a long time if they believe in what they’re doing, and like who they’re doing it with.” It was what she didn’t say that concerned Tarlo most. And should we find no purpose here, what
then?
“I see. I am glad we’ll have someone so diligent watching over us.” Such words may have seemed sardonic from anyone else, but Sel was one of few who could make anything sound earnest. Even when she disagreed, she had a way with words that made it sound like she didn’t. Contrary to the protestations of his companions at being left out, Tarlo found fascination in observing the construction team at work. First to be erected were the habs, four dorm-and-living setups that could sleep sixteen people each, alongside supporting washing facilities and personal storage. The amenities would be implemented later, with the primary focus being on sealing and pressurising each room – a process which would take close to an hour for each space. The primary facilities still to come were the Biolab and Command Centre (BCC) – the “brain” of the colony – and the Storage and Vehicle Bay (SVB).
All buildings, including the habs, would be connected by a single, horseshoe-shaped hallway. The four dorms were all to be spread along the outside of the horseshoe, facing towards the west and north, with the BCC forming a large oval in the centre, and the SVB a blockier shape that would occupy the eastern wing. Life support and thermoregulation would be controlled in the BCC when it was up, but each room would have its own “small-brain” system that allowed for them to function independently of the greater system while it was being built, and in the event of systems failure.
As they worked, the crew began to split into smaller groups, while the construction specialists continued to complete structural work, the techs scuttled between and on top of the structures with the determination and organisation of a colony of ants or bees. In their wake, solar panels rose from the hab-roofs, and the habs themselves gradually hummed to life as electronics were installed. “What’s it been, three hours since we hit ground?” Sel asked to nobody in particular. “Yet Exsar still hasn’t fully risen.”
She was right. To the west, the angry red sun was still partially obscured by the horizon. Despite being a similar size to Earth’s sun, Exsar appeared to be almost half again as large, due to Cahros’s closer orbital proximity. Due to the lack of any vegetation, structures or terrain on the surface, the area around them was devoid of shadow, contributing to a curious illusion that it was much later in the “morning”.
“How long were the days here meant to be? A week or something, right?” Jontie asked.
“Two hundred twenty hours,” Mai replied immediately. “And the same again for the nights.”
“So that’s what… nine Earth days?”
“Yes, nine cycles. So eighteen Earth cycles per full Cahran day.”
“Sol, that’s going to be strange. Anyone ever work in the poles?”
“Yes,” Ashelyn replied. “You get used to the long days, especially with circadian controlled interiors. The nights though… a lot of staff struggled through the nights. Most would take leave of absence, actually.”
“Almost a parallel here, with half our friends to be leaving us on cycle fourteen,” Jontie mused.
“Yes, just in time for that second night really,” Sel said. “Hopefully things start to feel a little more comfortable by then.”
“We’re already well on the way to that, looks like they’re halfway through the command centre already!” Jontie replied. Five figures – the troopers – had been spread out, forming a kind of ring around the base, but one of them had peeled off and was bounding towards the group.
“Jame says the first hab is pressurised. That’s your cue!” Terrus called. All their comms were set to local-only to allow the construction and tech teams undisturbed dialogue. “The MULEs should have finished carting all the furniture packs, so you should be right to start. Stay on a direct course between the storage point and the habs and try not to get in the old man’s way.”
The group appeared relieved that their sedentary time had reached its end.
“Finally!” Sel said cheerily. “Let us go make this box feel like a home!”
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THE SKELETON OF the facility, supported by a fully functional power grid, was completed by the end of a single frenetic cycle. De-suiting inside the habs for the first time had been nerve-racking, even with all the readings coming back green. Jame, confident in his team’s craftsmanship, had been first to volunteer himself to test them out. His exuberant declarations had helped, but Tarlo still spent several hours in a state of worry that they may be breached through carelessness or misfortune. As time passed, it had gotten easier, particularly as the only exit from the facility was through the V-Bay, which had to be monitored from the command centre and approved by two staff every time it was opened.
The first few “nights” had felt surreal, but rather than stemming from a sense of wonder and potential, it was the lack thereof that had been so strange. After the circadian cycling would dim the lights in the dorms and halls, Tarlo had lain in his bunk, listening to a chorus of snores and heavy breaths, and struggled to reconcile the enormity of their achievement with the mundane, everyday nature of his early tasks. They had made it all this way, with the operation so far an unmitigated success, yet his first cycles planetside had been spent wandering about making beds, unpacking supplies, completing endless equipment and safety checks, and maintaining the vegetable garden attached to the biolab.
The garden was a place where he had quickly come to feel at home; a small, verdant alcove in a sea of white and grey. Tarlo and Mai were the ones primarily responsible for its maintenance, and it was a task of deceptive importance. They had enough protein blocks and nutrient paste to sustain them for years, but they were all in agreeance: nothing beat the dirt-grown stuff. Thanks to the enriched soils and state-of-the-art hydroponics, the colonists would have a steady supply of eggplants, carrots, cabbage, and kale within a standard week. Tarlo enjoyed feeling the dirt on his hands and rejoiced in watching things grow, the soft greens and browns a refreshing and familiar contrast to the harsh sands that flowed all around them.
The reasons for the initial lull in activities were manyfold, and deliberate, as the specialists, led by Jame, Elhanto, and Morgen, continued to work at tuning the finer elements of the facility, such as installing long-distance radar and communications, internal networking, and transporting the remainder of items from the cargo tents into the facility itself. The emergency flares, giant torpedo-like constructs that were large enough to be visible from orbit, had taken particularly long to move, their ungainly length causing all sorts of issues with the MULEs’ pathing. Significant time had also been spent planning the first extra-colonial expedition.
Business had accelerated for the scientist team from the third cycle, when analytics in the command centre came online. This had helped, and the scientists had leapt at the chance to commence analyses on the sand itself, curious to unlock what secrets were held within the crunchy, lightweight grains. To Mai’s disappointment, they’d found few remarkable properties to the granules, apart from the fact they possessed hollow interiors. Tarlo had hopefully posited these chambers were intended as some kind of storage system for water or nutrients, but from the hundreds of samples gathered, no examples of such had been identified. The chambers at least explained the sand’s light weight, and how even small disturbances could dislodge large quantities of the stuff.
Other than the sand, they were yet to find any other substance upon the Cahran surface, not even of the rock or mineral variety. Early scans suggested that they would have to dive hundreds of metres, perhaps even kilometres, before reaching the hard crust of Cahros, with nothing but the ceaseless orange sea in between. Discussions had ranged over whether the long-term charting of these wastes should be devoted towards widening their radius of surface exploration, or staying narrow and deep, with a consensus yet to be reached.
Today, however, was not a day for such discussion. It was nigh the end of the first full Cahran day, and it had been agreed that something needed to be done to raise the spirits of the fledgling colony. Rather than risk alienation of any of its members by instituting some kind of traditional holiday, they’d devised what had come to be known as the Sunfall Celebration, quickly colloquialised as “the Sunfall”. Not just a welcoming of the first long Cahran night, it would serve as an acknowledgement – of the boisterous kind – to the achievements of the team. Most of the crew seemed unconcerned with the name, or the purpose, and simply looked forward to a chance to cut loose – as much as protocol would permit. They had also been given license to devise a name for the colony, which would be made formal during this celebration.
In the habs and BCC, dual clocks had been programmed, charting the passage of time in both Cahran and Earthan measures. Several of the colonists had taken mirth from describing things under Cahran time, due to the absurdity of it, but it had been surprisingly easy to get used to. As such, the Sunfall would be taking place at “two hundred and fifteen o’clock”, or 11pm, on the final cycle before nightfall.
Presently, most of the group were inside, indulging in a few glasses of Macallan 2096 before having to go through the arduous effort of suiting up for the ceremony, but Tarlo was in the V-Bay with a select few.
“Now, you soldier types might not actually know the specs of all these things,” Sel was saying. “Though I’m sure you’d be familiar with the oh-so-originally named D6 Carrier.” In contrast to her usual relaxed style, today she wore her silver hair in a tight, businesslike bun. A career of interplanetary travel showed in her stretched cheeks and wrinkled brow, though it had done little to quench the energy radiating from her eyes.
Besides Tarlo and Sel, there were six others stood in the expansive bay area, five of whom were arranged in a semicircle around the largest vehicle in the room. These were the members of the first expedition, whose departure would coincide with the Sunfall. The final person in the room was Ashelyn, who leant silently against the back wall, observing, but never contributing. Tarlo met her eyes and felt a familiar shiver, perplexed by her stern gaze.
“Has everything required to keep six people comfortable, suits charged, for up to ten days in the field,” Elec-tech Morgen recited.
“Oh yeah, we know all about this baby,” Terrus stated, slapping the side of the van-like vehicle. “We used the D12s during deployment. Basically lived inside the 8s during training, and used the 6s a couple times. Absolute workhorses, never let us down.” Terrus possessed a broad accent typical of the southern continent, frequently emphasising syllables in patterns Tarlo found hard to follow.
“You’re right, they are reliable and hardy. That said, this is the only one we have, so reliable and hardy as it is, we need to look after it. Morgen here knows these things better than you know how to make your hair glisten,” Sel pointed to Terrus. “So in matters mechanical, we all listen to him.”
Terrus grinned, taking the barb in good spirits. And why wouldn’t he? He was one of the lucky few who would be partaking in the first real adventure, as would everyone else in the room – bar Tarlo and Ashelyn.
“We know. In matters of the mind…” Terrus gestured grandiosely around his head. “We defer to you. But in matters of courage, valour, and practicality, and general attractiveness, I, or one my esteemed warrior-colleagues, will take the floor.”
The UCI manual stated that a minimum of four troopers were required to be in attendance for any extra-colonial planetside endeavours. As this would leave just four troopers on hand at base, Tarlo doubted this protocol would be adhered to for long, particularly as the planet became more familiar. While some part of him respected such a circumspect approach being taken, it was difficult to muster enthusiasm for this policy when it came at the direct cost of his own seat in the carrier. His attendance at this briefing was really only driven by a desperation to feel included, as if he could somehow stow himself away when all backs were turned. He pretended to busy himself with maintenance, cleaning the rack of empty, dark grey sample cannisters in the corner of the room.
“This one, I don’t think you’ll know too much about.” Sel strode over to a pair of buggies, resting her hand on the cockpit of the nearest. “The B4 Explorer. Also known as the Biologist’s Best Friend, though I’d argue us geologists get along just as well.” Tarlo smiled. The BBF. He’d spent many a day jetting through Mongolian dunes behind the wheel of this exact model, tested extensively during his last Earthan assignment.
“State-of-the-art camera and stasis-storage for samples both alive and otherwise. Fast, agile, and probably the creation with the highest level of computing brainpower on the whole planet. Like the D6, it will be driven in shifts, with this little guy giving you the chance for some alone time during the trip. Possesses life support, but driver will be suited to save on juice while in transit. The final feature, I’m sure you noticed, is the T-412 here below the cockpit. To use on Terrus, when we need some peace and quiet.” The other troopers chuckled and nudged at Terrus while she spoke. A small nozzle jutted out from beneath the front of the vehicle, glistening under the bright lights of the vehicle bay. Given the desert contained no life forms larger than a human finger, Tarlo had never gotten a chance to fire one off.
“Pray correct me, but this thing is roughly ten times the strength of your handhelds, yes?” Morgen asked. He and Sel had been moving between the vehicles while everyone spoke, subconsciously checking various systems as they went.
“Affirmative,” Terrus answered. “So about half what you’d need to put someone like me down. But you don’t need to brief us on this thing, it’s a use-only-when-necessary, we get it.”
“Good. Well, I don’t want to patronise you with lectures on field safety and the like, but are you all across the protocols should we discover anything alive out there?” They all nodded, but Sel continued anyway. “Observe, do not disturb. We find anything, we go back for Mai and Tarlo.”
“Is there a reason they aren’t going to be with us in the first place?” One of the troopers enquired. Tarlo jumped in, wanting to dismiss any suggestion of tension between the science team. “You’re all headed for a giant rock formation. We thought it would make sense we send our geologist.”
He hoped he sounded convincing. He knew it was the logical call, but that didn’t really help settle his internal conflict around it all. He liked Sel, she was kind, even-tempered and scientifically unbiased, but he couldn’t quiet the voice in his mind that kept screaming I wish it were me.
“That’s right. I’ll be digging around and dropping some scanners, the first sign of anything that moves, I’ll be right back for you.” Sel smiled reassuringly, placing an arm on Tarlo’s shoulder, “Thank you for your company, Tarlo, but why don’t you go and make some merry, make the most of the fact you’re not going to be cramped in a little box with us for the next few days.”
She was right, remaining would only increase his frustration. He left the group to the rest of their preparations. As he passed Ashelyn, she looked him up and down coyly. He blushed and scurried past her, wondering if she understood his plight, or just found him amusing. He made his way to the fourth dorm, which primarily served as a recreation area, where the festivities were beginning. The atmosphere was far more raucous than one or two drinks may have suggested, and he was greeted immediately with a glass of gold-brown liquor, and a firm slap on the back by Jame.
“Not able to smuggle your way in, I see! Don’t worry, boy, the company here is better anyway.” Rather than the eight-bunk arrangements of the other three dorms, the recreation area only had one set of two bunks at the far end. The rest was a largely open space containing a series of couches and two large tables. A good half of the colonists were squeezed into the area, and the wall of jovial noise stunned Tarlo as he took a first sip. Smooth, yet warm, the whisky was a rare treat. Inebriation and large-scale celebrations were unequivocally banned, for safety, and despite his boisterous façade, Tarlo knew Jame would be keeping the supply under a watchful eye. “How did they seem?” Jame asked.
“Excited, I think. Can’t blame them for that,” Tarlo replied, his disappointment clear.
“Your chance will come, Tarls. Besides, I’d be careful what you wish for. ’Tis cursed to be first.” Tarlo shot Jame a look, alarmed at his cynicism. Despite the harsh edge to his voice, Jame’s expression was contemplative, perhaps even morose, as he downed the last of his whisky.
“You sound like an old sea captain,” Tarlo replied, trying to keep things light. “Look and smell like one too.”
Jame smiled wanly. “Atta boy. One sip and you’re all lip.” For the first time, Tarlo realised just how taxing the last week must have been on his bearded friend, who’d fallen into the overseer role thanks to his unflappable confidence and experience. He’d been so natural in the role Tarlo hadn’t stopped to think about how Jame had never actually asked for it. With his beard untrimmed and his dark eyes dulled, Jame was walking proof that even the best could still grow weary.
“I might go make some goodbyes of my own. Terrus and Sel… they’re good people. I’ve already packed the bottles away, maybe see about getting people suited up for the big dance.” Jame tapped Tarlo on the back again, though this time with notably less gusto, and shuffled from the dorm.
It was strange seeing Jame so perturbed. Throughout the planning of the expedition, there had been an almost-superstitious commitment to positivity throughout the colony that had eventually infiltrated Tarlo’s own attitude towards their prospects. His messy landing from the initial drop was already a distant memory, an overreaction on his part, and everything had gone perfectly smoothly since. The journey had been planned with utmost care, and after all, they would only be going out to survey some rocks.
Even as he thought this to himself, he knew it was a lie. They weren’t just surveying some rocks. They were going to the one place on the planet that was inexplicably, remarkably different to anything else they’d seen here. If anything lurked within these waves of umber, that formation had to be the key. And all the information, all the answers, all the glory, would be going to Sel, Terrus, Morgen, and the others, while he stayed back here watering plants and staring at the same monitors over and over again.
But then again, what if Jame was right? Tarlo thought back to past learnings of early Earth pioneers, horror stories of ships trapped in ice, their cargo spoilt and passengers frozen to death. He recalled incidents of men dying of dehydration in vast and empty deserts, their forlorn notes buried in the sands in the hopes that one day, their folly would become known.
But that was a long time ago. That was before Moonsalt, before neoprene, before post-light travel, and before the collective knowledge, wisdom, and intelligence of the species was bundled into fifty-or-so brains and sent hurtling across the Milky Way. “Cast aside your worries and submit to the Enlightened Now.” One of the catchcries of the UCI bounced into Tarlo’s head, and he latched onto its message of mindless hope. Nothing had gone wrong so far, why would that change now?
He shook such reservations from his mind, and, seeing that most of the colonists were making their exit from the recreational dorm, fell in line, ready to celebrate the falling of the sun.
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TWO HUNDRED AND fifteen hours. By any normal measure, that was a long time for a sun to remain in the sky, yet it still felt as though the day was ending too soon. Throughout its journey between horizons, Exsar had beaten down with a predictable kind of honesty, lending the colonists a sense of preparedness, of safety. Surrounded by the featureless desert and with the world bathed in eternal light, it felt like nothing could sneak up on them.
As it drew nearer to its resting place, Exsar took on an arterial redness, reaching a deep shade of claret as it first kissed the western horizon. Tarlo imagined Jame’s sea-dog grumblings of how the red sun portended some grave misfortune and would have laughed to himself, but for the sheer menace the crimson ball exuded in this moment. He’d always felt red to be a malignant colour, a herald of anger and hate, not in the least due to its role as a universal symbol of danger in the natural world.
Beyond the sanguine sun, the sky too had changed. No longer a pale orange reflection of the sandy seas, it was flooded by a tangerine-red glow that seeped into dark violet, which in turn was framed by the unknown velvets of encroaching night. It was a bizarre yet beautiful alteration to the skyscape, one that hinted at further wonders in the night ahead.
Despite what fears he may have held for the unknown, Tarlo held on to a childlike excitement for what was to come. Since his earliest years, he had felt most at peace during the night-time. He recalled the many small bedrooms of his childhood, where the distant, gentle glow of city lights illuminated his reading cushion – his one constant – and the sense of sanctuary he felt in those moments, safe from the sounds and demands of the challenging world around him. It had been impossible to stargaze in the cities, but he’d fallen in love with the pastime while in the Gobi and could hardly wait to be treated to the unpolluted, unobstructed Cahran night sky. What secrets would these alien stars hold?
He wasn’t alone in this excitement. Mai had begun to warm to him, and in their downtime, had challenged him to draw his best estimation of a star chart, that they could compare notes when the stars rose. Hers had been notably more subtle, but, eager to gain her academic approval, he’d doubled down on his vision, styling a radiant, busy starscape on the pad he kept beside his bunk. Once the sun set, he intended to find her. That is, if his estimations were in any way close to the reality.
The colonists had gathered in the area between the V-Bay and the lip of the crater, eager to celebrate the Sunfall. The cargo highway remained in place, though there were plans to reclaim the valuable Moonsalt slabs, and a single watchtower had been built on this side, overlooking the base to the east and crater to the west. It cast a lengthening shadow, which crept ominously over the facility as the long day approached its expiration. A solitary trooper, Velentini, was stationed at the top of the tower, and whenever she moved, new, exaggerated shadows danced through the courtyard.
Water was one of the few things they already had plentiful access to, thanks to the hydrogen-rich atmosphere playing nice with the H2O fabricators, and some of the excess product had been used on the grounds where the colonists were gathering. Thus, a tsunami of displaced sand was avoided, and the extra foot traffic had only kicked up a magmatic mist, which cast a quaint, sepia-esque filter over the scene.
The D6 Carrier and one of the BBF Buggies had already been wheeled out, and the D6 was currently in use by the spokespeople of the gathering. Jontie and Jame had clambered to the roof of the van, and, unsurprisingly, Terrus had made it his business to accompany them, though he wasn’t to be doing any of the talking. “Welcome, everyone. Glad you could all make it,” Jontie began, to a mixture of chuckles. Where else could they be?
“Not a bad little shanty town we’ve thrown together,” Jame continued. “Techs, specs, and slabbers, you’ve done yourselves proud. Doctors and brains, great job on putting the furniture together.” More laughter. “Now, if you were to ask me, I’d have called this place something charming, like the Pope’s Arsehole. It’s not often you get full creative control on something so big.” He raised his arms in mock grandiosity. “But some of you creative types came together with something a bit more profound. Jontie?”
“Thank you, Jame, and what an incredible job you all have done. It’s been an honour to do your washing for you.” Jontie laughed warmly, encouraging the jovial atmosphere. “And while I would love to continue in such jesting spirit, I ask you all to indulge with me in the significance of this occasion.” The area fell silent. Tarlo was glad it was someone so well-liked who would be handling such a moment.
“Since we arrived here, we really haven’t found much to remind us of home. The days… well, the day, has been long, the facility crowded, and the pressures have been omnipresent. But if we cast our thoughts back, we would see that our own ancestors encountered all these challenges and more. And yet, they arose to create civilisation. This, for better or worse, led to the conception of all of us, and the phenomenal achievements of science, culture, and collaboration that resulted in everything around us right now.” He gestured for a moment at the base, before sweeping his arm from one side of the gathering to the other. It had become habit for colonists, while suited, to “speak with their hands” much more than usual, given the inability to convey facial expressions or many of the normal subtleties of body language and communication.
“In honour of our collective history and our future, we will name this place after one of the first recognised civilisations. Congratulations to all, and welcome to Catal.” Tarlo shivered. Jontie was a skilled orator, and his baritone yet enthusiastic delivery was touching. A few of the crew around him linked arms, others shook hands or patted one another on the backs. Tarlo remained still, soaking up the success of the moment. Here they were, their feet in the sands of a new world, on the precipice of unprecedented history and discovery. How lucky he was to be a part of this.
“And we gather now at the first Sunfall, to bid a fond farewell to Exsar. Mā te wā, may we greet you again on the other side. And to Cahros, you big, dusty pile of sand, thank you for welcoming us so graciously into your orange seas.” Jontie, like Terrus, was born of the southern continents, and carried a deep, cultural respect for nature that endorsed the personification of land as a means of paying tribute to the great forces that shaped the worlds around them. Tarlo welcomed such wisdom, holding hope that this seemingly barren desert would take note of their acknowledgements and in turn, show them some form of kindness.
As Jontie finished speaking, the participants of the expedition began to board the carrier. Tarlo stood close enough to catch most of what came in through the locals. “She’s all fired up,” Morgen voiced from inside the vehicle. “Afraid you’re going to need to find yourself a new podium now, chews.”
“Kia haumaru tō haerenga. Safe travels, my friends.” Jontie saluted, holding a fist to his chest, and alongside Jame, slid carefully from the roof of the carrier. Behind them, Terrus leapt directly from the roof to the ground, sending a spray of sand in all directions. A few of those towards the front of the crowd let their feelings on this be known as he slid deftly into the BBF.
“Oh come off it, it’ll all come out in the wash,” he shouted to no one in particular. “Try to keep the place tidy if you can! I hate coming home to a dirty kitchen.”
“Will be a sight easier to do with you gone,” Jame retorted, before inflecting his tone with sincerity, “Stay sensible, stay safe. There’s a lot we don’t yet know about this place.”
“We will. Try not to have too much fun without us.” Sel was the last to board the carrier, and on her way, appeared to brush shoulders with Jame, her gloved fingers feathering his own lowered right hand. Even with the awkwardness that came from making contact while being suited, something about the lightness and closeness of her touch suggested that such contact between the two was not novel. Tarlo wondered if whatever that touch signified, it might help explain Jame’s sombre mood at the expedition’s imminent departure.
“We’ll see you when the sun comes up!” Terrus bellowed, giddy and energised, and Tarlo felt a pang once more. How it must feel to be hunched over in the D6 Carrier right now, excitement palpable, ready to charge towards the sunset in pursuit of wonder and glory! He was grateful none could see his gritted teeth while he waved towards the D6 as it carved through the sands, leaving five-foot furrows in its wake.
“Ad aeterno,” Jontie murmured. While most had taken to using the catchphrase semi-ironically, it would have felt like bad luck had nobody said it at all. “Take your time out here, people, as we agreed. The rest of the evening, and the first cycle of night, is yours to spend however you please. Except for Sci and Meds, you’ve got your roster. First shift in command will be Scis Mai and Yerald. And that’s enough from me.”
Tarlo noticed a couple peel off from the gathering immediately to head back indoors, while the remainder of the forty-some colonists split into various small groups. Several leisure items were produced, including dulled fencing poles, a set of numbered, wooden Mӧlkky poles, as well as balls, nets, and targets of several sporting codes. An outdoor recreational area was gradually being established to the northern side of Catal, where the merriment was unlikely to disturb the day-to-day functioning too much, and some of the more enthusiastic of the construction teams made haste towards the area.
Despite the inherent danger of outdoor activity in a place like this, it was considered an acceptable risk in order to maintain morale, with guidelines even recommending up to two hours of outdoor activity per cycle. The E12s had a nigh-flawless track record in “low-weather environments”, and with proper maintenance, could sustain thousands of applications of up to twelve hours of use. At least, that’s what they’d been told.
Less enthused by the chance to embarrass himself in any such sports, Tarlo lagged behind. He had always enjoyed observing relationships develop organically between the crew, particularly in moments of freedom like this, where the lack of immediate pressure contributed to a sense of relief, camaraderie, and friendly competitiveness.
Ever hesitant to impose himself, Tarlo felt a balance of comfort and loneliness in his place as a reserved outsider. Beyond the general social dynamics, everyone had joined the expedition romantically unattached – for obvious reasons – and while there existed the typical rigid UCI policies forbidding “workplace fraternisation”, it hadn’t taken long for some members of the crew to begin testing the boundaries of said regulations. Indeed, Jame had once publicly derided the rule, declaring, “If you put one hundred fifty people in a box together in space, with nothing really to do, the one thing you can guarantee happening within the first week is they’ll all start fucking.” That said, he had never openly admitted of any relations to Tarlo, with Sel or otherwise. Tarlo had never shared bunks with a fellow colonist, though he found many of the men and women in the group particularly attractive. It wasn’t so much a fear of breaching policy, but his own reservations towards physical vulnerability that held him back. Surrounded by Catal’s many beautiful, capable experts, his greatest fear was embarrassment.
“Not one for competition?” A recognisable voice startled Tarlo from his thoughts; he’d thought he was alone. “I’d… I’d be the type to poke a hole in my E-suit. Or fall into the crater trying to bring down a ball. You saw how I managed that landing when we first got here,” he stammered. E-suit? What in Sol is
that?
“Are you still thinking about that?” Ashelyn queried. Again, Tarlo found himself grateful for the dark visor of his E12, which concealed his reddening cheeks. “It was embarrassing. I owe you thanks for keeping it between us, though.”
“Why do you think you fell in such a way?” Ashelyn had a strange way of conversation, always very direct. She never seemed to accept thanks either.
“I got scared, right before I was about to jump, I missed my cue and—”
“You slipped. I was right behind you, I saw all that. But there was plenty of time for you to stabilise on the way down. What happened next?”
Tarlo was torn for a moment. Either he admitted that he was distracted by something as simple as the sunrise, or have her think he lacked the wherewithal to complete a manoeuvre that basically every other member of the expedition seemed to manage just fine.
“I heard some others talking, said their suits didn’t work properly. I’m not sure if…” Ashelyn didn’t cut him off this time, and Tarlo realised there was no point posturing. “No, Sol to that. It was my fault, Doctor. I had my position right, but I wanted to catch a better view of the rising sun.”
“And did you get it?”
Was she teasing him? “I… guess I did. Just for a moment, before I hit dirt. You know, I’ve been worried that since then, you’ve viewed me as some kind of liability.”
Ashelyn held the silence for a moment, as if allowing him to sit in the discomfort, before moving right past his moment of reassurance seeking. “Wanted to see the sunrise… You sound quite the romantic, Tarlo. Your colleagues, they’re much more pragmatic types. How have you found the company?”
“There’s so much knowledge here! I feel I have so much to learn… but so little to offer.” It was surely obvious to her how nervous he was. “May I share something with you?”
“Go ahead.”
“I still don’t know what in Sol I’m doing here.” The words spilled out of him, blending into one another in anxious haste.
“There’s a pretty simple answer to that.”
“No, I mean, how I got here. In selection, training, it was all moving so fast, I guess I thought maybe I had something to offer when compared to some of the masses I was up against… but since I’ve been here, I’ve felt so far out of my depth, especially compared to the other Scis.”
“It is common with us intellectual types to feel an imposter in our professions, let alone when facing the magnitude of a task such as this. Allow me to ask you, do you trust in the UCI selection strategies?”
“Yes.” Should I? “I mean, the crew got this base up like it was nothing. Sel and Mai are phenomenal, and even Yerald knows his way around numbers and systems like no other.”
“Then why would they get it wrong with you?”
“One in fifty, right?”
Ashelyn made a noise that was distorted over the short-range comms, somewhere between a laugh and a snort. “If that’s how you see things, it may be time you set about proving yourself wrong.” Her words were a challenge, and Tarlo sat with them for a moment. He’d spent so much time swimming in his little pool of self-doubts, and for what? He was here, against all odds, and had an opportunity to be part of something monumental. They walked slowly while talking, away from the mass of off-duty colonists, until they reached the southern side of the crater.
“Shall we?” Ashelyn asked, gesturing towards the lip of the crater. She waited not for his response, taking a seat right at the edge, resting her legs in the descending sands. Tarlo sat beside her, wondering where the conversation was heading. From their vantage, Catal lay to their north-east, the sole guard tower to their north, slightly off centre, its shadow now stretching far beyond the settlement. To the west, Exsar had almost abandoned the skies, though it still shone as brightly as ever, its crimson rays a defiant contrast to the ever-darkening skies.
The pair sat there quietly, frozen in time as they watched the red seep from the sky, so slowly. “It’s… kind of menacing, isn’t it?” Tarlo eventually breathed.
“It’s just a sky, Tarlo,” Ashelyn retorted, too quickly. You feel it
too.
“You know, I was out in the desert, back home, when I decided I wanted to do this.” Tarlo pivoted the subject. Ashelyn remained quiet, which he took as cue to continue. “There was something about the night sky, the stars, things felt clearer. Simpler, in a way. Free.”
“There are few places back home where the stars are visible in such a way. It was similar in the Antarctic.” Tarlo realised that, of anyone in the expedition, Ashelyn probably had the most in common with him, at least from an experiential perspective, given they had both spent their careers in isolated desert facilities.
“Before you set out, did you worry about becoming lonely, missing home?” she asked, surprising him with her curiosity.
“I figured loneliness would be a part of all this, but I’ve never really minded the feeling. As if… it’s as if it’s always been there? I do miss my family, yes, I think about my sister and mother all the time. I’m sure everybody here does.” There was something about this sunset, both magnificent and eerie, that enticed him to share. They were so far from home, and things were growing darker, and Tarlo felt a confusing mix of emotions stirring within him. Central to that mix was the doctor sitting quietly beside him. Despite the many physical barriers between them, her face occupied his mind, her green eyes piercing his guard as though their visors weren’t even there.
He continued speaking, letting the words fall out of him into the darkening air. “But home? I’ve never really understood that feeling, whenever people talk about it. We moved around a lot when I was younger, through the various city hab-projects. Then as I got older, got my scholarship, started working, I found that I kept moving then, too. Everything I worked on, all it felt like was a brief distraction until the next project. Nothing ever felt like, this is it, this is what I want to do?”
“You mention family, were there any other difficult goodbyes?”
Tarlo tried not to read into why she might ask such a question. Most of the time, colonists were reasonably forthcoming with talking about their pasts; it helped keep their connections to their previous lives real. In this moment though, all Tarlo felt was desire to connect with the woman beside him.
“It was a similar story to my work, really, everyone I’ve ever… been with, I never really felt that close to. Like there was always a window between us. Or something within me, holding me back, or that they just didn’t see was there. So yes, that side of my life, there was always something missing.”
“Missing… and you expect to find it out here?” Ashelyn gestured at the expanse before them.
Tarlo laughed half-heartedly. “No, I’m not on some grand crusade to find myself. I guess I just felt… to go somewhere where everybody with me was also out of place, far from home… I liked that. Especially when I always felt such disconnect.”
“A curious blend of nihilism and optimism,” Ashelyn observed. “But it takes incredible dedication to achieve selection for these expeditions. I can’t help but feel that isn’t everything.”
She was right, but Tarlo felt the words catch in his throat, as a desperately repressed memory fought back into his consciousness. A memory of his last nights in the desert, alone in the dunes of the Gobi. Brief images of figures in the sand flashed before his eyes, accompanied by a primal fear. No, not even the magnificence of the sunset could draw that confession out of him.
“I figured something so grand as the search for life in the cosmos might keep me occupied for a couple of years, at least.” He half-laughed again. “But failing that, as I said before… I’m here to see the stars.”
Ashelyn turned towards him, and he could have sworn he could see her eyes even through the gloom and multiple layers of reinforced glass. “Do you believe we’ll find anything out here? Like, really believe it?”
Tarlo pondered for a moment. “I trust the equation. It’s been a quiet start, sure, but we’ve seen so little of this place. But more than that, I couldn’t have come all this way if I didn’t believe in what we’re doing.”
“But that was then. Now you’re here, what do you believe?” Her words cut through his postulations.
“I am confident in my purpose. I know I’m going to find something here.” Would speaking the words make him believe them?
“I appreciate your determination.”
Tarlo swore for a moment that he detected approval in her tone, even if she remained unconvinced.
“I hope that it holds firm through all adversity we may face out here.”
“Been talking to Jame, have you?” Tarlo quipped, recalling his last conversation with the older man.
“What?”
“Never mind, he just… said something similar to me before. Do you know something about this place the rest of us don’t?”
“Nothing you haven’t heard me say before. As you say, we have seen so little of this place. And now things are going to be dark, too.”
“What about you, Doctor?” The question surged from Tarlo almost involuntarily.
“What about me?” Her tone was sharp, as though uncomfortable with being on the alternate side of questioning.
Tarlo’s nervousness rose, but he pushed himself to continue. “Why are you out here?”
Ashelyn laughed without warmth, and Tarlo relaxed. Just a little. “Signing up for the UCI was the easiest decision I’ve ever made.”
“Why’s that?”
She turned to him again, causing Tarlo to briefly muse at the humour of life in the E12s – despite their faces being permanently obscured, making such gestures redundant, conversational body language remained innate.
“There was nothing for me back there.” Almost immediately after uttering the words, Ashelyn shook her head and scoffed. “Sol, I sound like a high-schooler. Something about these interstellar sunsets that really bring out the melodrama in one.”
Tarlo laughed, comforted by her break in formality. “It’s nice to meet the real you, Doctor. Shall I call her Ash?” Another image flashed in his mind, of burning embers and black smoke billowing in the winds.
“Please, no. Ashelyn is fine.”
And like that, the distance between them was restored. Tarlo felt the cold snap tug at his chest. Why do I long for her approval so
much?
“We should probably head back. Still got our shifts to pull after Yerald and Mai, maybe get yourself some rest,” Ashelyn said, again, not waiting for Tarlo before getting up. Tarlo trudged in her wake, wondering what to make of their engagement. On one hand, she had chosen him alone to spend that time with. On the other, perhaps she was just mining everyone for information to assist with her profiling, and he was the closest at hand at the time. Their paths diverged a short way from the front entrance to the V-Bay, and Ashelyn moved inside. “I’ll let you go here,” he murmured awkwardly. “I’d like to be out here the moment the stars rise.”
She nodded and activated the small door which lay beside the significantly larger, mechanised variety that could only be operated by a member in the command centre. The smaller door led straight to the decontamination room, which took substantially less power to operate than the large “loading and leaving” area. Ashelyn stepped through the doorway, turning as she waited for it to close behind her. “Tarlo.”
He realised he’d been staring, and wondered if it was obvious. “Yes, Ashelyn?”
“I don’t think the one in fifty is you.” Then the door shut, and he was confused for a moment until he recalled the statistic so often bandied about the efficacy of the IAPFA tests. Realising her words to be complimentary, he replayed them in his mind, and they raced through him in warm shivers, stimulating his body in ways they had no right.
He smiled and made his way back past the tower, which had turned into something akin to a lighthouse, possessing two great floodlights which illuminated the foreyard. The sky beyond was now almost completely dark, but the floodlights from the facility rendered it impossible to see any stars above. But no, that wasn’t right… there was no light pollution on Cahros, no clouds, no weather. The sky should have been glistening since long before the sun fully set, regardless of the bright lights in between. How had he not noticed this earlier? So easily distracted by the good
doctor.
The smile fled from his face along with the warm feeling in his chest. Something was wrong. He glanced around, but nobody near him seemed perturbed. The guard was still in their station on the tower, and the majority of the crew were out in the northern area, though it seemed a few had trickled back inside or had spread out in smaller groups. Beyond locals-range, it was surreal, seeing them all dancing about with their various diversions, a silent movie of fluorescent suits and exaggerated shadows, flitting around, merging and creating new forms. It may have been mesmeric if he wasn’t beset by anxiety, which instead painted the scene as an eerie, contorted simulation of humanity.
His heartbeat quickened, thumping in his ears as he ran for somewhere out of range from the distraction of the lights. Maybe the stars were really there, the night was just too young. Or more likely, something was awry with his visor, the readout somehow scrambled from looking directly at the bright lights. All it needed was a contrast adjustment so it could recalibrate.
He made it to the lip of the crater, beyond the reach of the floodlights, and caught his breath. He angled his helm down towards the dimly lit remnants of the storage containers below, hoping it would raise the built-in light sensitivity – which operated in a way similar to pupils in the eye – before yanking his head back up to peruse the skies above. They remained dark, darker than any sky he’d seen before, darker even than the smoke-smogs that peppered every civilised corner of Earth. There was a denseness to this sky, like the ceiling of a deeply subterranean cave, an eon away from any natural source of light.
Despair took a hold of him, and he half ran, half slid, until he was a quarter of the way across the basin, halfway down on the northern side. Again, he looked up, and again, the sky was nothing but an impenetrable mass of darkness.
Everything was wrong. Cahros had always felt foreign and alien, but now, it was something darker, something oppressive. The sunset had been obvious, angry, dramatic, but this depthless night was different, it was colder. It did not threaten them with violence and hate, but regarded them with the apathy of a forgotten god who possessed the indiscriminate, unconcerned hunger of death itself. And it was now upon him.
Tarlo sensed the figures rising from the sands around him, depthless and hollow as the sky, arms outstretched, mouths inhaling, drawing him further into the crater. Terror gripped him as he sprinted back towards the safety of the light. He felt them behind him, their weight upon his back and shoulders as he staggered back up the incline, his feet sinking into the sands as he crawled and scrambled in desperation, knowing they were right behind him. He reached the base of the tower and fell to his knees, his legs leaden. With no other choice, he twisted around, shuffling himself so that his back rested against the sturdy foundations, and turned to face his fate.
But there was nothing there. Only the unnatural silence.
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TARLO WAS STILL shaking as he peeled off his E12 in the decontamination room. There was no way there could have been anyone, or anything, out there, and he needed to regain his composure before anybody saw him like this. He snuck through the corridors of Catal, reaching his bunk area, and slipped on some warmer clothes. Already, his recollections were losing clarity, his mental replays depicting only melding shadows, yet the feeling of oppressive, overwhelming fear remained.
He missed the sound of rain.
It was no good to stay here alone, where the quietness of the dorm only magnified his sense of dissociation. Shift allocations be damned, he decided to head to the Bio-Comms Centre. If they wouldn’t let him work, he’d water the plants; he just needed to be around people, real people, without suits or shadow.
Compared to the industrial grey-whites of the rest of Catal, the command centre was an oasis of colour. The botanical greens of the vegetable garden transitioned to an array of glistening silver consoles that arrayed the walls, each accompanied by blue-lit keyboards and interfaces. In the centre of the room sat a single, large command console, flanked by two cam-feed screens, suspended over a moderately-sized oaken conference table.
The main attraction, however, was the gigantic, reinforced window that had been installed on the ceiling of the room. Made from the same stuff as the visors on their E12s, this part of Catal had taken hours for the techs to install and calibrate, significantly longer than any other element of the construction. Their work had not been in vain, however, as it allowed for great amounts of natural light, and unobstructed views of the outside world they weren’t afforded anywhere else in the windowless facility. Tarlo had been so looking forward to working in this room under the glow of the stars, but at the moment, the panel was pitch-dark, suggesting what lay beyond to be nothing but an empty expanse.
Tarlo was surprised to see several people were present in the BCC, rather than just the rostered scientists, and his attempt to slide into the room unnoticed was quickly foiled by an observant Mai.
“Kodomo! Just the person we were looking for,” she exclaimed, her brown eyes alight.
“Looking for?” Tarlo’s heart began to race again as he wondered why he would be a topic of conversation. “Vel radioed in before, said she saw someone in the crater, running around all bukimi.”
Tarlo blushed as everyone in the room turned to him. Yerald was in the corner, manning one of the comms-consoles, and a couple of the construction crew were standing at the conference table. Their faces seemed mirthful, perhaps even mocking.
“Relax, my friend. Is everything all right?” Jontie was there too, standing by the med-station. His expression was different, his tone softer, reassuring.
“I thought something was wrong with my visor,” Tarlo began cautiously. “The sky, it’s all dark… empty. I thought maybe there was something wrong with it, yeah, but there wasn’t,” he concluded lamely, shrinking under their collective gaze.
“So… you noticed it too,” Mai replied. “We can confirm there is nothing wrong with your visor. The sky is indeed, as you put it, dark.”
“All our data said there would be…”
“Yes. Our data suggested we’d have been greeted by a veritable tapestry of beacons in the sky by now. And yet, such a welcome has not come. As for our contest… I guess I win by default.” Mai winked; neither her nor the others in the room seemed perturbed by this new development. Their nonchalance was deeply off-putting, and served only to elevate Tarlo further, but he tried desperately to keep his tone measured. “So, you know something isn’t right?”
“It’s unexpected, sure, but there’s always an explanation. We have some theories.” Mai paused, eyeing Tarlo up and down. “You’re sweating, what has you so worked up?”
“Just from, you know, all that running. What theories?”
Mai primed to speak, but Jontie shot her a glance. “Clouds, Tarl. We think the drop in temps may have something to do with it, maybe even some atmospheric disturbances from the shuttles, displacement from the cargo drops…” But that happened days
ago.
“Clouds? But for clouds to form, they need—”
“Slow down, we don’t know what kind of clouds yet. But we’re thinking they might be low-floating, comprising of sand or similar, they seem too dense to just be liquid-based,” Mai said, intercepting his thoughts.
Tarlo’s embarrassment was total. He’d suffered a hallucinatory panic attack, over what? A couple of clouds? He made his way to the meeting table and leaned upon it, needing to feel something real beneath his hands.
“Are you sure you’re okay, Tarlo?” Jontie asked again, his tone a little more direct this time.
“Yeah, sorry Doc. Just feeling a little silly.”
“Don’t worry, chew, I near laid an egg when I saw what happened to the tracks.” Elhanto, Jame’s second in the construction crew and the one who’d supervised the highway construction, offered him a toothy smile. “The tracks?”
“Yes, we’re keeping it under wraps for now, but this is the real reason we were looking for you. Have a look at this,” Mai said, activating the left cam-feed screen. It’s time stamp read about fifteen minutes earlier, and the only thing visible on the night-vision-adjusted, grey-and-white screen were the dual tracks from the D6. After a second, he saw some more tracks, on the far side of the rivets. Four sets of small footprints, which he realised belonged to Ashelyn and himself, from their walk to and from the crater. “You were watching us?” Tarlo asked, feeling his skin crawl.
“That was you? No. Watch.” Thirty seconds passed. Then another forty-five, and just as Tarlo was about to look back at the doctors again, waiting for the punchline… he saw it.
One second, all was still. The next, the sands began to shimmer. The imagery was confusing to behold, almost blurry, causing Tarlo to doubt the fidelity of the cams, but it continued, the lightest of shaking and flickering until the D6 tracks, once several feet deep, were entirely gone. Tarlo played it again, furiously blinking as he tried to comprehend what he was seeing. There were no drastic movements, no great streams or piles of sand being displaced, but something was causing the sands to return to their original state of complete smoothness, in such a manner that he couldn’t even fathom how it was occurring. “Sol, what am I looking at here?” He gasped, caught somewhere between wonder and dread.
“Yeah, I responded about the same way,” Yerald chirped from his corner of the room. “We thought it was worth notifying Fleet straightaway, but they don’t seem too worried. Told us to get back to them when it starts eating people.”
Mai glared at the sullen man in the corner of the room. “No, they merely instructed us to get more data, and reminded us to only contact them for something like this in case of an emergency.” It seemed there had been some kind of disagreement around whether the fleet should have been consulted in the first place.
“This… smoothing… has it happened anywhere else? Sol, what about the colonists still outside?” Tarlo asked, but Mai shook her head.
“Nothing of the sort on the north side. Whatever it is, it actually was heading away from Catal. Kinda like a wave, in a way. What do you make of it?”
Tarlo thought for a moment, considering the unheralded clouds above. They couldn’t have arrived just on their own, without some kind of propulsion… And then, so obvious, it hit him. “Wind!”
Mai cocked her head for a moment, and her scowl morphed into a rueful smile. “That’s why we wanted a second opinion. I am of the same contention.”
Yerald made a noise of derision from the corner. “It’s a pulse, not wave, and it’s coming from below.”
“Occam’s Razor, Yer.” Her annoyance was clear. Tarlo wondered how long they’d argued over this. From Jontie’s, Elhanto’s, and Mondes’s weary faces, it had been a while.
“Occam’s refers to the simplest, not the foolhardiest,” Yerald said frustratedly. “No breeze would ever tidy things up so neatly.”
Tarlo replayed the footage a few more times. “Look, Yerald, I see where you’re coming from. Almost. The sand, it seems to shake, rather than move. But pulses? We’d be picking those up on radar, electromag, somewhere! Sol, we’d probably be feeling them too.”
“I didn’t say it was likely. But the wind? Come on, this can’t be naturally occurring. It’s too… even. Too smooth. Wind doesn’t behave like that, it’s a clumsy and fickle force.”
“I guess you’re right too. Natural forces don’t tend to be so… pedantic,” Tarlo said, his mind racing. “Whatever it is, maybe it explains the lack of craters, hills, terrain, everything we noticed upon our landing here, that unnatural smoothness we’ve been talking about. Could it be… magnetic, in some way? Like from the core? Geothermal?”
“Where is Sel when you need her,” Mai said, running her long, black-painted nails through her short crop of onyx-black hair.
“Could be it’s nano,” Yerald said. “Like what they set up on Mars.”
“We’d have found something in the sand samples if it were.”
“Not necessarily, might be its just blown in on this wind of yours. We need to run the sand through again, I’d say.”
“Oh, so now you think there could be wind?” Mai snapped, before sighing. “We may as well. Though if it’s nano-tech, I don’t even want to consider what that would mean for our work here.”
“What d’you mean?” Tarlo asked.
Mai looked surprised, as though the thought was obvious. “Presence of nano suggests deliberate interference, from humans, or some kind of intelligent life.” Several pairs of eyes widened at the suggestion.
“Which means someone has been here before… or is here now,” Tarlo concluded. The silence sat heavy for a moment.
“We’ll worry about that if and when we need to. Need to run everything through again first anyway. I’ll grab another few sand samples from the affected area on screen. The wind theory won’t be too difficult to test either, we just need a few of those, what are they called again?” Mai clicked her fingers frustratedly.
“Anemometres!” Tarlo exclaimed.
A bemused look overtook Elhanto’s face. “Where the clownfish live?”
“It’s a wind-measuring device. Ultrasonic, right?” Jontie queried. Mondes nudged Elhanto, whose olive skin reddened, before the two burst into companionable laughter.
“Yeah, we should have a few in the V-Bay,” Mai continued. “Didn’t get around to setting them up, what with there being no observable weather conditions so far. We can place them out where the disturbances were, maybe a few other spots too. Definitely out where the crew is as well. Tarlo, Jontie, you used these things before?”
“I have,” Tarlo volunteered, eager to show his worth. “I can show you if you need, Jontie.”
“That sounds an apt plan, guess we’ll suit back up and be out,” Jontie replied.
“Excellent. Elhanto, Mondes, thank you for bringing this to us, but don’t feel you have to stay on duty, you’re on time down, remember?” Mai said, but both the men shook their heads.
“Something don’t feel right to us, chews,” Mondes said.
Elhanto squeezed his hand. “We think we’re best staying inside for a time. Might play some Ultra.”
“Suit yourself. Try to keep it down if you can.” She winked, noticing their interlocked hands, and turned back to her console.
The four of them left the BCC, Mondes and Elhanto making off towards the habs, Jontie and Tarlo back to decontamination. Before long they were suited, Jontie idling while Tarlo fumbled his way through one of the large storage shelves in the corner of the V-Bay. It felt huge in there now, with the D6 Carrier and one of the BBF buggies gone. Brighter too, with so much exposed Moonsalt.
Tarlo sifted his way through the shelves of welders, foamers and solders, banged his knee on a powered-down MULE, and nearly toppled one of the giant flares, but he managed to find a pile of small, metallic rods, with little cylinders attached to the top like an ornamental garden light. “Make sure you pair them first,” he said, handing six to Jontie. “They measure the wind speed by sending pulses to one another. If there’s wind, the sound waves are impacted, and the anemometres measure the interference. Just squeeze them, just below the tops, at the same time. Try for a range of five metres or so, limits outside interference.”
“Got it. Seen a few of these in your time, I take it?”
“Yeah, desert one oh one. Set these up, and if you see the winds pick up, know when you need to lock down for a sandstorm.” It felt good to know what he was talking about, for once.
They were waiting in decontamination when the panic returned. It was just the two of them, stood quietly, laden with gear, waiting for the exterior door to open. Tarlo kept reminding himself that what had happened before, what he thought had happened, simply couldn’t have been real. Vel had seen him running, he’d been on cam-feeds too, and nobody had mentioned anything chasing him. But try as he might, no amount of force-fed logic could really settle him down.
Everyone knew about “spacer’s fever”, a loose term used to label the development of psychosis after departing the sanctuary of Earth. Indiscriminate in its selection of victims, cases had been recorded since the earliest days of space exploration, especially in those missions where participants held no hope of ever returning home. Like this one. In a way, the concept of him imagining those figures in the desert was far scarier than the alternative: what loneliness there was in the imaginary, to be prisoner of a reality that you could share with no other.
“You alright? Not scared of the dark, are you?” Jontie jibed, and Tarlo realised the door was open, the physiosurgeon already outside.
Now was no time to show weakness. He couldn’t bear the idea of the other colonists thinking he couldn’t handle things. Taking a deep breath and shaking his head, as if to dispel the lingering shadow, Tarlo activated his vis-torch and walked through the exit.
“Of course not. Where shall we start?” They decided to mark out the northern area first, feeling it worth prioritising the area with the most foot traffic. Careful not to place the anemometres too close to the activity, they spent the next half hour gently propping the little tools up in the sand, finishing over at the area where the vehicle tracks used to be. Tarlo paid close attention as they walked, but detected no evidence of either pulse or wind, nor of the gloomy spectres he’d met in the crater. The sands where the colonists were gathered also remained unaltered, pockmarked with the imprints of their leisure.
“All in a day’s work.” Jontie wiped his gloves together, another action more symbolic than functional. “Say, Tarlo, you ever play football?”
“Which kind?”
“The good kind.”
“Ah, so old-Euro?”
Jontie laughed knowingly. “You know it. None of that hand-permitting nonsense.”
“I didn’t know that was much of a big deal in Aoteroa?”
“It wasn’t. But I worked nights in the rehab wards. Some of the vets, they loved it, played it a lot while on deployment apparently. You could say it rubbed off on me.”
“Well, you’ve my approval. It’s my favourite sport, though I was always much more a spectator, than—”
“Ahh none of that, Tarls! The exercise will be good for you. Why don’t we join the others, show them some real sport, hey?”
Tarlo’s first instinct was to make self-conscious refusal, but with Terrus gone, Jontie was one of the few extroverts remaining who had taken a liking to him. If he said no, when would the next offer come by? “All right, you’ve convinced me. Should we head back—”
“Ahh let Mai worry about the wind for a while. They transmit directly to the base-brain, you said?”
“Yeah, should already be sending info to the command centre.”
“Then our job is done! Come on, let’s go.”
As they headed back to the northern side of the base, Tarlo found himself continually glancing to his left, at the darkness that lay just beyond the floodlight-illuminated territory. Beyond those bounds lay the edge of the crater, and complete darkness.
He didn’t notice Jontie had come to a dead stop in front of him until it was too late. Tarlo crashed into him hard, but his rushed apologies were silenced quickly as the doctor spoke in a cold, hard voice, “Get inside.”
“Sol, Jontie, I’m sorry, I didn’t—”
“Get inside, now.” He had never spoken to anyone like this before. “Get Ashelyn. Sound distress, call everyone in. And stay there.”
“What in Sol are you…” Tarlo didn’t get time to finish the sentence as the physiosurgeon surged away from him at a pace that would shame an Olympian. Tarlo’s eyes roamed past his companion, towards the north, and he finally understood the reason for Jontie’s demands.
He turned and ran for the safety of Catal as fast as he could.
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BESET



8
LITTLE ORANGE LIGHTS
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Tarlo   -   ET: 0030hrs
CD: 05-04-2220   -   CT: 000:30
A DOZEN HORRIFIED screams metamorphosed into a cacophony of anguish, locking the distress channel and rendering electronic communication impossible. Tarlo ran, trying to keep his eyes only on the entrance to Catal, and his mind on the singular task of reaching it.
Just moments ago, everything seemed fine. The colonists had been standing, talking, kicking, and throwing, enjoying their moments of celebratory freedom. Normal, leisurely, relaxed. Then, out of nowhere, nigh half of them collapsed, falling across the field in near-perfect synchrony. There had been no cries of alarm or pain, no warnings, just a stunning, collective silence.
And since hitting the ground, not a man or woman among them had moved.
Occasional phrases were detectable amidst the pandemonium, as panic infected all those who remained out in the open.
“Vashni, are you okay? Talk to me!”
“Grab an arm, let’s get him up—”
“Red code, I mean BLACK code, we’ve got—”
“Something is out here, we’re under attack! We’re—”
“No, they’re dead, they’re fucking dead, there’s blood in their visors, they’re—”
Nausea spread through Tarlo’s body as anxious sweat leaked from a thousand pores.
“Out of the fucking way! They’re not moving, leave them! Get out—”
He couldn’t bear turning around, lest he see more bodies on the ground. His skin was electric, his eyes aflame, his ankles rubbery, but he fought the shock and dizziness and finally reached the entrance to the V-Bay, leaning his entire weight on the activation button, before falling into the small corridor with relief.
But there was no time to rest, and even less to think. He had to get to the command centre. He had to find the doctor, though he couldn’t remember why. Back to his feet. He dragged himself towards the door that led further inside, but it wouldn’t open. Because the external door was still open, idiot, the room needs to pressurise and oxygenate. He shuffled back to close it, but that button wouldn’t work either. He stood for a moment, at a loss. There seemed less noise in the comms, fewer voices. He tried not to think why that would be.
“Sol-fucking-damn-it we’re so fucked, where is this coming from? Where—”
“Shut up shut up! I can’t think with all—”
“They can’t be dead, if they were dead, we’d all be.”
“The suits, something must be wrong with—”
Finally, a commanding voice cut through the mayhem, “Everybody still standing, shut up and listen to me very closely.” The words, guttural and menacing, had their desired effect, and the distress channel went silent.
“I take it we are all aware that we are in some serious shit. I don’t know how, or why, or what this is. But if you have the ability to walk, I suggest you get the fuck inside, right now. We will come back for the ones on the ground when it is safe to do so.” From his position at the door, Tarlo could see perhaps a quarter of the field. He was relieved to notice that not too many more people seemed to have fallen.
“We’re useless to our friends if we join them in the dirt. Now MOVE!”
More colonists streamed into view as they obeyed the man’s instructions, a disorganised mass of stumbling figures obscured by swathes of sand. Some tripped and rose again, covered in sand, their feet sinking so deep into the ground that their best efforts amounted to little more than walking pace, stretching their legs in bizarre fashion, as though stamping through waist-deep water. Others fell too, but differently, rather than the disorganised shambling, limbs askew, their entire bodies seemed to lock up mid-step. There was no reflexive throwing of the arms or twisting of the body to cushion the landing, just an instantaneous halt that led to them smacking visor-first into the ground, at times cracking the glass-prene with the impact.
Finally remembering his own task, and the fact that the small decontamination room was out of order, Tarlo skipped to his left, noticing the large entrance to the V-Bay had been opened. He dashed to the interior operating button, ready to slam down upon it when everyone made it back inside. That was his task, right? Oh, and something about needing to find the doctor? Maybe they were outside.
The first of the fleeing colonists arrived at the V-Bay, erupting into a blur of screamed instructions and questions, but Tarlo remained steadfast on the switch. He noticed three figures still outside, desperately striding for the door. The sand beneath them, so disturbed by the stampede, squirmed and shifted as if it had a life of its own. One of the three tripped and landed hard, cracking their visor and twisting their leg at an ungodly angle, screeching all the way. Still conscious, they attempted to crawl forward, feebly dragging their limp lower half, but made little progress, as the sand was too light to get a firm grasp of. He lost sight of them behind the last batch of runners. Another fell, barely three metres from the supposed safety of the vehicle bay. There it was again, as if every muscle in their body had contracted at once – a complete system shutdown. As they toppled, the runner beside them was knocked sideways and went down with a yell. It sounded like Jontie. Instinctively, Tarlo tried to reach out for them, but a firm hand put paid to his efforts. The strength and unexpectedness of the grip caused him to flail around. “What are you doing?” They drew him close, and hissed something he couldn’t make out, until he activated the manual switch back to local comms.
“—be compromised. Do not waste your life.” It was a female voice, harsh, emotionless.
“Sol, Ashelyn, they’re right here! We could save them right—” Tarlo exclaimed.
“No. Look.”
Tarlo ripped his head around, still ready to leap to the aid of the fallen colonist, but cold dread struck him once he saw them again. Like those before them, they now lay motionless, their left arm stretched forward, as if their last gesture had been to reach for help. Everything he was witnessing, it couldn’t be really happening. Just like the figures in the dark, there’s no way more than half the colony had just been paralysed, or worse. There’s no way this was real. Had he fallen all the way out of his mind?
A heavy figure, moving with momentum, barrelled through him, bringing him to ground.
“Clear! I’ve got wounded here!” There was only one man it could be, the same who had brought order to the chaos and initiated the retreat inside. Jame.
“And get the thrice-fucked door closed. I’m the last one in.”
Ashelyn, still standing, jammed her hand on the activator, and the door slid shut, quickly, leaving them in temporary darkness before the internal lighting adjusted. They sat silent for the minute required for the life support in the room to reach minimum levels.
As soon as possible, Jame ripped his helmet off and threw it to the side, and Tarlo looked on in awe. Not only had he managed to restore some semblance of order from the chaos, and been one of the few to make it back, he’d managed to do so with a screaming passenger draped over his shoulder.
“That you, Doctor? Sol praised, I thought you both might have still been out there. Mury needs help, sounds like she snapped her ankle clean in two. You”—he pointed to Tarlo—“sorry for taking you out there. Help me.” Tarlo felt a pain in his chest as he knelt by the injured colonist on the ground, dropped unceremoniously in Jame’s collision with him. Their visor was cracked; was this the person he’d seen break their leg, vainly crawling for the door?
They worked together to get Mury out of her suit, while Ashelyn came back with a medkit. Mury’s entire right leg was coated in blood, and a jagged white object jutted out just above her foot. He barely supressed the ensuing nausea upon the realisation he was staring at snapped bone.
“Lay her down, elevate the ankle.” Ashelyn’s short, sharp commands helped him focus. “Mury, bite down on this cloth here, I’m going to give you a shot and then you won’t feel it for a while.” The woman was red faced and gasping in pain but shook her head, as if she understood, but disagreed.
“Brace her leg. Needle going in. Antibiotics and Analgesics. Shit, looks like we’ve got an open fracture here. How did you do that on this surface? Where is Jontie?” Her voice was strained. “Never mind. We’re going to need an external fixation. Jame, find Jontie. Is that Tarlo? We’re going to need to operate, but can’t do that here and now, so we need to stabilise. Keep that leg elevated.” Her hands flurried about, Tarlo couldn’t watch as she whipped a brace and several bandages around Mury’s leg, gloves and arms quickly spattering with blood, while the construction worker groaned and shuddered.
“Doc,” Mury spoke for the first time between her gasps.
“Hey Mury.” Ashelyn’s voice was uncharacteristically soft. “Do me a favour and keep those eyes closed, okay. I know it hurts, but it shouldn’t be fatal. We’re working on—”
“Doc! That’s great… But just Tranq me.”
“We’ve got anaesthetics here, I just need to prepare—”
“No, tranq me! Use your T-4!” Tarlo hadn’t even noticed the weapon in the doctor’s holster.
Ashelyn had another needle out, the anaesthetic. “I’m not going to do that, these things aren’t meant—”
“FUCKING TRANQ ME.” Jame, unseen by the doctor, had returned, and in a smooth gesture, slid the small weapon from her holster, aimed and fired, hitting Mury just below the collarbone on the right side. The electro-sed pulse worked immediately, and Tarlo felt Mury soften beneath him.
Ashelyn whirled upon the old man, furious. “What the Sol-damn HELL do you think you’re doing?” Jame remained calm, offering the T-4 back to the doctor. “Mury is allergic to general anaesthetics. Unless you wanted to deal with her screaming, as well as putting her through the hell of staying awake through this, T-4 was the only option.”
Ashelyn ripped the T-4 from his hands. “Tell me first next time, for sake of Sol.”
“With respect, Doctor, isn’t this something you would have known?” Jame’s voice hardened.
“I’m… I was focused on stemming the… Forget it, we need to get her stabilised. Where is Jontie?”
Jame looked away for a moment, eyes downcast. “He was with me, he ran out towards everyone…”
Tarlo stammered, “He couldn’t be hurt, he was out there for the least amount of…”
“Fuck!” Ashelyn slammed her hand on a nearby shelf, leaving a brown-red blood smear behind. “No matter, I’ll learn.” Jame shot Tarlo a glance of consternation: was the doctor doubting herself?
Tarlo cast his eyes around the room, where ten or so other colonists stood in various states of protest and shock. Some were gathered at the interior door that led inside, clamouring for it to open, but their cries went unheeded.
“We need to go back out for them,” Tarlo felt like the words were coming from someone else as he spoke them, someone for away. “They can’t be… dead. The suits aren’t breached, there’s nothing out there, that we can see. If it were the air or environment, then we’d all be down.”
“You’re a fool if you think you’re immune to whatever it is out there right now.” Jame grunted.
“Dead, alive, or otherwise, we are useless to them if we are similarly incapped. Nobody leaves until we know what we’re dealing with.” Ashelyn was regaining her composure. “And nobody goes inside either, so give it up over there.”
The colonists working at the door returned to the loading area of the V-Bay where Jame, Ashelyn, Tarlo, and Mury were gathered, and everyone began screaming at once.
“We need Fleet on the line! Get us the fuck outta—”
“Get away from me with all that—”
“What happened to Mury? Is she…”
“What a Sol-fucked shitshow—”
“You can’t make us wait in here, we could be infected with whatever is out there!”
Again, it was up to Jame to silence the chaos. “Enough, chews. Let’s all just calm the fuck down for a moment. Be professionals. You know that we have no choice but lockdown after something like this.”
“But for how long? You can’t make us—”
“As long as it takes. Now calm down, take a seat, and count your lucky fucking stars you even made it in here.” He stripped the rest of his E12, throwing it towards the door. “Fat lot of good these things did for us out there. Might be compromised, or something. I suggest you all do the same.” His words, confident and assured, inspired the others to follow suit. All except Ashelyn, the only among them who hadn’t set foot outside.
“Mai, you there?” Though she spoke into comms, they could hear her words clearly from this short distance. Tarlo moved to a wall console and activated the loudspeaker, so that they would also be able to hear Mai, though with their headsets discarded they wouldn’t be able to participate.
“Yes, Doc. You guys doing okay in there?”
“Somewhat. Have you locked down the BCC?”
“Affirmative, just Yerald and I in here. There were six others inside, they’re locked up in hab-two, given they were outside not too long ago. That’s it for this side of the door. And yeah, still trying to patch through to Fleet. What’s our headcount?”
“Nine, one significantly wounded, open fracture to the left leg.”
“Fuck, nine? That means twenty-seven still out there…”
“Including our lead surgeon,” Ashelyn concluded, grimly. “Per protocol, all decisions around quarantine fall to… me.”
“Affirmative, Doctor.”
“Consider facility-wide active lockdown now in effect. You know what that means?”
“Nobody in or out, per your instructions.”
“And are you comfortable with that?”
“Sake of Sol, Ashelyn, yes, we’re perfectly happy in here.” Her voice was strained.
“Good. Under no circumstances will you abandon protocol without medical clearance. Even if people start going down in here.”
“I won’t, relax. You said you got wounded in there?”
“We do, Mury… it’s bad, but she should be okay providing we can operate in the next few hours. How long did you land on for iso, per my instructions?”
“We calculated safe time at one hundred and five minutes, that’s how long since Yerald and I came in. So if either of us go down any time soon, you know, if it was the air or the sand or whatever, then there’s no point in quarantine at all.”
Tarlo didn’t want to think about that option, that he was somehow already compromised, his agency or mortality ebbing away as a giant invisible clock ticked inexorably towards his own final midnight.
“Noted. We should be quarantining individually, but it’s too late for that now. This will have to do.”
“Doctor… this logic, it only accounts for a consistent-time-of-exposure model. What if, whatever is happening… is spread through contact, or the air, or the suits? Or if it’s infection, it could have been active for hours, days—”
“Then we’ll extend the quarantine,” Ashelyn barked, to the dissent of the others in the room. Her solution made little sense, but nobody had anything better to counter with.
“What about… What about everyone outside?” Mai’s tone kept flickering between irritation and vulnerability, her last words trembling through the tinny speaker.
“I’m not giving up on them yet.” Ashelyn paused. “Their suits will have plenty of charge, we just need to work out what is going on before we risk anyone going back out there. I know this is going to be hard but… I need you to keep poring over the footage. Find me a pattern, a warning sign, anything. We need theories. We’re counting on you.”
“We’ll find something.” Mai sounded slightly more determined. “Sit tight, play nice in there.”
The comms clicked out and a silence blanketed the room as the significance of the situation rammed home in Tarlo’s mind. It made no sense. Their friends couldn’t have all just dropped dead. Their suits would have protected them from the elements, and besides, there was nothing out there. Nothing they could see, anyway. And then there was Jontie. He’d been talking, jesting with Tarlo, just minutes ago. Jontie, who’d bravely and without second thought, charged towards his fellows to offer aid. Jontie, who had sent Tarlo straight back inside, the instruction perhaps saving his life. But no, he couldn’t think that way, there’s no way they’d be dead. They had to be—
“Tarlo.” Jame’s voice cut through Tarlo’s panic. “Get out of your head, we need you here. You’re okay, remember that.”
Tarlo nodded, but the room remained heavy with fear. The colonists spread out in the room, as if maintaining distance might somehow keep them safe. At his feet, Mury moaned, but did not wake, the sound startling the colonists from their silence.
“Everyone who was outside. I need observations, did you notice anything change before the others fell? I’m talking suit temps, readings, O2 levels… ruptures or compromise… did anyone report any symptoms, any pains or disorientation?”
“Shit, it all happened so fast,” cried one of the crew members, Carlyle. “But I saw a lot of little orange lights on the back of helms.”
“Orange lights mean maintenance required,” Girani, an experienced Elec-tech, replied. “Might be the electromag is scrambled, or some fibre tearing, but not enough to put the wearer at serious risk. Once detected, will stay lit up until serviced, even if separated from the rest of the suit.”
“So these warnings came up, and nobody did anything?”
“Don’t ask me, Doc,” repeated Carlyle. “Nobody reported them beforehand. Sol, I only saw them light up on the people already down.”
“So we’ve had potential widespread suit breach or failure… simultaneously? Sol, Olziech! What’s, everyone, KEEP your distance!”
Inadvertently, Tarlo was looking directly at the man when the light flickered from his eyes. Olziech was typically a mirthful character, with bright blue eyes, red-glowed cheeks and deep smile lines, but in an instant, his visage became deathly pale and hollow, as if his soul were being sucked out of him, and he dropped, landing face first on the hard Moonsalt floor with a sickening smack. Blood pooled around the man’s collapsed skull and a throaty groan gargled out from the mess. Nauseous bile burned its way into Tarlo’s throat, but he forced himself to swallow it, lest someone think he was contagious. Something was strange about the blood.
“Everybody stay back!” Ashelyn shouted. “And tell me, are ANY of you feeling ANY discomfort, pain?”
Guilt drove Tarlo to speak. “I feel I could vomit for a week, but I don’t know if—”
Girani spoke at the same time, louder, “What? How can we still be—” and then she fell, in almost identical manner to Olziech, as if the string of her consciousness had been severed with a single callous twist. Another wet thud, almost a splash, as her face cannoned into the hard white floor. Uncontrollable shaking took over Tarlo’s body as he heard two more thuds to his left.
He barely heard Ashelyn as she opened the channels back up. “Mai, we’ve still got people going down in here, we—” Her words flowed in and out of his awareness. “Get a hold of Fleet NOW. Whatever is affecting… here too, or delayed impact… pathogen, viral, infection, exposure, I don’t know… Down to five in here, including me.” The shock had almost taken Tarlo over when he had a thought, a single streak of clarity within the maddening fear. With great effort, he forced his muscles to move again, stumbling over to the pile of discarded suits.
“Tarlo! What are you doing? They could be compromised!”
He forced on the first pair of gloves he could find, and fumbled through the pile, tossing all of the helms behind him. There was no way to know who each helm had belonged to, or which one had been his, but the late Girani’s final words compelled him to continue. Orange lights mean maintenance
required…
By now, the others had realised what he was doing, and watched with silent intensity. He found the little display on the rear of the helms, just by the base, and began to call out the colours as he read them.
The first helm he knew was Mury’s, as he’d smeared blood all over the visor while de-suiting her. The light was green, a beautiful, life-affirming little rectangle of fluorescence. The second helm he checked was orange. He tossed it aside reflexively, hoping that touching it hadn’t been enough to put him at risk.
Another orange.
Green. Thank Sol. at least one person might be okay. Maybe that one person might be him.
Orange.
Orange. Fuck. Just two to go.
His hands were numb, heavy, unwieldy, as he picked up the penultimate helm. Green.
So apart from Mury, two of them may be safe. Possibly. There was still no way of knowing if this suit theory had any bearing, but it was all they had to go on, and everyone seemed willing to subscribe to this idea for now. It gave them something knowable, something tangible.
He moved to the final helmet. It was particularly dirty, and he couldn’t see the light at all beneath a heavy coating of sand.
“Sol-fuck, boy, what’s it say!” Carlyle screeched, his voice breaking.
Tarlo spat on the helm and rubbed it furiously. The sand wore away quickly, and he thought he could make out the light now, a dull glimmer beneath the muck. Even as it became more visible, he kept cleaning, his heart thudding furiously. Was it orange? Or just a dull yellow-green, damaged from some kind of impact, or perhaps low battery charge. He kept rubbing and rubbing, continuing to do so even after the last of the sand was gone.
Jame had had enough, he ripped the helm from Tarlo’s weak grasp and held it to his eye. Tarlo looked to his bearded senior with some small hope that his own eyes had somehow deceived him. Such falsity quickly faded when he saw Jame’s pursed lips and furrowed brow. Wordlessly, Jame lowered the helm and tossed it to Carlyle, whose protests came to an immediate halt.
The three of them froze in place and looked at one another in helpless silence.
For what is there to say, when one of you is about to die?
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“SO, I GUESS we could draw straws?” Sel sighed. The rest of the group offered little in response, submerged as they were in collective lassitude. Terrus could only muster a half-hearted chuckle; even his relentless vigour had been swallowed by this place.
“Know anywhere we can find some?” he said, fighting back a fatigued yawn.
He recalled that spirits were high when their journey began, as the group sparred and speculated over what they might find at the formation. The troopers had been especially excited to leave Catal, where life had fast become boring and unstimulating – standing “guard” and watching the sun go nowhere fast was hardly a role fit for a soldier – but the mood changed as their journey progressed, and time itself began to take on a different quality. The minutes had slowed, as if the individual seconds were being stretched, and his memories of everything before seemed ever more distant. There were moments where it felt like they had departed Catal long ago, perhaps even days, but then he’d blink, and figure it couldn’t have been more than minutes, maybe an hour. Maybe two.
The languor had at first seemed innocuous, beginning with heavy eyelids and laboured breaths, but it grew in strength with every kilometre, seeming to leap between them and even beyond, into the D6 Carrier and BBF, where it infected the comms, navs, and timekeeping. While stimm-shots had helped keep them conscious, there were no such readily available solutions for their vehicles. The anomaly – vaguely theorised by Elec-tech Morgen to be “magnetic or atmospheric disruption, likely temporary” – scrambled their systems and forced them to navigate purely by eye, an increasingly difficult task in the gathering dusk. There was something about this place, with its endless, featureless plains, that made it so easy to drift off course by five, sometimes ten kilometres, resulting in constant corrections and increments of lost time.
As they rolled through the desert in the dim light of dusk, they had been unable to comprehend the true size and complexity of the geological structures within the formation. Only once it was upon them did they realise how gigantic it truly was. Peculiarly, even with the darkness of the starless night, the great masses were still clearly demarcated against the horizon, as if they generated a deeper, denser darkness that consumed the very air around them. They held such an aura that Terrus could still see where they lay even when he closed his eyes.
Where initially only two skyscraper-like rocks were visible, they could now see – or sense – over a dozen more. They jutted from the ground at various tight angles, jagged teeth that punctured the gloom with malice and spite. In their shadow, thousands of pebbles coated the ground, the first time the terrain had departed from the lightweight sands that smothered the surface of the planet.
The patrol had carefully piloted their two vehicles through the rocks, making it to the epicentre in a matter of minutes, though it was hard to tell for sure in their disoriented states. Here, they saw that the two largest rocks struck out from the ground in perfect parallel verticality, twin monuments of obsidian that defied natural conception, inexplicably balanced and unfathomably high. Between the sepulchral monoliths lay the nucleus of this other-world, a dark captivation that called out to them through some other plane, not with words, sounds, or sensations, but a deep, cellular magnetism. Assigning it a label would have been inadequate, as it was not so much a thing, a structure, or an entity, as it was a complete cessation of all things. Its opening chasm beckoned to them, though all that lay within was shrouded by disquieting darkness. None had spoken for a time as each among them wrestled with what new reality lay before them, and how they might respond to its instinctive call.
Eventually, they’d managed to set up camp before the great entrance, unpacking the surveying equipment from the D6, and setting about collecting samples of the great many variations of granite all about. Tentative conversation had been struck over what next, as they were due to report back in with Catal, but their long-range comms emitted only static.
Given they were experiencing widespread cognitive impact and technological disruptions, they all knew that the only correct option would have been to turn back, yet none of them breathed of this possibility. Instead, they’d decided that just one of their number should return, in the BBF, with the rock samples and news of this discovery. “Stones aplenty,” Morgen remarked. “Suppose we throw six in a helm, and whomever draws the marked one is the one to go?” Nobody argued, and before long the group sat in a circle, the dark bowl of a deactivated helmet at their centre.
“Wonder if they’ve started worrying yet,” Sel said, as the first stone was drawn.
“Don’t think they’ve got much else to do back there,” Terrus offered. “Probably refreshing their feeds over and over as we speak.” They were drawing stones in clockwise order, with Sel and Terrus the last to choose. It was hard to gauge the responses of those in the group as they chose their stones, none of which bore the mark Morgen had singed to the underside. Nobody seemed to be relieved, enthused, or apprehensive about staying with the expedition, but the idea of leaving filled Terrus with a strange angst. Turning back on this place felt wrong, cowardly.
Sel gently reached in, grazing her gloved hands over both the rocks, almost as if she was feeling for the right one, before settling on the stone that sat on Terrus’s side of the helm.
“No mark. Sorry, Terrus, looks like you’re on for another road trip.” The cheer in Sel’s voice was convincing, indicating either the strongest will of the group, or perhaps the strongest acting ability.
Terrus grimaced in response. Though this place imparted a deep coldness, his sense of endeavour outweighed his dread, and the knowledge he would be missing out on whatever dark wonders lay within bothered him.
“Are you all sure none of you want to head back? Nice cushy beds, manageable work hours, plenty of leisure time?” His pleas hung weakly in the air, unacknowledged, as the others pretended not to hear while picking themselves back up.
“You’ll be okay to find your way back?”
“Of course, got these five-foot trenches to follow. Navs should come back in about halfway there too, right?”
“They should, yes,” Morgen’s syllables were dragged by uncertainty or lethargy. “Radio in with base when you can. Bring the other Scis back in the other buggies.”
“See, you’ll be back in no time!” Sel added.
“Don’t you know it. They dropped us in the middle of the arctic for a month during training, didn’t have navs then either.” Terrus’s instinctive bravado always came out when he was nervous. He recalled guffawing when a psych assessor had described it as “a type of forced self-confidence typical to militarily trained, that actually works as a protective psychological factor when facing adversity”. Fake it ’til you make
it.
“It wouldn’t have made sense anyway, sending the only scientist back. Don’t get into any shit you can’t handle in there, not without me to back you up.”
Morgen, Sel, and Terrus appeared to be the most lucid by far, while the other three members of the team remained mute, as if on autopilot. They were troopers like Terrus, conditioned to the same high level, so he wondered why they seemed so absent. They seemed to be following along with the discussion well enough though, and, farewells completed, now shuffled in unison towards the chasm. Their rhythmic movements were trancelike; five slight, grey silhouettes standing before an impenetrable darkness. Sel’s voice rang out again, high pitched and jovial, bringing some small light to the shadows, “Pitch your rope and stakes here. Think of it as your yarn, just like Perseus in the Minotaur’s maze.” Sel had clearly prospected before and was going to take no chances with overreliance on their technology.
“Good. Now don’t you have a formation to set, point, flank, rear, and all that? Rushna, why don’t you and I take point, ten yards. That way I can set the trail, make sure none of you get tripped up. Abado, trail by ten with Morgen. Enthis, happy with rear? Another ten. And look vaguely alive would you!” She giggled, enjoying the pantomime military talk. From anyone else, her words may have been taken as insolence, but her effortless warmth softened their delivery. The others seemed to barely notice anyway, though they obeyed her suggestions.
“Travel safely, Terrus. I’m sure everyone back home will be fighting to accompany you back here, but make sure you bring Mai. Oh, and Tarlo, too, I suppose. But definitely Mai.”
“Sure thing.”
“We’ll be methodical, only in for a few hours at a time. So if we aren’t here when you get back just tug at the ropes, we shan’t be too far!”
“Affirmative. I’ll see you soon then. Stay safe.” Terrus watched the five, now arranged in something of a diamond, edge into the darkness. As they vanished, he was reminded of shells being sucked away by the high tide. Hopefully these seas would be calm and quiet. Terrus had grown up by the coast, spending many a day out on the waves, surfing, fishing, and swimming. At around the age of ten, the great war had put paid to this pastime, but he still thought about those crisp mornings, sun just starting to burn his forearms, the water beneath him rocky and ice-cold, a refreshing reminder that he was alive. That same call of adventure was what had brought him to Cahros, but the truth was, he’d found it immensely challenging to adapt to his new life, from the drab confines of the Nitimini to the ceaseless dryness of Cahros. This trip had been the first dose of excitement in days, and here he was, forced to turn his back on it.
“May the tides sweep you back safely,” he murmured, before heading back to the BBF Buggy. He drove for a while, pensive, anchoring his eyes to the depressions in the sand. In the agile buggy, without the D6 to worry about, he would be able to travel much faster, and imagined he’d be back at Catal in good time.
As he drove, he became aware of a strange sensation, a density that first crystallised in the blind spot of his upper spine. The weight gradually increased, emanating through his shoulder blades and up towards his skull, before stabilising at a pressure that was just shy of unbearable. He turned his head a few times and felt the pressure lessen as he surveyed the formation, only for it to make immediate return whenever he averted his eyes. It was clear that this place did not want him to leave, but was this because it wanted to cause him harm, or protect him from it?
Terrus’s eyes were drawn behind him once more, and he wondered how a giant pile of rock could feel so conscious, and what intentions hid behind its mystic veil. It would be so easy to turn back, to swing the steering wheel of the little machine around and surge into the cold, compelling embrace of this mystery. But he had a mission, a purpose. The time would come to return. As if hearing his pledge, the pressure lessened a little, and he returned his eyes to the way ahead, only to be met with a new feeling: the cold, sharp thrill of fear.
The tracks he’d been following so diligently had disappeared. He dropped a leaden foot on the vehicle brakes, aghast, and scanned the sands all around. They were a picture of uncaring smoothness, and his mind raced through possibilities. Had he been so distracted with the “feeling” that he’d fallen completely off course? How long had he been driving for? He glanced frantically at the navs and diagnostics in the BBF cockpit, but the screens still displayed a constant stream of random digits. Useless. His heart rate increased, coldness spread from his shoulders to the tips of fingers, and his muscles seized as the panic and disorientation began to take hold.
But then his conditioning came to fore, and he reflexively began to regain control. He recalled the words of his Earthside mentor, a combat psychologist named Remi. Without control of yourself, you are useless. 7-5-7, for three rounds. Terrus completed the breathing exercise and felt the warmth return to his body. Now, to get back on track. In the event of separation, disorientation, or technological failure, navigate by eye, referring to clear landmarks and previous instances of explorational markers. If there is nobody around to consult, then discuss the plan with
yourself.
“Well, there isn’t so much of an anthill in this place, far as landmarks go. Nor do we have markers.” He berated their carelessness in their journey. It seemed the fugue that descended upon them had stripped them of survival instinct and collective reasoning, causing them to forget to drop the LED nav-lights as protocol demanded. What had they been thinking?
The hypnotic subliminal voice continued, If you find yourself in unfamiliar territory without a reference point, use the weather conditions. Wind direction if overcast, sun and stars if the skies are
clear.
“One problem, Remi. We’ve no wind, sun or stars.” Never rush a decision, allow your subconscious brain to assist you. Take time to survey your surroundings closely, pick up on any environmental cues you
can.
Terrus switched his suit from power-save to active, and climbed out of the cockpit, perching himself on the rear of the vehicle. Something in his mind, be it a premonition, common sense, or survival instinct, told him not to touch the sand. Whatever, or whomever, had smoothed out the tracks might still be around. He switched off the BBF and his vis-torch, flicked the night-vision setting on his helm, and scanned his surroundings. Behind him, ever ominous, the giant rocks loomed. He could no longer make out the angles of each individual entity, as they all seemed to shimmer whenever he blinked or shifted his gaze. Everywhere else, the land was barren, the expanse a dull grey-green in his night-vision.
He shifted to thermography, and the greys were replaced with vivid blue all around. Straight ahead, where he hoped to see signs of the colony, no colour changes were visible. Still too far away. The formation behind him was dead-cold, as if it absorbed heat as well as light. He looked down towards the sands, nervous that thermals would reveal a great mass beneath him. He was reminded of time he was about nine years old, when he’d been out on his board, and saw a large shadow of a shark course beneath him. Undaunted by the notion of thalassophobia, he’d instead been fascinated, reaching a hand out to touch the ancient creature, which in return had nudged his board, wrapping its jaws around it. Instead of biting down, it simply rested its teeth on the fibreglass and stared, right at him, its soulless eyes offering no glimmer of understanding or interest. And then it was gone, and finally, Terrus knew fear, as he realised how powerless he had been in that moment. And what fortunate mercy he’d been offered by the great fish, who must have eaten well that morning.
There were no heat signals beneath him. He breathed a sigh of relief; relaxing tensions he didn’t realise he was holding. As he calmed, he realised the solution before him was remarkably simple.
“Silly Terry.” He smacked his helmet, annoyed he’d panicked at all. “There’s your landmark right there! Just keep it at one eighty, keep driving ’til you’re out of range, and get your electronics back. Then correct, and back to Catal we go!” As for what had caused the disruptions in the sand, that was for the Scis to figure out. He’d done a threat assessment, nothing was here, so all he needed to worry about was getting back to his task.
What if the navs don’t return? A thought, worrisome and horrible, pierced his conviction. Thankfully, Remi had an answer for that too. Prepare where you can, but do not idly borrow tomorrow’s worries. He would worry about that only if he needed to. Navs had worked before they’d come into the radius of that place, logic stated they would work again once he left it.
Renewed by purpose, he slid back into the cockpit and restarted the BBF. The little vehicle shuddered to life, and as he eased onto the accelerator, he felt the dark weight nestle between his shoulder blades once more. He noticed that whenever we turned just a little, the weight would also shift, and he toyed with the feeling, realising he could use it to help navigate – as it was strongest whenever the rocks were directly behind him. Before long, he stopped even turning his head to check his course, simply edging the wheel whenever he felt the weight lessen or drift a little off centre. At some point, he closed his eyes so he could better concentrate on the feeling. The stimms were wearing off too, and the comedown, accompanied by the smooth rumbling of the BBF through the yielding sands, lulled him into a peaceful trance for time unknown.
A flash of light tore him back to his senses, and his eyes shot open in alarm. He calmed upon seeing that he had been stirred not by a threat, but by the comforting sight of the BBF navs returning to functionality. The stream of numbers and letters were gone, replaced now by a dark blue screen, decorated by bright blue letters spelling the word Welcome. The time read 0702, which meant they’d started their journey about ten hours previously. Ten hours, was that a long time? How much of that time had he spent driving alone? At least half, maybe more. Definitely long enough he should have made it home by now.
Terrus tried to suppress the concern boiling away in the back of his mind. He ran a quick diagnostic, and saw that all systems had been restored, bar long-distance comms. Perhaps Morgen had been right, radial electromagnetic interference was to blame for the systems scrambling, while atmospheric disturbances might still be disrupting the long-range. He wondered if Catal were having similar problems, though their sat-dishes were much stronger than the little antennae on the buggy.
“Can’t talk to anyone yet, but we can work with this. How much juice we running?”
He ran some more commands, looking for the battery life of the buggy. It was sitting on 16.7%, which equated to roughly two hours of full functioning – climate control, life support, and navigation. This was lower than he’d hoped, but made sense given how long it had been in use.
Terrus cursed his carelessness: he hadn’t brought any of the spare charging packs from the D6, thinking there would be no need for them for what was meant to be a short trip. Remi would be disappointed. He’d be able to squeeze another three or four hours of driving time if he powered up his E12, allowing him to shut off climate control and life support in the buggy, but a visor-check revealed his suit power levels weren’t great either. Given the majority of his ten hours of E12 suit use had been low-power mode, he was expecting to still have about 70% life – eight hours of full function, yet his visor told him it was closer to half that. This was concerning, but it would still be enough for him to stretch the BBF’s life to its maximum – he just wouldn’t be able to walk very far afterwards.
Various stressful possibilities began to fight for his attention. Was there something wrong with the coating on his suit, or the buggy itself, causing excess power drain? Was it something to do with the electromagnetic scramble? Had there been something anomalous at the formation that sapped their resources? If so, what of those he’d left behind? He imagined the scene, his companions realising their suits were drained, too late to return to the D6. Erratic behaviours increasing as their E12s slowly shut down, depriving their brains of oxygen. Maybe they would split up, make a desperate dash for safety, only to isolate themselves and stray deeper into the bowels of this world. He thought of them suffocating in the dark, confused, lost, alone, and desperately wished to return, to warn them. But he’d never make it to them in time. Maybe he was just being melodramatic, especially considering they had Sel, infinitely wiser than he, and all the supplies and restocks available in the D6.
“They’ll be fine, Ter, worry about your own problems first.”
He switched the non-essential BBF systems off and waited for the new prognosis to appear on screen, in that same bright blue. Five hours. He knew from Sel’s briefing that this was conservative, and a sixth hour might be feasible, though dicey, but anything beyond and he would be in serious trouble. “Even if something here is faulty”—he slapped his legs and the dashboard—“I can’t be far away. It’s only three hours between points.” And yet, you have driven
five.
One last calculation was needed. Now that systems were back, navs could inform him how far away he was from Catal. Its coordinates were pre-saved, so all he had to do was select them and wait a few seconds for the route to triangulate. He relaxed, things finally felt like they were back under control.
That is, until he focused his eyes on the navs readout.
“What in Sol…” And just like that, the cold tide came rushing back. His hands clumsily raced across the keypad, refreshing, recalibrating, but the systems were green, and the same ETA kept being presented.
Nine
hours.
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THE SPACE BETWEEN
Catal, Cahros
Tarlo   -   ET: 0100hrs
CD: 05-04-2220   -   CT: 001:00
DURING THE VOYAGE from Earth, everyone onboard the Nitimini had been mandated to record a message, to be shared with their loved ones back home should the worst occur. This had been standard practice since the first Martian expeditions and most of the colonists treated it as a formality, filling their three minutes with generic expressions of love, gratitude, and humour. While they were well aware of the dangers inherent to extraterrestrial colonisation – few were so hubristic to believe themselves totally immune to misfortune – not a soul had fathomed the kind of catastrophe that was now upon them. I don’t want to die. Tarlo thought of his own recording, and what pathetic platitudes his mother and sister would be treated to should it ever reach them.
There was so much he hadn’t said, like how much he admired his sister Demi for persevering with her golds, how much smarter and braver and funnier she was than he. How she need not settle for her commitment-phobic, capricious lover Flo when Maven – who also happened to be far prettier – had adored and respected and loved her for years. And then there was his mother Karee, who had taught him so much about what it meant to be human, not with words or lessons, but through unconditional love, a dying currency in a dysfunctional world. His leaving could have been an opportunity to share true vulnerability with them, but in his superstitious naivety, he’d chosen to speak no evil, that he might prevent it from coming to pass.
But it had all gone to hell anyway. Dozens of colonists, all capable, sensible and intelligent people, had their lives ripped from them in unknowable and indiscriminate circumstance. Whatever skills, dreams, loves, and ambitions they’d possessed had not held a candle to this unknown force that may as well have been death itself. Every little individualised element of their souls had been extinguished in a few callous seconds, and now, they would be survived only by their final creation, Catal, and those little videos stored onboard the Mini.
And soon, they would be joined by another. The V-Bay, once a mere portal between Catal and Cahros, now occupied a metaphysical plane outside of their reality: the place between life and death. Jame, Tarlo, and Carlyle had lain on the floor a few metres apart, desiring not to look upon each other while they waited for the end. Such a position would also spare the chosen one the brutality of crushing his face when he fell.
The notion that he might leave a recognisable corpse provided Tarlo little comfort.
Ashelyn offered them each a shot from the T-4 tranq, but in an act of stoic defiance, they all refused. The shared gesture fostered a kind of unity; a grim, wartime respect that transcended their professions, bonding them in their unique position of sorrow. They would not go gently into this good night, they would face their potential demise with lucidity and clarity.
There were no protests, no exclamations, no tears, just a mute acceptance of their frailty; the resignation of an aged hare cornered by wolves, blind and defenceless. They shared no further words, in tacit agreement that this was the final respect they could bear one another. Ashelyn paced between them in forensic observation, searching for any sign of ailment, but otherwise, the bay was leaden with deafening silence.
I don’t want to die. Delusions of valour be damned, Tarlo’s wayward thoughts always returned to the same five words. I don’t want to die. Over and over and over, until their syllables bore no meaning other than simple, raw desperation.
I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. Even at the expense of Carlyle, a man who was effectively a stranger to him and who had done him no wrong. Even at the expense of Jame, his closest friend here, whose gruff-but-fair demeanour at times felt almost… fatherly. The consequences of his desires mattered not, nor whatever self-accusation may come later. Guilt was a luxury afforded only to the living, one he would happily claim if given the chance.
There wasn’t just the helplessness, but all the unknowns, too. Would his insides be set aflame, his head thump, and muscles seize? Would it be quiet and instantaneous, over almost before it began? That desperate fear returned, of death taking him without preamble, without warning, without consent. His body numbed with paralysis and terror, and he wondered if the end might already be upon him.
I don’t want to die. He recalled his final ceremonious week back on Earth, wherein he’d found a moment of solitude. The sky was grey, as always, but he’d braved the drizzling rains to sit in the agri-park near the complex where his mother lived, rejoicing in the wet, fresh, and heavy smell of rain, dirt, and mulch. He’d sat alone and shivering in the quiet cold, nourished by the green all around him, and thought about how lucky he was to be part of this great adventure.
Now, as he lay on dirty, cold Moonsalt, the air iron-tinged with the scent of blood, soaked through with cold sweat and the weight of his desolation, he realised how stupid he had been. He’d been doing good work back home, real work, restoring the one-in-a-trillion paradise that his species had brought so close to a demise of its own, and he’d thrown that all away for this? A pointless death to some unknown substance, some mutated element, pathogen, or bacteria, surrounded by strangers who would never see him as equal, on this filthy Sol-forgotten husk of a planet that cared nothing for him or his species and its pitiful evolutionary needs.
He should have stayed home, planted his seeds and counted his bugs and sat in the rain. He could have read his books and sketched, eaten his dirt-grown potatoes, and never had to know the truth behind what he’d seen in the desert, or learn the sound of a colony’s last words as it died all around him. Whatever he had sought by leaving, it was not to be found here. Here on Cahros, there was only sand. Here on Cahros, there was only death.
A gentle nudge broke him from his fatalistic melancholia, and there was only one thing that it could mean. This time, he had been spared.
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A TAUNTING GRIN
Catal, Cahros
Tarlo   -   ET: 0105hrs
CD: 05-04-2220   -   CT: 001:05
TARLO TASTED SALT as he rose to his feet, along with a terrible mixture of thirst and dizziness. He didn’t mind the discomfort; it was a welcome affirmation that he was still here to feel it. Anaesthetic relief flowed through him: He was alive. The revelation was accompanied by a sharp concoction of guilt, remorse, and panic, as he looked to his right to see what had become of the others. Another wave flowed through him when he saw Jame was sat upright, a ghostly stare in his eyes. That meant that Carlyle was the one who…
He couldn’t look. He felt shameful, as though his prayers for his own survival had contributed to the demise of another. Moments ago, Carlyle had been in the exact same position as Tarlo, possibly thinking the exact same thoughts. Now, he was gone.
Jame stood, and took a step towards him, blocking his view of Carlyle’s unmoving body, and extended his arms. It took Tarlo a second to realise that it was a clumsy initiation of an embrace. He fell into it, his strength deserting him. Jame’s grip was strong, safe, and eroded what little composure Tarlo had left. He cried, dry, wretched sobs, their sounds absorbed by the broad chest of the man before him.
“You were brave, Tarl. It’s not your fault. Be strong, our work is just getting started.” His voice wavered, but did not crack, and he thumped Tarlo’s shoulders in a gesture of masculine comfort.
Behind them, Ashelyn shared her observations with Mai, her voice detached, clinical, a scientist observing white rats.
“Very few observable external signs, went from seemingly healthy, albeit frightened, to deceased in mere seconds, or less. Identified by rapid paling of skin, contortions in facial muscles, rigor mortis. Nil apparent awareness or pain at time of passing… as though the brain stem was severed… switched off. No, skin is pale but no other signs of… Wait, the pores seem enlarged. Hold on a second… yes, same with the others as well. They seem… smaller too, like they’ve shrivelled, shrunk, inconsistent with natural death state. Any updates on those outside?” Ashelyn must have switched off the wall-based intercom, as they couldn’t hear Mai’s responses.
“They are what?” she snapped. Tarlo, tear stained but recovered, stepped instinctively towards the doctor, hoping to catch whatever Mai was saying, but Ashelyn raised an arm and shouted at him. “STOP. Come no closer.”
Anxiety and shock at the reprimand rushed through him, and he stammered, “But, the helms, they—”
“May not be all that we’re worried about. Please, stay still and quiet. Say again, Mai.”
Her words stung, initiating further panic. What if she was right? If it wasn’t to do with the suit breaches, how many possibilities did that leave? Was his survival so far just dumb luck, or was his death already ordained—
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Ashelyn’s frustration was intimidating, even more so given Tarlo had no idea what was causing it.
“Show us some Sol-damn respect and include us in this,” Jame spat, hammering his fist on the intercom box.
Mai’s voice blasted into the room. She sounded frantic, a complete departure from her usual matter-of-fact, articulate manner, “—moving like bukimi, I think they’re sinking.” Her voice tripped. “They’re, they’re being… consumed out there.”
“By what?” Jame bellowed into the wall-intercom.
“The sand. It’s shimmering, like before, but this time, it’s shifting, slowly, the people out there, it’s flooding over them, it’s eating them.”
Horror gripped Tarlo once more. The planet itself was against them. Murdering them wasn’t enough, now it was trying to erase them entirely.
“Whatever you’re seeing out there, does it look big enough to do the same to us? In here?” Jame said, eyeing the exit doors warily.
“It isn’t a thing, there’s no creatures or entities out there, it’s the sand itself. So… Sol help us, I guess there’s nothing stopping it from mining out from underneath us. Fuck. Wait! It’s slowed down. Only took in the first few bodies, furthest from the base, but it’s stopped. Almost like it’s… satiated.” Tarlo envisioned a spider, trapping and paralysing a buffet of hapless gnats in its web, only to leave them for hours, days, their insides slowly liquefying until it was ready to dine again.
“Good. That it’s halted, I mean,” Ashelyn stated, surprisingly calm. “We need to refocus. Our first priority must be finding out what we’re up against here.”
“Respectfully,” Jame snarled, using the word liberally, “our priority is not ending up like all of our friends.”
“How do you plan on surviving against an adversity about which you know nothing?” Ashelyn clapped back. “What about Binson? Has Yerald had any luck?” Mai was quiet a moment, as tension in the room simmered.
“Yeah, he got through, some time ago.”
“And this is the first we’re hearing about it?” Jame’s temple throbbed.
“You’re not going to like it. He invoked three point two.” Her tone said it all, but Jame responded anyway.
“What in honeyed fuck is three point two?”
Ashelyn intervened, her voice flat. “Should engaging in a UCI colony present unacceptable risk to the functionality or safety of a UCI vessel and its crew, that vessel shall not engage.” Tarlo felt empty, weak. How long would it be until whatever was out there, found its way inside him too? How long until the spider turned its fangs upon him?
“Fucking coward. So what, we’re left for dead down here?”
“Our best bet… Our only bet is to find out what we’re up against and do something about it ourselves. He said they can assist when the situation is, uh, contained. Whatever that means.”
“How long left in quarantine? I’d feel much better about doing this inside,” Ashelyn said.
“Still about an hour, Doc. Just under. You didn’t go outside though, right? Don’t you need to…”
“I’ve been in direct contact with colonists, and E12 suits, that were. Better to be safe than otherwise.”
“Okay, lockdown to continue.” They heard muffled yelling, and Mai must have stepped away from her intercom. “Fucking idiot. Well, I’d take your company over mine.”
“Now, for a formulation,” Ashelyn began. “We’ve got suit breaches, at what, ninety-five percent of those who were outside just prior to things going to hell. Of those, one hundred percent mortality rate, in cases of breached suits. Rule out flora or megafauna, for obvious reasons. Rule out airborne, for too many reasons, but namely that we’d all be compromised by now if it were. Now, for antecedent conditions, we have the onset of nightfall, development of observable cloud cover above, and anomalous sand behaviour below. All occurring within a couple hours of things going to hell. As for the suits, Sol, would be nice to have an Elec-tech here…”
Jame spoke up. “To pierce the suits, something needs to circumvent either the electromag micro-shield, or the fibre itself. Must have only been one of those two, otherwise we’d be looking at red lights, not orange. You can shove your one-hundred-minute quarantine too.” He grimaced, the words painful to speak. “I’ve always made a habit of checking E12s regularly when in the field. I’d just had a look over the people I was with. Marais, Fern, and Jimone. All green, not ten minutes before it all went to hell. The time between breach, and going down, can’t be longer than that. Once this thing gets in, it gets you quick.” Tarlo was awed. He knew Jame was smarter than he presented, with his curses and superstitions, but this level of observation during a crisis seemed borderline miraculous. Tarlo couldn’t even have guessed how long they’d been inside the V-Bay.
Ashelyn nodded. “Carlyle was the last to go down. It’s feasible, if he was… compromised only just before he made it inside, that there is a maximum exposure-to-fatality time – ETFT – of a little longer, up to twenty minutes. Possibly was slower to impact him due to his immobility, or being out of his suit, less time at risk? So perhaps, we can settle on an ETFT of twenty minutes. I’d double it to be safe. But Sol, there’s still so many variables, individual immune systems, level of exposure, and of course, what in Sol it actually is we’re being exposed to.”
Mai chimed in over the comms. “It must be spread through direct contact, yes? Either something that started out inside the sand, if not the sand itself. Everyone’s suits would have been covered in the stuff. Doesn’t seem to be transmitting interpersonally, or you guys in there would be in trouble already. But if it is the sand… we’ve been playing around out there for days. Why here, why now? And why not Jame, Tarlo, and Mury?”
“Change in weather conditions? Day–night cycle? Fortune and timing?” Ashelyn speculated.
A scuffling could be heard through the mic, and the whiny, irritated voice of Yerald rung through. “Isn’t it obvious? It’s what I’ve been saying from the start, we’re under attack by fucking nano-tech! Listen! Small enough entities to infest the sand. Could have been deployed in at any time. Gets through the electromag in the suits, then into the bloodstream and WHAM! The attack was perfectly timed, synchronised, in the dark, with us disoriented and half our troopers out of base. It’s all just a big UCI weapons test, and we’re the lab rats.”
“Sol, he’s right,” Jame grunted. “That could explain all of this. Illegal to test this shit on Earth or Mars. People would find out. But here, they can do what they want to us, control the story. Explains Binson leaving us down here too.”
“All this would have been a hell of an investment just to test some weapons,” Ashelyn mused. “Could have sent us to Typhon, Callisto, local-system moons, under the same pretence. And a hell of a leap to point the finger straight at the Initiative. They’re multi-legislative, multinational…”
“Who else could it be? Aliens? Come on. It’s the UCI, probably with a few helpers down here to make sure it all goes to plan. Speaking of, what exactly have you done in there, good doctor?” Yerald’s voice pined. “Just too late to step outside, unlike poor Jontie, but right on time to assume command and lock us all down. And you, big man, who knows all about the suits, who checked everyone out just before the attack, and somehow ran through desert storm and survived, all on his own?”
Jame’s face reddened with rage. “You wouldn’t fucking dare, you shrimpy, pathetic little Sol-fucked… bald—” Jame landing on “bald” as the final insult to his tirade might have been comical any other time.
“Easy, Jame.” Mai seemed to have regained control. “He was out of line. We’ve been through a lot, today.”
“Oh, have we? I don’t recall either of you standing outside while this happened to all our friends? Real, smart, talented, good people. Nor do I recall you doing a thing to help since. He wants to talk about a plant, how about the ones sitting in the safest room on the whole planet?”
“Enough, Jame,” Ashelyn commanded. “We need to focus on what we are going to do.”
“We can start by offering that little ratman to the great mysterious sand-god outside. And maybe after that, Doctor, you can start doing your job. Maybe, instead of theorising and talking, you can actually help poor Mury here.”
Tarlo’s sweat-stained forehead dampened once more with a cold sheen. He’d never considered the possibility of sabotage, or conflict; they were up against enough already. Jame’s protectiveness over his comrades may have been admirable, but his bluster and rage made him almost as frightening as whatever mysterious threats were outside. Then there were the other scientists, who seemed content to hide behind their intellectualisations. Nobody seemed ready to acknowledge the tragedy and loss of life around them on any kind of emotional level. Maybe that was the best way to be, focus on what could be controlled. But how would those who had just died feel about being so readily disregarded?
He supposed they wouldn’t care anymore. A groan snapped everyone in the V-Bay to alert. It was Mury, stirring from her temporary unconsciousness. Her improvised cast had done well to contain the blood from her leg so far, but was starting to soak through, forming a little pool on the Moonsalt beneath her. She tried to rise, but a wave of pain forced her back onto her elbows. Ashelyn knelt by her side, gently propping her head. Mury’s eyes widened as she surveyed the room. “Not too much longer, Mury. How are you feeling?”
“What happened to… everyone?” she gasped. Nobody responded.
“Jontie, he was helping me inside. Where is he?” Again, they said nothing.
“Mury, we’re in a bit of trouble right now, we don’t know the status of everyone yet.” Ashelyn spoke with a tenderness Tarlo hadn’t seen before. Sympathy for the damned?
“Am I… Am I going to die?”
“No. We just need to wait here for a little—”
“It hurts, Doc.”
“I know.” Ashelyn stroked Mury’s forehead with a gloved hand, as if feeling for a temperature.
“They’re my friends,” Mury breathed, “I like my friends. What’s wrong with my leg?”
“It’s broken, pretty good, don’t move it, please. We’re going to fix it up in a little while. I just need you to sit tight for a bit.” Tarlo wondered how Mury wasn’t screaming in pain, perhaps the T-4 shot slowed down her pain receptors? Or maybe she was just that tough. Regardless, her childlike vulnerability seemed to calm the tensions in the room.
Jame knelt by her and gripped a hand. “You’re one tough old chew, Muse. All the Macks in the world waiting for us in just a little while.”
Mury coughed. “Could go for one right now, might help with this little issue with my leg.” So, she could feel it.
“That’s the spirit. We’ve had worse, haven’t we?”
“Yeah, training sure was a bitch.” Mury coughed, before settling back down. Tarlo had heard stories of some of the ordeals the construction teams had to endure during preparation – erecting structures on the dark side of the moon, poles of Mars, with no air or comms support. People had died out there.
Ashelyn rose abruptly, her gentleness falling away. “So our lead theory is that this is coming from the sand. Could be minerals, reacting to the change in light or temperature, puncturing the suit. Deaths inside weren’t caused by suffocation, but could be a newfound pathogen in the air, that’s travelling in through the breaches, destroying bodily tissue. Could be… nano, of some kind. Would explain the timing and near-total efficacy.”
“Could be parasitic,” Mai’s voice came back through the intercom. “Bacterial, absorbed through the skin pores. But again, must have come from the sand.”
Ashelyn argued back, something about the likelihood that anything could survive long in these conditions, but Tarlo zoned out of the conversation.
In a single haunting hour, he had learned the tastes, sounds, and sights of true terror. Just a few metres away from him lay five twisted, shrivelled, shrunken caricatures of human beings, whose last moments had been spent in fear and confusion. Even surrounded by all the technological wonders of the twenty-third century they had been helpless, unable to defend themselves against this unknown evil.
He looked over towards Carlyle, as if doing so might be a way to pay his final respects. The sight was ghastly, the man already barely recognisable. His usually-dark skin was devoid of pigmentation, drained of all life. His eyes remained open, so wide open, but his pupils had vanished, leaving behind a dry, yellowing film. The muscles in his cheeks and jaw had somehow eroded away, leaving his skin shrink-wrapped to his skull. The worst part though, was the smile. It was a grin of sickening ecstasy, and though it may have been scientifically explainable, Tarlo saw nothing in this expression other than a sick joke, a taunt from their invisible, remorseless assailant. Tears of despair gathered in the corners of his eyes again, and he wrenched them away from the withering corpse, back towards the conversation around him.
“So we’re all in agreeance, then,” Ashelyn said.
“Get everyone inside, operate on Mury.” Jame summated. “Ashelyn will do this, supported by Mai. Yerald stays on comms, while I round up the others, inventory the suits, and do something about the bodies in here.”
“Which leaves one last job.” Ashelyn and Jame turned to Tarlo. Ashelyn’s helmet was still on, her expression beneath a mystery, while Jame’s held an expression of grim concern.
“Someone needs to go out there and get us another sample.”
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“ALRIGHT TEAM, I think it’s been long enough. Let’s get you back inside. I’ve put together something of an operating station in the lab, I’ll meet you there,” Mai intoned, remotely unlocking the door between the V-Bay and the rest of Catal. Jame and Ashelyn worked together to help Mury to her feet and half-carried her inside, leaving Tarlo alone.
He tried to suppress the frustration and hopelessness; he hadn’t even set foot in Catal proper and already he was to be thrust back in harm’s way. His chances of surviving a second outing seemed minimal, but he had little choice: they needed those samples. It made sense that the task would fall to him. As the junior scientist, he was also the most expendable. Part of him wished to scream and fight, to beg someone else take his place, but how could he wish this fate on another? He’d finished donning a fresh E12 when an uncertain voice rang through the comms.
“Catal HQ… Command Centre… Is anyone there? Is anyone… still here?”
“Identify yourself,” Yerald responded, his voice wary. As the solitary colonist in the command centre, he was the only other person who would be dialled in.
“Oh, praise the comet! I didn’t know if there was anyone… Sorry. Velentini, Squaddie. I’m still at my post, haven’t moved since it all started.”
“Sol, you’re still out on the watchtower? And you’re all right?” Tarlo exclaimed.
“Affirmative. Though ‘all right’ might be generous. I’m unharmed, at least. Who is this, by the way?”
“Sci Yerald. And the other voice would be Sci Tarlo’s. Everybody else is unsuited or otherwise occupied for now.”
“Are you in charge then, Yerald?”
“As much as that might be desirable, no. Doctor Ashelyn is, due to our circumstance being declared a medical emergency.” There seemed no limit to Yerald’s capacity for petulance.
“So you all know what’s happening out here? The bodies—”
“Yes, trooper,” Yerald cut her off sharply. “Why, pray tell, is this the first we’re hearing from you? It’s been nigh an hour.”
“I… am sorry… I didn’t know what was going on out here, I didn’t want to speak, or move, in case I was made. It looked at first like everyone was being gunned down, I didn’t want to make myself a target.”
“If that were the case, you’d think the guard on watch might have been the first target.” Yerald’s suspiciousness bordered on accusation. “Did it not occur to you to aid your fellows? Or return to base to aid us?”
Tarlo couldn’t understand the man’s hostility. If it had been he who was stranded atop the watchtower, watching the colonists go down one by one, Sol knows he wouldn’t have moved a muscle either. He thought again of Jontie and his heroic charge into the fray, while he had fled in the opposite direction. What a price Jontie had paid for his virtue, and what reward Tarlo had reaped for his cowardice.
“That’s why I’m keying in. I was going to request permission to return to base. Whatever happened out here, there’s nothing me and my T-4 can do about it.”
“Denied.” Yerald’s voice was flat. “We have declared the sands a no-contact zone. From what we gather, you’re much safer staying in that tower.”
“No, please. I can’t spend another minute out here with the… bodies. Please don’t make me—”
“That’s the end of it, trooper. Doctor’s orders.”
Tarlo felt the distress in Velentini’s voice even through the earpiece in his helm.
“They’re moving again out here! Please, don’t make me watch any more of this! Dust to you, I’m going to make a break for it.”
“No!” The word ripped involuntarily from Tarlo’s throat. “Vel, it’s Sci— Tarlo, listen to me. Sit tight, just… don’t set foot on that sand. I’ll be there soon.”
No more standing lead-footed and panicked. No more tears and helplessness and guilt. If they were going to send him back out into the sands, he was going to do it his way. And he was going to survive.
“Are you going to come get me?” Her voice remained uncertain. Why would she trust the quiet, useless Sci who never strayed from the periphery?
“Yes. We’re… I’m not going to leave you out there. I’ve just got to take care of something first, but I’ll be right there. Don’t move until then.”
“What in Sol are you doing? You’ve got a directive!” Yerald began to protest, but Tarlo muted the comms and set himself to action. Nobody would be able to stop him in time: Ashelyn would be busy in the improvised medbay with Mai and Mury, and had Jame been in his position, he would probably be doing the exact same thing.
No more helplessness. It was time for action. Tarlo activated the exit door and dashed across the vehicle bay, targeting the nearest BBF Buggy. He was almost there when his foot caught on something, almost toppling him. It was the arch between knee and ankle of one of the fallen colonists, Olziech. He staggered forward and rode the momentum of the fall into a kind of dive, landing against the outside of the buggy. He figured he had only a few minutes of exposure before his suit became compromised anyway, may as well start counting now. Not bothering to activate any of the internal life support or oxygen, he initiated the vehicle and slammed his foot down, lurching for the exit. He felt a sickening jolt as he ran over one of the bodies, and then he was free in the night.
The watchtower was up ahead, a beacon in the darkness, but swerved to the right. He had a task to complete, and there would be no mistakes. There were several airtight canisters in the BBF that could be used for the samples, and he chose three.
It was tempting to stop the BBF right outside the entrance, grab what sand he could, and retreat, but he had to get this right. He had to go where the action was heaviest, and the chance of the catch was greatest.
He tapped back into the comms. “Vel, I need your help. Can you tell me where the activity in the sand is right now?”
“And here I was thinking you were coming out just for me. What do you need?”
“Soon. I need to get some samples, of the sand. We think it’s the key to all this. And I don’t want to be sent back out here again, so I need to get it from the most active area.”
“You’re a brave son of a… Okay, it’s out on the fields, near where the crater used to be.” Used to be? “Keep going the way you’re heading, angle slightly further to the left… Now. Thirty or so metres.”
Tarlo was skilled at operating the little vehicle, well-practiced from his time on Earth, but he still found it difficult to avoid the many bodies – some slightly submerged – as he followed the trooper’s directions.
“Couple more seconds and you’re there, right in the thick of it. Stop!”
Tarlo slammed the vehicle to a halt, spraying sand everywhere through the darkness. Silence engulfed him and he took a moment to survey the surroundings, too energised for calm, too focused for fear. The spotlights from the tower, as well as the headlights on his vehicle and visor, did well to illuminate the immediate surrounds, but beyond, the darkness was complete. He tried to peer into the area where the crater should be, but could see nothing, just the tip of the Moonsalt highway descending into blackness. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was out there, just beyond his field of vision. Watching him.
Closer at hand, he spotted the bodies of three colonists. The furthest was almost submerged, with only the top of the spherical visor visible. The sands shimmered around the glass-prene, reminiscent of a swarm of ants, and he watched in a mix of horror and awe as they engulfed what remained, swallowing the person into the bowels of this place forever. Behind him, the BBF tracks led all the way from the V-Bay to a spot roughly two metres from where he was parked. The area between was already smoothened, adorned only in that familiar shimmer. The attention of the sand turned now to the other two bodies, and granules flowed over them like water in a shallow but fierce creek.
He realised with a thrill that he was now at ground zero, in the belly of the beast. There was still no room for fear, only determined fascination. He grabbed the first empty canister and opened the dome cockpit. It was time to show his worth.
He braced his legs against his seat and stretched over the side of the buggy like a boatman reaching for a stray buoy. The sand was still for now, though anything might have lurked beneath. He blinked a few times, and nothing changed, so he lowered himself further and ran the container through the sands, careful not to let any settle on his suit. The sand was light and yielding as ever, tiny specks that glowed in the light of his vis-torch. Once full, he carefully sealed the container and stashed it in the secure compartment at the back of the vehicle.
Something about that had seemed too easy, and the lack of movement in the sand worried him – he’d try another spot. Tarlo clambered atop the blocky storage compartment at the back of the BBF, so he could access the area just behind the wheels where the tracks were disappearing before his eyes. Despite the likelihood that this was a portent of his doom, Tarlo still felt no fear, just a razor-sharp fixation on his goal.
There would be nowhere to brace himself here, but he managed to lay himself out in a way where he was able to reach the ground, almost at full stretch. Again, he lowered the canister. This time, the sand flowed into it willingly, filling it so fast that the weight increase almost toppled him from the vehicle. His temples throbbed as he twisted back inside the BBF and sat the sample next to the other.
That should have been enough. The sand was clearly moving of its own accord, and he’d captured it cleanly. No rogue granules had snuck into the vehicle and his suit seemed clean. He had done everything they could ask for; it was time to grab Vel and leave with his life. But he needed to be sure.
Gritting his teeth, he drove the BBF over to the nearest of the two bodies. There was no doubting the activity here, sand now coursed all over them with voracious speed. Where the sands before had seemed curious, almost eager to be extracted, these felt hungry, hostile. His palms sweated as he popped the cockpit again and lowered the final canister to the body on the ground. He misjudged the distance, nudging the arm of the fallen colonist.
In an instant, all activity around the arm came to a halt, as if responding to a unified neural signal. Tarlo tried again, plunging the canister into the area around the elbow, scraping it across the top of the arm to collect what sand was gathered there too. It seemed his second attempt triggered a different response, an attack. The sands around the body and within the canister galvanised in a flurry, and he almost lost his prize in shock. Now that he had the closest possible vantage, he realised the sands weren’t shimmering so much as they were vibrating, and their response to his prodding seemed almost… behavioural. They had frozen, and now they fought, like a threatened animal. No sooner had he begun to marvel at this when the container in his hand overflowed, all over his right glove.
He should have thrown it as far as he could, back into the desert, and fled for his life. Instead, a curious calm washed over him. Whatever it was that was out here, he now had it, quite literally, in the palm of his hand. It wasn’t something dark and mystic and unknowable, but a biological force, perhaps even a life form, and no matter what happened next, this first capture was his. He laid the canister in with the others, shook his hand off, and got back behind the wheel.
“So, Tarlo… what was that great plan of yours?” Vel was trying to keep it light, but the worry in her tone was clear.
He felt a strange sense of satisfaction as he drove back by the tower. As he’d reached out to these dark sands, over the corpse of a fellow human being, he felt a connection, a kinship, to this place, unlike anything he’d ever felt to those around him.
“Simple, Vel. I’m going to swing by shortly, all you need to do is jump on the roof.” He felt confident, heroic. He’d faced down the night, and he had not faltered.
“Perfectly simple, right. You know how high up I am, don’t you? I’ll crash straight through.”
“You might need to shimmy your way down a bit. You’re a good climber, aren’t you?”
Vel didn’t respond immediately. “The best. Shouldn’t need to shimmy though, I’ll just use the ladder. It’s on the far side to you, don’t go by too fast, okay?”
He brought the vehicle to a halt by the tower. “Ready, Vel. Nice and easy.”
Velentini was smaller and lighter than most, so her leap was nimble and impact with the vehicle light. Still, it was enough of a jolt to bring Tarlo back to his senses. First, he panicked over the state of the containers, but a quick check revealed they were still secure in their holder. Then came the realisation of his peril.
His composure departed him in an instant. He had to get out of his suit. Now.
“My hero,” Vel jibed from above him, her words in his ears still seeming so far away, “Now please, get me inside.”
Tarlo remained frozen. He had to ask, but he daren’t.
“Tarlo?” If he was compromised, she deserved to know.
“Vel, can you see me from up there?”
“Yes, Sci, I may as well be sitting on your lap.”
“Can you see the lights at the back of my helmet?”
“Hold on a second. Yeah, all green. Why?”
Relief washed over him, but he wasn’t safe yet. “Hold on tight, we need to get back inside fast.”
“Sure thing, Captain… Vargha! You really meant that!”
They made it back to the V-Bay in less than a minute, losing precious seconds as Tarlo tried not to crush any of the fallen colonists in the area between. If he’d been thinking straight, he’d have marvelled at Vel’s ability to stay balanced with his reckless driving.
“Jump, Vel, as far as you can!” There was no time for explanations, but she seemed to get the idea well enough. In a fluid motion, she soared from the roof, darting to the door controls to re-pressurise the room. Given he’d left the doors open while he was gone, it could have taken up to ten minutes to fully re-pressurise the V-Bay, but Tarlo didn’t have that kind of time. He did however, have the other BBF, which would only need a moment to become livable. He ripped his gloves and boots off and threw them to the far side of the vehicle bay. The air on his hands was cold and dry, damaging with any kind of long exposure, but survivable for now. He would have to take off the rest within the small confines of the other buggy.
“Comets, Tarlo, were you trying to rescue me or shake me off out there?” Vel called out. Skin ripped from the soles of his feet while he darted across the cold ground. Warnings appeared on his visor at the lack of available oxygen in his surrounds.
“You’re still green, Tarlo, relax, or you’re going to put yourself in more—” Vel continued, but he heard no more, for he had nestled himself in the final BBF Buggy, stashing the rest of his suit and helm as far to the rear of the storage compartment as they could go. He gasped for air for the first few moments, his skin sticky with cold, but sure enough, the BBF warmed up and he calmed, a little, though he did not take his eyes off the back of his helm. It would still be linked with every piece of gear he’d worn, so if they became compromised, he’d know.
He stared for another minute or so, but the lights remained a vibrant shade of green. Exhilaration flowed through him alongside the realisation that he was going to be okay. Even if the lights turned orange now, it was too late, he was already safely extricated. He thumped the dash in victory and swore with joy.
Velentini seemed to have given up on trying to speak to him, but she had perched herself next to his vehicle, as if in solidarity. He noticed the bodies in the V-Bay were gone, as were the MULEs, and wondered if anyone had tried to get through to them on comms since they’d returned.
After a time, Vel removed her helm, revealing a mass of tangled brown hair, large brown eyes, and cocoa skin speckled by dark freckles. She flashed him a bright smile and thumped the window, prompting Tarlo to join her in the V-Bay.
“Are you ready to stop playing the mad, mysterious hero-man now?” She punched his arm, and it hurt more than he let on. “Seriously though, thank the great comet for you. I didn’t know if I’d ever make it back.”
Tarlo smiled as he was hit by a wave of tiredness. “What is this great comet?”
The postwar scientific revelations of the previous century had resulted in people often referring colloquially to Sol, the Earth’s sun, in the place of a god or deity, but he’d never heard of comets being used in such a way. Vel laughed and cocked her head. “Of all the things to be asking right now. I’m a Meteora. I’ll tell you more when the time calls.”
“Okay… Sounds good.” Tarlo shook his head, trying to clear it.
“I spoke to the others while you were having your little moment in here. They’re going to send someone in for the samples, all suited up, going to use the hands of the MULEs so nobody has to touch it. But we get to wait here for another half an hour, just us. Shame.” She smiled at him again. “Why don’t you relay me everything about what in sweet flame is going on here.”
Tarlo did his best to fill her in on what she’d missed, though his thoughts were foggy, and words laboured. He noticed that whenever he spoke of the fallen, she would look to the ground and whisper a series of words in a tongue he could not fathom. He didn’t need to ask what they meant to draw comfort from them – he appreciated any authentic acknowledgement for their dead. What he couldn’t understand was Vel’s spirits while she took in all the information provided. Everyone else had been frantic, angry, shocked, or in an enforced emotional catatonia, but, apart from her moments of concern while she’d been outside, she seemed remarkably unaffected by the situation.
“How are you still so… normal?” he asked when he’d run out of useful information to impart. They were sitting by the interior wall, and she turned to face him, crossing her legs. The garments they wore under their suits covered little, and he noticed her toned legs and lithe figure.
“What on Cahros is normal?”
He shrugged, at a loss, but she continued. “I mentioned the Meteora before. The roid-folk, we call ourselves when we’re feeling witty. The first people to settle the asteroid belt. Proud second gen, myself. Anyway, if we’re not losing entire clans to a rogue meteorite, flash freezing, or our shitty gear failing, then it’s been a weird month. At some point, you stop worrying about what might get you next, and just celebrate that it didn’t get you now.”
“How do you… live like that?” It had only been a short while, but Tarlo felt he’d already been closer to death than he’d ever want to be.
“Blissah cah taneh. Simple minds might call it faith. We like to think of it as the return.”
He thought about her words as someone, fully suited and bearing a detached MULE arm, entered the V-Bay for the samples. The colonist said nothing, but flashed their hands at them before leaving. Twenty-five minutes to
go.
“Are you ready to be a celebrity?” Vel asked.
“What?”
“If they find something, you know, alive in there. Remember our purpose out here? You’re the one who gets right of discovery.”
“Sol, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I just want to know what’s going on here,” he lied. There had been a moment out there, alone in the dark, where he had indulged in the triumph, but admitting as much felt… unseemly.
Vel was having none of it. “Let’s see you stay so humble when the liaisons get a hold of you!”
Tarlo emitted something between a laugh, a grimace, and a cough. “There’s also the matter of surviving that long, if you haven’t noticed—”
“Shhhh. I know.” A small hand entwined in his. “You looked glum. Just trying to lift your spirits a little.” There was something about brown eyes, they always seemed so warm, so caring. Sitting so close, Tarlo noticed a raised scar that began just above Vel’s collarbone, a red ridge that descended deep beneath her tunic. She noticed his look but said nothing.
“Thanks, Vel.”
She leaned in closer, speaking now in a conspiratorial whisper, “Back home, there were always a million things up against us. Sometimes, people turned on each other. I fear the same occurring here.” She jabbed her head towards the colony’s interiors. “Self-preservation is a powerful, destructive thing. But you, you still came out for me, despite what that gashtet tried to tell you to do. Let’s have each other’s backs, yes?”
Tarlo had never imagined a situation where one of the troopers felt like they owed him, let alone respected him. It felt good.
He chose a diplomatic response. “I’m sure we’ll all stick together. Ash and Mai are helping Mury right now, and Jame would run through dead space for any one of us.”
“You speak to the brightness of the sun in a place where there are no stars. Even more reason to have someone watching over you, should your optimism be misplaced.”
Tarlo relented. There was no doubting that her capabilities far exceeded his own and having her in his corner would be wise, but it was the notion of mattering to someone on an individual level that appealed to him the most.
“That was… poetic. Sure, Vel. I’ve got your back.” He felt another glimmer of confidence. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? Since everything went to hell, we’re the first, and only to survive the dark sands.”
“Good.” Vel smiled, rubbing his arm with her free hand. “May we not be the last.”
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IN HIS YOUNGER years, Tarlo had been prone to night terrors. His dreams were filled with endless pursuits that he was never strong or fast or bold enough to evade, punctuated only by a sharp crash or sudden fall. He’d awaken, sweat-drenched and shaking, and wait for relief to come via the realisation that such dangers were only imaginings. Now, surrounded by the threat of death, tortured by an internalised slideshow of the faces of the fallen, he wondered if he would ever sleep again. The death toll had been finalised at thirty-one, more than half of their number. Counting for those who had left on the patrol – who they were expecting to hear from soon – Catal’s population now numbered just thirteen.
Tarlo and Vel re-entered the facility together. The hallway connecting the V-Bay to the command centre was dark, the walls lined with empty charging hooks. Just a few hours ago, this same hallway had been crowded and energised as the settlers, hyped and triumphant, prepared for the Sunfall. Tarlo remembered Jame expressing his concerns for Sel and Terrus when they left with the patrol. The true danger had turned out to be so much closer to home.
Everyone else was already gathered in the command centre, crowded around the central table. Tarlo noticed his canisters, dark and untouched, in the corner of the room by the analysis equipment.
“That should be everyone, Doc,” Elhanto chimed from Tarlo’s right.
“Thank you. Firstly, I’m sure you are all wanting to hear how Mury’s doing,” Ashelyn began. She stood at the opposite side of the table to Tarlo, and he could see her face clearly. Her onyx hair was still tied up, but rogue strands had broken free. She seemed weary, her forehead creased, but her green eyes burned as fiercely as ever. “With Mai’s help, I was able to stabilise her and reset her tibia. I’ll keep monitoring, but for now she’s resting in the dorm. Her allergies meant we couldn’t anaesthetise so… she felt nearly everything.”
Tarlo glanced over at Mai, who looked as though she’d seen a ghost, and thought of what she must have just witnessed. Maybe his job had been the better option after all.
“That leaves twelve of us to keep things moving. Given the situation, we’re going to form working groups of three. Jame, Mondes, Elhanto, group A. Lavelle, Sestry, Yerald, Group B. Velentini, Amir, Kermahn, C. Mai, Tarlo, myself, D.”
“Group A will continue to sweep the facility, ensure that systems are operational, suits are charged, and no compromises have or will occur. D will remain here in the BCC to run over these samples and continue formulations. B and C, you guys can rest for now, though I ask you also keep an eye on Mury. We’ll reconvene in three hours. Hopefully we’ll have something for you then.” This wasn’t the military, so she didn’t instruct anyone to leave – but she also didn’t invite any questions.
“Sounds like you’ve got us all where we should be.” Jame’s reply might have been condescending, but even he would have acknowledged his “if you want it done right” mentality suited him well to the task he’d been given. The ones who had been allocated rest time didn’t seem interested in protest either, although Yerald bristled at what he undoubtedly perceived as a demotion.
“Looks like you’re the favourite now. Can’t imagine why,” he muttered from the side of his mouth as he brushed past Tarlo.
Once everyone was clear, Mai floated to the far side of the room, bouncing between apparatus as she prepped each device. By contrast, Ashelyn remained a picture of stillness. Except for her eyes, which ran constant scans of the room, darting between her companions and the cam-feeds. On an unrelated note, Tarlo realised they were both taller than him. It seemed somehow appropriate, given their superiority.
“Tarlo, get over here,” Mai said brusquely. “What do you think? We could use the MMS, for micro-motion, or DLS on the sand, see if there’s been any changes in the make-up. You were out there, did you notice anything up close?”
Tarlo recalled previous conversations where Mai had dismissed or challenged him, but fought against his overawed instincts. He sensed Ashelyn’s eyes on him too. “I think we should go straight to the microscopes. Keep it simple.”
Mai tilted her head quizzically. “Microscopes? But if there’s been changes in the properties of the sand, don’t you think we should—”
“I don’t know if we’re going to find much new from another soil analysis. While I was out there, I noticed the sand… reacting… to my movements, I just want to check if—”
“That doesn’t mean it was alive. All sorts of elements react with motion when confronted with light, heat, magnetism—”
“If I’m wrong, you can rub my face in it,” Tarlo almost snapped. “You asked for my thoughts. I just have a feeling.”
Mai jerked her head back to him. “We haven’t the time for idle fancies. But you are right, I did ask.” Tarlo paused for a moment, uncertain, a couple of steps from the station where the two microscopes sat.
“Come on then,” Mai said. “Let us do this your way.” Tarlo edged his way up to the station. The microscopes had been designed with contamination-protection in mind, so allowed for the canisters to be fitted directly into their base. The sample-bearing light-up dish could be inserted via the top of the canister and operated remotely, like a novelty claw machine. This allowed for any samples to be analysed without being removed from their secure casing, protecting their users from exposure to any biohazard that might lie within.
They had a spare suit in the lab to assist with direct handling. The helmet sat on the table in front of Ashelyn, its green lights casting a slight glow on her expressionless face.
“You’ve risked enough, I’ll do this,” Mai said. Tarlo couldn’t figure if she was offering out of compassion or duty, but her abruptness suggested the latter only. It had been a long day.
Mai fastened the gloves that were linked to the suit and attached the first container to their primary microscope. It was a large, unassuming grey box possessing multiple microscope-and-lens combinations. It housed sixteen distinct specifications, ranging from several iterations of simple and compound microscopes to the more advanced electron, x-ray and darkfield varieties. “No issues, Doc?”
“All green.”
“Wait.” Tarlo didn’t want to think about what would happen if the containers were to breach here in the “brain” of the facility. “Are we sure it isn’t too risky to be doing this here?”
Mai cut him off sharply. “Fleet won’t touch us until they know what we’re dealing with. There’s no way we can set this gear up anywhere else.”
He wasn’t convinced. “Maybe we could move some of the laboratory equipment, set up somewhere less crucial… for if things go south.”
“There is no time. Look at the feeds, barely half of the bodies outside remain. Once those are… processed… what’s stopping the attention of these elements turning towards us?”
“We don’t know that whatever it is that’s out there can even touch us in here. Or wants to.”
Mai twisted her head around and glared at him. “Are you willing to bet our lives on it?”
Tarlo conceded. It felt like that’s what they were doing already.
“The only way is forward,” Mai said, leaning over the apparatus. There were two eyepiece lenses, so they could both observe at the same time, but only one interior objective lens. Across the various modes, the interior lens could be adjusted anywhere from 5mm at 40x mag to over 200,000x mag, somewhere in the realms of one ten-thousandth of a micrometre.
“What did we work out the grain size to be?” Mai prompted, her hand on the adjustment valve.
“Point one five. Mils,” Tarlo answered.
“I know the unit. Okay, going with compound mode, might switch to darkfield or metallurgy if needed. Point one five. Setting mag to 200.”
Tarlo watched the sands come into focus. There was a handful of grains piled up on the dish, but not so many that the mirrored surface was completely covered. At 200x magnification, they could clearly make out each individual grain. The interior of the grains was lighter in colour, depicting the same hollow chambers they’d found in earlier tests. Mai increased the magnification a little further. “Which sample is this?” Tarlo asked.
“The first one.”
“Looks consistent with earlier analyses.”
“Yes. Let’s compare with the earlier images.” Mai stepped to a nearby monitor, opening up an image taken during one of the earlier, daytime sample runs. She imported the current image from the microscope so they sat side by side.
“Running compare function. Hmm.”
At the last syllable, Tarlo looked up. “What is it?”
“New sample of sand is four percent darker. Not sure if that means much here.”
“Might be it’s been stained? Hollow and light, feasible that colour could be altered by addition of liquid. Drainage from the suits, possibly?”
“Seems likely. Are you seeing anything in the scope?”
“No, no differences. I had a bad feeling about this one anyway. Shall we look at one of the others?”
“You and your feelings. I’ll put this in for a DLS, see if there’s been any compositional changes.”
Tarlo watched as Mai moved about, her pace brisk. Her fringe kept falling over her eyes, drawing jerky, frustrated swipes. Behind them, Ashelyn continued her silent vigil.
“Ready. Still green?”
“Yes,” the doctor responded simply.
Tarlo thought for a moment. “This was the sample I took from the area behind the wheels, where the sands had shimmered and smoothened.”
“Looks the same.”
Tarlo leaned over the other eyepiece. “It does. But it shouldn’t! I took this directly from the sand while it was moving all about.”
“It just means that whatever is causing the phenomenon wasn’t in the sand you collected.” Mai repeated the imaging trick from earlier. “Hmm. eight percent this time. Probably should have picked that up by eye.”
“Did we end up getting anything from the anemometres?” Tarlo asked.
“Yeah, very little. Whatever is happening to the sand isn’t being caused by wind. It might still explain the clouds, though, as they haven’t dispersed or moved in any observable way. Could have blown in on a gust.”
“So you’re telling me… Yerald’s pulse theory is currently leading the way? Sol save us.” Mai shook her head and moved for the final sample.
“I got this from the sands that were… absorbing one of the colonists,” Tarlo began. “I really think we’re going to see something in this one.”
“Speak with haste and risk looking either a fool or a fraud.”
“I know what I saw.” He was beginning to tire of her cynicism.
“Green?”
“Green,” Ashelyn stated once more.
Tarlo was right, this sample looked immediately different, but not in the way he’d hoped. The small clump of sand snagged by the dish was full of indistinct red shapes. Increasing the magnification revealed them to be made of what looked like dozens of interwoven hairs. “Suit fibres.”
“So they were physically breached,” Tarlo postulated, thinking back to Jame’s lecture on suit function in the V-Bay. “Not electromagnetically. Which means no electromag pulse?”
“A reasonable conclusion. I’ll check with Jame, but I believe this means the radiation and UV protections should have remained intact. Might help discredit the EMP theory, as you say. Physical breach brings in the risk of contagion through direct exposure, gradual oxygen loss, gradual temperature loss, but with the conditions here, nothing immediately fatal if it’s just the boots or gloves.” Mai paused for a moment, pondering. “The visors have their own safeguards that would have maintained oxygen supply to the brain and lungs, so it is unlikely that the cause of death was directly caused by these breaches alone. We’d be looking at swelling and self-reported symptoms of cold, pressure changes. There were none, but it stands to reason that this happened quickly, and people were distracted, they may not have had time to notice cold feet.”
“Try another sample. Dig down a bit,” Tarlo instructed. Mai filed the image and obliged. It was the same story, although there were less fibres in this one. “Nothing. Damn this.” Mai stepped away and began pacing the room once more. She looked frustrated, her angular eyes blinking rapidly. “We should know more by now!”
Ashelyn, the quiet observer for so long, intervened. “Sci, steady yourself. You’ve made a living out of solving puzzles like this.” Ashelyn had a way of adjusting her tone as the situation demanded, and employed a calm, rhythmic timbre. “You’re the smartest person in this corner of the galaxy. You can figure this out.” Mai seemed unconvinced, but settled a little, fetching a H2O capsule from the resident generator. It seemed she was waiting for some kind of inspiration, but it struck Tarlo instead.
“What if… we replicate the conditions of activation?”
Mai’s eyebrows raised, and Ashelyn cocked her head, but neither contested his thought.
Tarlo moved to the command console. “We can’t control for everything, but if we cool things down, like the temperature outside, and darken the room, like the sunset. Then shake the canisters up a bit, like footprints or vehicles, we might… wake them up.”
It was then that Ashelyn realised Tarlo’s contention. “The microscope… wake them up… you think these sands are alive?”
He paused, looked directly at her and smiled. “I do.” She looked back at him with mild wariness.
Mai drew beside him. “What did you see out there that you aren’t telling us about?”
“It isn’t what I saw so much as what I… felt. Call it scientist’s intuition.” He knew it was something more profound than that, but he daren’t risk what little credibility he held here.
“Well, the rest of us are still scratching our heads. Good science is ruling out hard possibilities, so there’s still some value in this,” Mai begrudged. It seemed that her intelligence was matched by her pride, and she disliked it when the solutions didn’t come from her. They lowered the room temperature to ten degrees Celsius, the coldest it could go without special permission – which Ashelyn decided not to grant yet – and dulled the lights.
Shivering, Mai and Tarlo crowded over the boxy, dark grey microscope.
“Don’t forget to shake it,” Tarlo chattered. The inner scooping dish of the microscope was fragile, so they were best shaking the entire canister rather than trying to use it as a kind of shovel. Mai removed it from its fastening, shook it like a bartender brewing a cocktail, and re-sat it. “Now, we wait.”
The magnification was up at about 300 mag when they saw it. The red fibres were still present, but some of the grains of sand, giant in their lenses, had grown darker. Mai toyed with the magnifications, reducing them a little, and they saw that not all the sands had changed. On an impulse, Tarlo nudged the entire apparatus. It was stuck fast to the desk, but his force was enough to wobble the canister a little. Before their eyes, more individual grains of sand darkened, while others grew lighter.
“Careful,” Mai gritted, but didn’t stop him. He repeated the move, and the same response occurred. Tarlo felt a rush. They were close, they just needed to get the magnification right and—
There! Somewhere between 220 and 250 mag, they found it.
“Are you seeing this?” he gasped, but Mai was silent.
Behind them, Ashelyn had taken interest. She could see the same thing they could, displayed up on the monitor, but with her different field of expertise it would be harder for her to make sense of.
“What am I looking at, Scis?” Her voice somehow remained calm and controlled. “Is that what I think it is?”
Tarlo’s words and breath escaped him as he remained transfixed on the sight before him. He raced through potential counter-explanations and theories, even considered the possibility of his own madness, but his eyes didn’t lie. They couldn’t lie.
“Scis?” Ashelyn’s voice was a little sharper this time. Tarlo’s senses heightened. He felt the goosebumps on his exposed skin, the dull pain where he’d thumped the microscope. He felt the tension of the last few minutes, mixed in with the adrenal hangover of the night so far. He felt the anxiety of the others in the room, the uncertainty of everyone in the colony. And now, a new emotion, bursting forward from his stomach, battling against logic and dread and caution and all the horrors that had befallen them: The elation of pure discovery. “Tarlo, Mai!” Ashelyn’s patience was wearing thin, but she maintained her steadiness of voice.
There was no other way to interpret what he was seeing. Mai knew it too.
Finally ready to respond, a single word was all he breathed.
“Life.”
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THE THREE OF them stared at the vid-screen. Displayed upon it was a single entity, pulsing and writhing with unnatural vigour. Somewhere between an arachnid, insect, and worm, its body was a wrinkly sac from which protruded twelve double-jointed limbs, each lined with jagged, teeth-like appendages. The limbs were an off-yellow colour, which blended into a murky brown throughout the spongy body, though the centre of the mass appeared redder. Blood. The “feet” were a strange mash of tentacles and whiskers, ugly little masses that writhed hither and thither, as if possessing a mind of their own.
This thing should have been unknowable, for it was utterly alien, yet somehow Tarlo knew exactly what he was looking at.
“Of all the things… this is a tardigrade!”
“What?” Ashelyn barked.
“Water bears, moss piglets, micro-roaches. The size… carapace… limb structure… Praise Sol, you may be right,” Mai concurred.
“That does not make things any clearer.”
Tarlo’s excited words tripped over each other. “Tardigrades! They’re phenomenal creatures, the hardiest known to man. Can survive in the most incredible conditions. Radiation, the depths of the ocean, even the vacuum of space. This… It doesn’t look exactly like one I’ve seen before… it’s got too many legs, the teeth, but everything else… It could be a picture in a textbook!”
“These… Tardigrades… They could survive the conditions here? Why has nobody mentioned them before?” Ashelyn asked.
“There was no reason to… when we last looked at the sand, there was nothing there. And yes, these conditions would provide no challenge. It’s barely cold enough to freeze water here – these things can survive at Absolute,” Mai replied.
“Mai, that red, it looks like blood. Our blood. Can you…?”
She anticipated his question and increased the magnification. The screen became full of little red discs. Blood cells.
“That’s blood all right,” Tarlo exclaimed, “which tardigrades don’t possess…”
The two biologists shared a look of realisation. “They’ve been feeding on us! Sol, do you think these things could be responsible for… everything that’s happened?” he asked.
“Well… let me think. We ruled out airborne and radiation already. The way it all played out… could reflect a hunting pattern. People going down one after the other, in close succession, but some still surviving. Like wildebeest at a crocodile crossing, some have to make it… Sol, you survived out there, a second time, when you were cautious, and fast. Explains that some people could still survive being close contacts in the V-Bay – the predators were focusing on the prey they’d already landed, like a mantis on its meal. Biohazardous toxins or bacteria would have spread regardless. Scientifically, there is still a lot to prove, but behaviourally… it could work.”
“Is there any precedent for these creatures subsisting on humans?” Ashelyn asked, shrewdly. “You say these things exist on Earth, why aren’t they killing us back there too?”
“Simple fact, eating moss is easier, and generally more accessible. That said, not all species are herbivorous. In fact, many have been found to predate exclusively on other microorganisms, even other tardigrades,” Mai said. “So things that are smaller than them… Which we very much are not.”
Tarlo responded this time. “When they run out of a certain food source, creatures die… or they adapt. And we are talking about the most adaptable creatures in the known universe here. On their own, they are irrelevant, inconsequential. At this size, even a thousand, nothing doing. But in the millions…” His mind flooded with images of countless little creatures surging through his bloodstream, coating his brain, his lungs, his organs… “They would have to possess some kind of hive mentality to coordinate their attacks like this. But if so, with enough numbers, working together, as a hive of bees or colony of ants…” His voice trailed off.
“That’s ghastly,” Ashelyn stared at the creature on the screen, still wiggling its legs. “But with what we observed… the edge of plausible. They breach the suits… take a few minutes to enter the nearest skin pore – which we saw, had widened – and a few pumps of the heart, spread through the system. If they came in through the top of the suit, catch a highway to the brain and then… But wait. Let’s say they are carnivorous, there is no food here, hasn’t been for decades at least? If ever? How could they survive so long?”
Tarlo and Mai spoke at once. “Anhydrobiosis.”
“Thank you, very clear.”
“It’s a kind of cryptobiosis, a capability of extremophiles.” Ashelyn glared at them. “Creatures adapted to extreme environments, wherein they halt their metabolism. Tardis can drop it as low as point one percent functioning, making them effectively immortal. Anhydrobiosis refers to self-desiccation, done in the absence of water.”
“I follow. So you’re saying the reanimation was initiated by the re-presentation of water?”
“Yes…” Tarlo paused, suddenly confused. Everything had made perfect sense until now. “Wait. Our suits drop some fluid as they operate, but it isn’t water. Where could they have—”
“The Sunfall,” Ashelyn said quietly, and it was Tarlo’s turn to feel left out.
“What about it?”
Her head fell into her hands and her voice grew low and hoarse. “We watered the ground before the gathering. To keep the sand down, add weight.”
Mai spoke, her voice a mix with annoyance and horror. “All this time, we’ve argued over how this came about. We blamed the onset of night, the clouds, the sands, some environmental change outside our control. But no… We did this.”
Ashelyn shook her head, face still buried in her hands, and sunk to the ground. “I did this. The water… it was my idea.”
Tarlo reached out a hand instinctively. “Ashelyn, you can’t—”
“Don’t. Touch. Me.”
He retracted, feeling small and helpless.
Mai forged ahead, either not noticing or caring. “Sol, there is so much we need to do, we need to get everyone back in here. The patrol! We haven’t heard from them, we need to warn them. The other colony!” Countless emotions battered Tarlo as he watched Mai flurry about, trying to activate the long distance, short distance, and internal comms all at once, with little luck. There were no immediate responses from the patrol or East Colony, and they could only speak to people inside Catal if someone was conveniently manning one of the wall-based intercoms. Mai cursed, frantic, thrashing the refresh-and-reopen button over and over. Ashelyn ravaged her hands through her hair, tearing long, dark strands loose.
This that they found was life, life that meant death. Tarlo had envisioned such a moment a thousand times in a thousand ways, but never like this. Never in the wake of such death and despair, such guilt-ridden survival and quickly quashed confidence. The exhilaration of this discovery had been tarnished by its devastating existential implications. There was no catharsis in revelation, only a cold, sinking dread.
“Get everyone in here. They must know. Go together,” Ashelyn commanded from her seat on the floor. “Let Yerald try the comms. He knows how to position the dish to get a clearer connection.”
Mai noticed Ashelyn’s state for the first time. “Doctor… do you think the others should see you like this?”
Ashelyn jolted to her feet, causing Mai to step back in fright. Her jaw tensed and eyes hardened. “They will see nothing. Go.”
They started at the dorms, where it seemed nobody was getting any sleep, not even Mury. Lavelle and Sestry pledged to help her to the BCC. They found Jame, Elhanto, and Mondes in the V-Bay, playing around with some cryo-foamers.
They were all back at the BCC within a few minutes. Tarlo noticed Ashelyn had switched off the display – she must have wanted them to say their piece first. “I’ve got through to shuttle, Binson on standby,” Yerald said from his corner. “But nothing from the patrol. No signals whatsoever. As for East Colony, no alarms or alerts, but it seems nobody is opening up their channel either. Might not even have their dishes calibrated, they’ve got their hands full with the atmosphere gens and water fabs.” His suggestion seemed like wishful thinking.
“You up for this?” Mai whispered, startling him. He’d expected her to leap at the opportunity to explain the discovery to their colleagues.
“Are you sure? You’re the lead, and all…”
“Sol to that. This is your finding. Your work. You deserve this.”
Tarlo wasn’t sure he wanted this, but he recognised that from Mai, this was a gesture of respect. He looked around the room. Lavelle stood tall, stoic, and silent. Beside Lavelle, Sestry was barely half his height, meek and avoidant, their wide-set eyes glued to the floor. Amir and Kerhman stared vacantly, eyes bloodshot, while Vel shot him the smallest of smiles. Mury looked harrowed, her hair tangled, skin pallid, face worn, but somehow she stood, using a small fencing pole as a makeshift crutch. Jame, Elhanto, and Mondes had filed in last, still bearing their maintenance equipment. Jame too shot him a glance, a curt nod of approval.
“It’s all you, Tarlo,” Ashelyn uttered, taking a position beside him.
A dozen pairs of uneasy eyes fixated on him. Tarlo felt like a student, about to present some silly project to his classmates, and was struck by a flash of self-doubt. Had he gotten carried away? What if these creatures had nothing to do with what had happened outside, just a crazy coincidence that—
Ashelyn nudged his arm, her cold touch restoring his focus.
“I’m sure…” he began ponderously. “I’m sure you have an idea of what’s going on. Why we called you all in. We found something. Some things, that… we think might explain what’s going on.”
Tense, expectant silence. Jame motioned, impatient, and Tarlo took the cue. “We don’t know everything yet, there’s a lot of questions and data we need to fill out the profile, behaviour patterns and such. But we found what looks like the first instance of life on Cahros.” He surveyed the expressions of the room, a mix of confusion, consternation, frustration and, in Vel’s case, fascination.
“In the sand samples I took, we’ve found evidence of a small, predatory creature related to what we know of as tardigrades.” One or two looks of comprehension, the rest still uncertain. “We believe that these creatures had lain in stasis for a long time, before they were stimulated by our activity over the past eight hours. They possess multiple, jagged-shaped limbs, almost like teeth, which I believe they used to burrow through the E12s – we found torn suit fibres in the same place we found these creatures. Once they got inside, it’s all conjecture, but we theorise they were able to enter the bodies of their victims through skin pores or other orifices. After entering the bloodstream, they found their way to the brain, wherein their attack commenced.” Consternation turned to doubt. “I know, this sounds beyond belief, but there is precedent. These creatures exist in the billions on Earth, and the conditions on Cahros suggest they have evolved specifically to this environment. And specifically to kill.” Another formulation struck him. “And before you ask, no, they are likely not feeding on us directly, rather they are feeding on the cells in our body, on a much smaller level. The attack on the brains, to neutralise us, reflects a coordinated, perhaps even intelligent, hive-mind behaviour. Again, precedence in colony-type insects back on Earth.”
Jame was first to respond. “You mean to say… we’re being hunted? By something smaller than… Wait, how big do you say these things are?”
“Somewhere in the range of a tenth of a millimetre.”
Jame scoffed, as did others. “You were brave to get those samples, Tarl, but can you hear yourself right now? You’re saying we are being targeted by microscopic bugs that are somehow working to an advanced tactical intelligence?”
“I know how it sounds, but listen, we found blood inside them. Human blood,” Tarlo replied. Why hadn’t he led with that?
“Hold, Jame,” Vel said, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. “Whether or not these things are responsible for all this… this discovery, it’s huge! Can we see them?”
Ashelyn slid behind Tarlo and turned the image display back on. She selected the wrong option, opening the live feed instead of the more detailed still, but the creature was still clear to see. Again, Tarlo studied the looks around him. Again, it was a mix of confusion and concern, except for Vel. “Predatory tardis, you say?” she began. “I know about tardigrades, we used them to cultivate our mosses, help with oxygen production. But they were slow, even for their size. How could they have moved and acted so fast?”
Mai jumped up at this question. “This species possesses more legs, and more joints – propulsion. And the environment… the sand here is hollow, yes? Filled with empty chambers. We couldn’t work out why, but it makes more sense now. These creatures must be travelling through them, like a kind of highway. It stands to reason that a substantial enough number of them could generate momentum.” She swirled her hands around each other. “Like a wave, flowing through these chambers until they reach the surface! Which also might explain the shimmers we’ve been seeing. Could be an optical illusion caused by all the traffic, or the sand itself actually moving along with them.”
“But if we were being coated by hundreds, thousands of these things, we would feel it!” Jame said. “The colonists reported no symptoms. Carlyle was sitting beside us for minutes, and he felt nothing! We saw nothing!”
“So he claimed,” Ashelyn said coldly.
“We don’t know everything yet. Could be they possess some kind of numbing agent. Could be they were already… inside him by the time we saw him,” Tarlo speculated, his voice breaking a little. “But you’re right, there’s a lot of work we need to do. We just wanted you all to know as soon as we did.”
Jame’s expression softened in understanding. “I’m sorry, Tarl. We’re here picking you apart and you’ve only just found this out yourself. By fuck, that thing is ugly.”
“I still can’t believe we’ve found something out here.” It was Vel again. “This is life! Discovery!” Her sense of awe was remarkable, considering all that she’d been through.
“They killed so many of us,” Yerald said angrily. “When do we get our turn?”
“All our technology, all our defences, perfect to combat any threat we’ve encountered before,” Lavelle philosophised, morose. “But how can you defend against a threat you’ve never faced? If they possess the ability to chew through our suits like so much paper, what’s stopping them from taking on the Moonsalt next?”
“You’re right,” Mai said. “We can’t know how much time we have, though I don’t think we’re in immediate danger. Our facility is made of much denser stuff than the E12s, and it would be much less palatable too. Well, we don’t know that, but it would take a lot longer to chew, stab, or crunch through. If they are as intelligent as we believe, they may even take some time to test us out, find a weakness, like any predator. Just as we’ve never dealt with them, they’ve never dealt with us.”
“Binson, are you getting all this?” Ashelyn called over to the comms. “We’ve identified the danger, and how to avoid compromising any rescue operation. Can you get us out of here?”
“Affirmative, I have heard,” a tinny voice replied after a second. “Patch us through everything you got, but we can’t talk about evac yet. One, the technicians onboard the Nitimini make the decision about what’s acceptable risk. Two, there remains several holes in your theory, and no real proof that these things are getting inside of people. Only that they are feeding on their remains. Finally, and most pertinently, the shuttle I am currently onboard is a people mover, not a people holder. Got two cabins only, room for just six on top of the Ensign and myself. There’s no way we could hold you all until the Nitimini
gets back, not to mention the obvious risk an emergency landing would entail. Even once the Mini has returned… I can offer you no guarantees.”
The heaviest of silences flooded the room. Of course, they knew all this, they’d been told the protocol a dozen times before they even landed on Cahros in the first place. But after all that had happened, Binson’s uncaring words, delivered like he was reading a shopping list, hit with the force of a thousand blows.
“Understood,” Ashelyn replied, reaching over Yerald and cutting the transmission. “Send him what he asked. The images, the report. Fucking coward.”
Yerald glared at the back of her head, unhappy with being told what to do, but obliged.
“So… now we know what we’re dealing with here… what do we do to stop it?” Jame asked to nobody in particular.
“The most effective way to kill a tardigrade is through submersion in boiling water for an extended period of time,” Tarlo offered.
Vel nodded. “Or any extreme heat in general. They can survive cold, lack of oxygen, gravity, radiation, any of that, but the key is heat. And time.”
“So let’s crank the heaters in here!”
Tarlo shook his head. “No, it would need to be much higher… higher than any temperatures we could survive, for sure. North of one hundred degrees Celsius, at least.”
“Then we build some sort of trap, lure them in, then bam! Bug soup.”
“That might work, but then we’d be short of a base, and at the mercy of what could be billions more of these life forms out in the sands.” Mai shook her head. “Trying to destroy these things is a waste of time. We need to escape, get somewhere they can’t reach us.”
“Did you say billions?”
“These canisters alone are holding up to a million individual grains of sand within.” Mai zoomed the lens back out, to a view where perhaps one hundred grains were visible.
“See the darker grains? Every single one of them holds one of these creatures. And no matter where we look…” She played around with the sampling dish, drawing out three other samples. “Somewhere between one-third and one-half of the samples are dark. So… there could be a few hundred thousand sitting right here.”
“Fucking hell…” Jame breathed. “Yeah, I see your point.”
A wail rose up from one of the crew, from Sestry. “We’ve landed right into a trap. Look at the cams, they’re back at it again outside. These things won’t stop until we’re all like them. We’re surrounded and alone, and Fleet aren’t coming for us either. We’re completely fucked.”
“Calm yourself,” Ashelyn said. “And remember, we’ve gotten past these things before. Mury, Jame, and Tarlo all survived the first attack. Tarlo and Vel survived a second confrontation, when they moved with swiftness. These things are deadly, yes, but they cannot be everywhere all at once. We awoke this colony, or batch, here, but just because there is sand everywhere, that does not mean these creatures will be too.”
“Phobic Misattribution Theory!” Mai exclaimed. Tarlo noticed Jame role his eyes. “It describes the misattribution bias people experience when out at sea. We see a shark once, and we fear that there will always be sharks, wherever there is water. Same goes with finding a spider in your home, the next hour, you fear you will see spiders everywhere you look.”
“So you’re saying… we merely need to outrun them?” Mury said in a small voice from the back of the room, hopeful despite the irony of her injured leg.
“Yes. But that leads to our next problem.”
“No D6,” Jame said.
“Wait just a moment.” The conversation wouldn’t have felt right without protestation from Yerald. “You mean to suggest we leave Catal? And go where, exactly? And let’s not brush over the little hint you threw us before, Tarlo, about how this all began?”
He continued speaking, his tone mocking, “Stimulated by our activity, he says. Which one of you did this?”
“Watch your tone, Sci,” Ashelyn said through gritted teeth.
“Watch your mouth, Doctor. I remember now, it was you who suggested we water the garden! That’s what woke these things up, isn’t it? And like I was saying before, of course you happened to be inside when it all fell to shit. And now, you suggest we abandon the one safe place we have left? Too many witnesses left alive, is it?”
Ashelyn whirled on him. “ENOUGH. Speak of sabotage once more and I will exercise three dash six.” Her menacing tone was comically undercut by the bureaucratic-sounding threat, though what she referred to was more serious than it sounded. Mandatory detention. Yerald shirked at her initial outburst, before outrage took over. His face reddened and he clenched his fists. “Just try, lady. You really think you’re in charge here? You really think anybody trusts you, will follow you for a second the next time any of our lives are at risk?”
Ashelyn was visibly seething but regained her composure. She turned back to the crowd and made out to speak, but Yerald would not stop.
He stepped away from the comms-console, close enough she probably felt his agitated breath on her neck. “That is exactly as I thought. Say your lines and wave the book, but you’ve not a single hard bone in your—”
Ashelyn turned, her movement too fluid and fast for anyone in the room to comprehend. In the same movement, she whipped her left arm into Yerald’s temple, silencing him midsentence and sending him to the ground with a crack. Tarlo’s breath caught as the man came centimetres away from crashing through the microscope – and active samples – on his way down, smashing into the floor with a painful thud.
The room was silent for a moment, before everyone spoke at once.
“By Sol, Ashelyn, are you sure that was—”
“What is wrong with you! You nearly smashed the samples!”
“Sweet fuck, that was a good hit!”
“Is he okay? What did you do that for—”
Ashelyn stood quietly, absently rubbing her hand while waiting for calm to return. Only once the room quietened again did she speak, her voice low and measured. “I warned him, and still he approached me aggressively. What’s more, his lackwit tirades are not only foolish, but dangerous. We cannot turn on each other.” The reaction in the room was mixed. Mai looked horrified, and dropped to her knees, inspecting Yerald. Sestry, Mury, and Lavelle seemed disgusted, whereas Vel and Jame were smiling approvingly.
Tarlo wasn’t sure how he felt. Yerald was entitled to his concerns, and everyone deserved freedom to speak of their fears. What’s more, the act of violence had nearly put them all at far greater risk, not to mention marking the first human-on-human attack in… the history of the planet. But then again, Yerald was an asshole.
“Are we ready to move on?”
Nobody protested. Tarlo wondered if the act was a statement of authority, enacted on the first who dared questioned her, and if such a statement was wise. “Fleet won’t touch us unless they are sure we are safe… which means days, weeks without casualty. We can’t just go and set up somewhere else, we’ve no time, equipment or manpower, but we can go somewhere that is already established. East Colony, or whatever they have called themselves. But to get all of us there, we need a D6 Carrier.”
“So we use one of the BBFs to go pick ours up from the formation?” Tarlo queried.
“How do we know that our D6 is even still operational, and that the patrol weren’t swallowed up in the desert by these things? Their tracks were smoothed over, the things may have followed them… Same goes for the whole of East Colony,” Lavelle said.
“East Colony is still intact, and powered, or we’d be getting reds on the comms,” Ashelyn said. “As for the patrol… well, we’ve no choice but to hope they’re okay. There’s no way we could get to East Colony by walking, E12s would die before we’re halfway there. Not to mention the hazards of crossing all that sand. And yes, we could skip out on the formation, send someone to East to go get their D6… But ours should only be three hours away. A six hour wait, rather than eighteen.”
“But if ours is gone, then it’s a twenty-four wait, with time wasted,” Lavelle argued.
“Could send one person to each, maximise our chances. And if one gets… got, then at least we don’t lose both buggies,” Mondes suggested.
“We could… but travelling alone would be too risky.” Ashelyn shook her head. “No, they must go together.”
“I don’t think we should risk the formation,” Lavelle insisted. “We would have heard from them by now. And if East Colony is green, that means it’s non-breached, and they should have all their gear still, yes?”
“I concede your point, but the fact remains, we do not know how much longer we will be safe in here. I’d rather we get out of here in six hours, than thrice that time,” Ashelyn said. “Shall we vote?” Collective shrugs and nods.
“Okay. Hands up for East Colony.” Lavelle, Sestry, Mondes, and Mai raised their hands.
“Formation?” Tarlo, Jame, Vel, Mury, and Ashelyn. After a moment, despite a scowl from Mondes, Elhanto raised his hand too. Amir and Kermahn shook their heads, abstaining to vote, and Yerald was indisposed. “Okay, formation it is.”
Impulse drove Tarlo to speak. “I would like to go. I know the BBFs better than anyone and… my track record is good.”
“You’ve earned that much,” Jame said. “We’re happy to stay behind, keep things safe and sound.” Elhanto and Mondes nodded.
“I’d like to stay too, keep working,” Mai said, likely enthused by the chance to do so undisturbed.
“I’d be happy to go with Tarlo.” It was Vel, spritely as ever.
“I think we’d feel a bit safer if you stayed here,” Lavelle said, shooting Ashelyn a wary glance. “You’re our last trained squaddie and all, and you saw, and survived, everything out there firsthand.”
“I’ll go,” Ashelyn said, somewhat surprisingly. “I see your doubts after…” She gestured towards Yerald’s unconscious body. “Let me show you I have only our best interests in mind.” Nobody argued.
“What do we do if the time passes and… we don’t hear from you?” Mai asked.
“The charge falls to you the second I walk out this door. Comms will likely be dark, so don’t worry about running anything by me.”
Ashelyn strode to the exit, Tarlo drawn in her slipstream.
Just before she’d made it out, Mai spoke again. “I know but… what if you don’t return?”
Ashelyn turned one last time. “Are you a spiritual person, Sci?”
“Not really, but—”
“If we don’t return, and you can’t compose a better plan, then there’s only one thing you can do.”
“Which is?”
“Start praying.”
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THIRTY SECONDS
Uncharted Sands, Cahros
Terrus   -   ET: 0702hrs
CD: 05-04-2220   -   CT: 007:02
Oh how it feels to
be
A sailor cast out to
sea
No father hounding or teacher confounding
me
Feels so good to be
free
Oh how it tastes so
sweet
No tang in this salted
meat
Or maybe instead some tack and hard
bread
It feels so good to be
free
Oh how it feels to
freeze
In the whip of this spiteful
breeze
There’s salt in my blisters and mould in my
whiskers
It feels so good to be
free
My toes are now blue and
green
Only one thing these colours can
mean
Come now the bats and the seagulls the rats and the
weevils
to feast on what’s inside of
me
IF THERE WAS any salvation out here, Terrus had given up hope of finding it. He was lost, alone within these damnable orange seas and beyond any means of rescue. The realisation alone had been a devastating impact of confusion and horror, but now he drowned in its vicious aftershocks, wave upon wave of despair and desperation. There was nothing he could do now, and not even the calmly conditioned voice of his mentor Remi was any use.
His training and composure deserted him, and with no better solution at hand, Terrus floored the accelerator on the BBF. He surged forth aimlessly, not bothering to steer, and fell into an animalistic hysteria, hammering the console with his fists again and again. From his throat tore an endless scream, the unadulterated anguish of one who was forsaken, helpless. Why bother stopping? Nobody could hear him. What good now was the preservation of resources, energy, dignity? Nobody could save him. Doesn’t it feel good to be free?
Completely oblivious to the events back at Catal, he wondered how they would commemorate him, the “first” man to die on Cahros. At least I will be “first”. He had no idea he had already outlived dozens, although it was unlikely such knowledge would have brought him any comfort.
He was meant to be one of their best. A man in his physical peak, with perfectly honed survival skills and the mentality and wherewithal to manage any situation. Yet he had been unable to simply drive north for a few hours. Failure of any kind had always been tragedy to him, and the only solace now was that, in his lifetime at least, he would be spared the embarrassment of anybody knowing his folly.
Anger and frustration married desperation, but beneath them all stirred the cold thrill of fear. Terrus had never been one to entertain thoughts of death, his exceptional talents and brash personality helped shield him from thoughts of failure. His IAPFA tester had also remarked that his strong ego was a protective psychological factor, allowing him to thrive in situations where others may have been plagued by self-doubt. But now, he was learning all about the fallout that came from such an illusion shattering.
Further he drove, pushing the vehicle to its limits. He longed for anything to appear in his sight range, that he might fling his little buggy into it at a hundred kilometres an hour. His gloves had protected his hands from the worst of the punishment so far, but now the blood pooled around his knuckles and fingertips, sliding down his forearms whenever he raised his hands for another blow. The console held bravely against the onslaught, but its sanitary glass casing was beginning to dint, encouraging Terrus to continue. The corner of his visor flashed, warning him of fluid loss and an elevated heart rate. He screamed once more, ripping the helmet from his head and flinging it against the driver-side panel. It impacted with a satisfying crunch as the visor shattered.
With the distractions of his visor gone, and the pain in his red-raw throat forcing him to stop for a moment, he noticed something the distance. A glow. It was so dark that he couldn’t even tell where the sky ended and sand began, but the little patch of orange was unmistakable, like the lure of an angler.
“It can’t be…” he mouthed, the barest flicker of hope returning.
A little number in the unbroken part of the console caught his eye. The vehicle was down to its last five percent – he’d need to hurry. With his helmet destroyed, there would be no walking the rest of the way should the vehicle die.
The lights brightened, a sure sign he was drawing nearer. They looked like the glow of an electric facility, reflected in the clouds above. It couldn’t be Catal, he’d just read that he was hours away. What else could be generating power on this planet?
He felt light-headed. Shut up. An illusion, because he knew the vehicle charge was low. There would be no gradual loss of function with the life support on this thing – it would work, until it didn’t. Nevertheless, he slowed his breathing, employing his high-altitude training. It wouldn’t hurt to reduce the demand he placed on the system. He stopped looking at the vehicular charge once it hit three percent. He was going to make it. He had to. He might have hypothesised about all that could go wrong from here, but Terrus wasn’t that kind of person.
Act, always.
He kept his mind only on his destination, not even sparing the mental energy to speculate over where he was heading. Dried sweat coated his forehead, while dried blood clung to his arms. His throat ached from his outburst, but there was no point now in ruing the fluid he’d wasted, or the situation he’d placed himself in with his petulant destruction of his life-preserving helmet.
The general orange glow receded, replaced by more precise landmarks. Two bright lights, higher than the rest. Watchtowers. Beyond them, more white lights, grey slabs of buildings… Moonsalt! Had they put up a second tower at Catal, or had he somehow arrived at her sister colony? He couldn’t even begin to make sense of what route that meant he’d driven. All that mattered was he made it. Comms were live, and he was well in range, but nobody activated the channel. More confusion.
Whichever colony this was, there should be dozens of people around, and the command centre was meant to be monitored at all times. His mind raced, and he imagined two grim possibilities for this: quarantine, or evacuation. Perhaps someone was just asleep at the wheel… Unlikely.
He drew nearer to the facility, but apart from the silent comms, nothing seemed amiss. Power was on, structural integrity seemed intact… but everything was silent. Nobody was outside either, which was strange. He peered up at the first tower as he passed below it. Empty. Same with the second. He noticed a few structures he hadn’t seen before, as well as some half-set equipment on the south side of the base. Terraforming gear… this must be the East Colony!
He passed through the outskirts, aiming for the vehicle bay. Still, not a ghost in the machine. Something wasn’t right. Coming within visual range of the V-Bay, the sight gave wings to the worst of his worries. The large door was wide open, but not a single of the four colonial vehicles – the large D6 Carrier and three smaller buggies – lay within. Evac. The fact that the door had not been closed suggested that nobody had remained inside to lock up when the colonists had departed.
Terrus tried comms again as tendrils of apprehension wormed beneath his skin. Nothing. He wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or concerned. Was this just a false dawn, teasing him before the long night? He scanned the area vigorously, searching for any sign of life or danger. He found none, and a new problem presented itself. With his helmet broken, and nobody inside to close the door for him, he’d be facing direct exposure to the Cahran elements.
He recalled one of Mai’s lectures from a few days before, where she’d run everyone through the native conditions. Cahros was surprisingly survivable, with the average surface temperature hovering at around zero degrees during the first hours of night – freezing, but endurable for a short while. The lack of solar radiation or detectable airborne pathogens was also a positive, but there was one major problem – the air itself. The atmosphere comprised a balance of oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon dioxide, but the oxygen levels were far lower than survivable, at barely a third of Earth’s. As a result, Mai had estimated a human could survive somewhere between thirty seconds and a minute of direct exposure to the outside “air” before risking permanent brain damage or death. When presented with that information, Terrus had boasted that thirty seconds was more than enough time to “run a full lap of the settlement, and still have time to suit up”.
“Guess I’ll be putting that theory to the test,” he muttered, trying the comms one last time, but the place was dead silent. The BBF had dropped to critical power levels, the screens before him now displaying only a series of dull red warnings – he could ill afford to wait any longer.
“Sol help me,” he mouthed, trying to formulate a plan. Thirty seconds, that’s how long he’d have. And nobody around to bail him out if anything went wrong. He took a deep breath. The last half an hour had been disorienting to say the least; for a moment there, he’d almost abandoned his mind, lost in tumultuous despair. Then the realisation, and confusion, of his arrival at the East Colony, which in turn gave way to the fear that he might yet perish if he didn’t get this right.
His best chance would be swinging the buggy towards the decontamination room that sat beside the V-Bay. It was much smaller, and would oxygenate within seconds of the door closing. Even then, he had no idea if it would do so quick enough to keep him alive. It was an inelegant plan, the brute force, panicked improvisation of a man who’d been alone for hours and was minutes away from suffocation.
A stray thought tugged at his conviction. If the place really was evacuated, what were they running from? Could it still be here? The facility might have been physically breached – sure, the lights were on, but that didn’t mean that anything else inside still worked. He shook his head; one problem at a time. The dull, red pulsations all around him were a reminder that he had no other options. Air was running out. First thing to go would be executive function, decision making. Then would come the hypoxia. Then, away with motor skills. Lastly, his heart would falter, his blood would cease to flow, and his lungs would fail.
He jetted the BBF towards the vehicle bay, noticing as he neared a strange series of mounds in the sand. Terrus had now covered a substantial surface area of Cahros, perhaps more than any other one person, and he’d never seen any terraneous variance. Perhaps the colonists had been excavating. The observation fell from his mind as he focused on his immediate task, wedging his BBF as close as possible to the entrance to the decontamination room.
“This is it.” He visualised the path he would need to take. Jump, hoist, hit button. Step inside, hit the button on the right. If he did it right, he’d only need five or so seconds. Terrus relished one last breath of stale air, which he expelled forcefully – any that remained in his lungs once he was outside would expand exponentially until it tore them to pieces. Fluid would be a problem too – he’d need to keep his eyes shut.
“Ad aeterno.” He slammed the console, opening the dome of his buggy and exposing himself to the alien air. An incredible whoosh surrounded him, as though he were standing beside a jet engine. Even with his eyes shut the world spun, and the sharpest of pains pierced the centre of his head. With no air in his lungs, he wouldn’t have long – they already burned as he fought every reflex to try to breathe
in.
He hoisted himself from the vehicle, his hands instantly finding the outer wall of the decontamination room. The surface was freezing, as was the air around him, and his skin burned, sticking at the surface. Two seconds. Now he was outside the vehicle, he was engulfed in a deeper silence than he’d ever known. The air around him was uncomfortably light, freezing cold, and everything about it felt wrong. Fighting the panic, he stretched his arm to his right. Where was the button?
He couldn’t risk losing any more time, he needed to find that button now. He opened his eyes for the briefest moment, inviting more agony. A great suction gripped at his eyeballs, drying them out immediately and causing them to pulse, itch, and expand beneath his rapidly closed eyelids. But that moment was all he needed to spot his prize; a fraction below his wrist. Six seconds. Still fighting desperately against every bodily instinct, he pressed the button and staggered blindly forth. He might have fallen, but a current of warm air pushed back at him with force, suspending him upright. Had he been sound of mind, he’d have realised this was a good sign. He felt Moonsalt beneath his feet. He was in.
Something popped below his right ear, followed by a stunning pain. Thick, crusty mucous leaked from his throbbing eyes. But he was still conscious. Nine seconds. Now, to get the door closed. The pain in his skull was astronomical, and now his left ear felt like it would explode. He jolted his arm to the right once again, connecting with the smooth surface of the wall. Up, down, left, or right? He couldn’t risk opening his eyes again, nor could he waste any more time. His muscles contracted involuntarily, and the spasm chose for him, jerking his arm down and a little to the left – right where the button was. He fell into it, and the door behind him whipped shut. Twelve
seconds.
His lungs were afire, his eyes bled, and his ears screamed, but he’d made it. Everything around him went dark and numb as he collapsed broken bodied to the floor.
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TARLO FOLLOWED ASHELYN into the V-Bay, never taking his eyes off her. She never hesitated, each step measured and confident, but there was an angst to her movements, suggested by rigid shoulders and clenched fists. The situation with Yerald had gotten out of hand, they all knew it, but it was all too easy to cast judgement from afar. How would he have acted if her responsibilities were his? How could she be feeling, having learned the tragedy all around them was explicitly tied to her own actions? Still, her response had concerned him, and he feared what precedence for violence it might set.
Without a word, they pulled on fresh suits. He noticed there were only a little over a dozen ready to use, with perhaps another half-dozen cleaned and charging. Trying to salvage any of the fallen just wasn’t worth the risk.
They each chose a BBF and powered up. “Ready,” Ashelyn finally spoke, though it was not a question.
He echoed her acknowledgement. It was comforting being back within the familiar confines of the buggy. The operating consoles stretched one hundred and eighty degrees around him, with the small monitor in the centre displaying the time and overall battery life remaining. 0453 and 97%. Above him, the reinforced glass-prene dome would enable great visibility, though it was a little smudged from Vel’s impromptu ride earlier. The helmet he’d worn during the rescue lay in the compartment behind him, still proudly bearing its green light. He opted not to remove it. It might be good to have a spare and besides, it felt lucky.
“How are you feeling?” he asked into the local channel, but Ashelyn didn’t respond.
Their headlights illuminated the great door, the last barrier between safety and eternity.
“Doors coming up,” Mai said on generals; she must have been watching from the command centre. Ashelyn shot out before the door was halfway open, and he scrambled to follow suit.
“I go left, you go right,” she instructed, soon out of view as she curled around towards the south-east. Tarlo drove towards the watchtower, glancing one last time at the killing fields to the north.
They were a picture of liminal stillness. Over twenty people had lost their lives out there, but now, the area was still and smooth as could be. It looked just how it had when they first landed: uninhabited, undisturbed. His chills deepened as he realised his loop would take him out over the crater, the site of his earlier terror. Steeling himself, he floored the accelerator, sending grains of sand – and whatever lay within them – metres into the air behind him. Past the watchtower, he braced himself for the decline and… none came.
Disorientation took hold, but he couldn’t slow down. A quick check to his right revealed the watchtower and bulk of Catal right where they should be, which meant he should be halfway down the crater by now… yet he wasn’t. “Mai, Catal, anyone, this is Tarlo,” he keyed into the long-range comms. “Can you hear me?”
A second pause. “Yeah, we read you… And see you. What is it?”
“Just reporting that the crater… it’s gone.”
Another pause. “Like… it’s been filled? From the shimmering? The smoothing thing that they do?”
“It must be. I don’t know how long they were working at it, but that’s a lot of sand to displace, a lot more than the tracks we saw—”
“Are you out there now?”
“Yeah, should be right—”
“For Sol, get out of there, Tarlo! You know how many of them it would have taken to cover that all up?”
“Shit, I know! I’m going as fast as I can. Just, thought you should know.”
“Okay, thank you. But get out of there. And… call through if you… you know… if you think you’re breached. So we can know.”
“Yeah, first of my worries.” He couldn’t help but sound a little bitter. “I’ll be fine. We’ll see you in a few hours.”
He clicked out and pushed the vehicle as fast as it could go. Sand began to accumulate on the side panels of the BBF, and he wondered how many of the creatures it would take to chew through the titanium. Feeling like a lamb in a lion’s den, he remembered the last time he was out here in the dark, when those strange dark figures had gathered all around. He could have sworn he still felt their presence, hunched and glaring at him from just beyond the reach of his headlights, but he saw nothing.
He was out of the danger zone shortly after, and saw the meagre lights of Ashelyn’s BBF a few dozen metres ahead. His skin itched and crawled, but his vehicle had not been breached.
“Must be all out for coffee,” he breathed. Beyond the perimeter of Catal, the darkness was all-consuming. The barren landscape and dense cloud cover combined to create an impenetrable navy wall, with no separation between light and shadow, sky and land. “It’s like we’re at the bottom of the ocean,” he said on locals again.
“A depthless void.” She sounded a little higher pitched than usual.
“Radar, navs working okay?”
“Yeah. Looks like that’s all we got, by-eye obviously no use here in the dark. Radar has nothing to bounce it back, so it’ll be all satellite. Not sure how the cloud cover might impact that, but it’s working for now.”
He caught up a little; she must have slowed. Not enough for it to be obvious she was waiting for him, though. The headlights from their vehicles punched about ten metres ahead, doing very little to penetrate the wall of darkness.
“It couldn’t just be easy, could it?” he bemoaned. “Hopefully we’re correct about the anhydrobiosis though, and if there’s any more tardigrades out here, they’re still in stasis.”
“Yeah, hopefully.” She spoke no more, but left the channel open. He listened to her breaths, shallow yet steady, and found calm in her quietness.
They continued south-east. They could have been alone in the universe, two minute, evanescent beacons of life hurtling through a careless abyss. In this space of infinite quiet, he had no choice but to reflect on the events of the night. They, he, had achieved the ultimate, all-unifying goal of humanity here, in discovering life beyond Earth. In doing so, they’d proved that the investment of the hopes, finances, and decades of so many nation-states had all been for something…
But what?
The policy makers, flying their flags and pumping their fists, never spoke of an outcome like this. They sold tales of wonder; of nine-legged mammals the size of elephants and carbon dioxide-breathing amphibians. They orated of domesticable reptiles roaming the sands while kaleidoscopic insects painted the skies, not some invisible, territorial, carnivorous anomaly that destroyed everything it touched.
And then there were the colonists, marketed as humanity’s very best, heroes off to discover the wonders of the universe and spread mankind’s divine presence ever further. Colonists who were now so much meat, food to an insatiable and incomprehensible machine that manifested in what was basically a biological super weapon. Their findings would be safe with the shuttle by now. It was slightly reassuring to know that, even if he didn’t survive, his discovery would.
But Tarlo had no intention of letting this world take him.
“You know what is funny?” Ashelyn said after a while.
“What’s that?” Tarlo replied. His voice was hoarse; he’d been dozing at the wheel. He realised it had been almost twenty-four hours since last he’d slept. “I’ve never set a bone before.” Her breaths huffed through the comms in a strange rhythm, and he realised she was laughing.
“Like… with Mury?”
“Yes. Not once have I played around with somebody’s bare bones like that.”
“But…you said everything went well?”
“Considering the circumstances, I don’t think it could have gone better.”
“Well… well done, Ashelyn.” Tarlo wasn’t sure what she was looking for.
“Shhh, no it’s not that. Just, it seems fitting, doesn’t it? The only doctor on the planet, never set a bone.” Her laughter was bitter.
“Yeah, and just one soldier, armed with a stun gun to protect us.”
She snorted. “I always wondered about that. Drop us down on a planet that’s supposed to contain undocumented life, but send just eight troops with us? And not a single lethal weapon between them.”
“It does make you wonder. Did they really think we’d find anything here? Or if they did… maybe they didn’t want us to stand a chance.”
“I’m starting to think that it was only ever about terraforming. Guess we’ll find out more once we get to the other base.”
“Do you think those in the patrol will be okay?”
“I do not think it wise to hope for anything right now.”
“I didn’t say hope. I said think.” Tarlo was tiring of her morbidity.
“Well, if our flimsy little theories are all correct… then maybe. You’ve shown twice now that those things can’t keep up with our vehicles, and there is no water at this formation that we know of. But… their trails have been wiped, so there has been at least some activity behind them. For a long way too.”
“Different terrain where they’re going. Doubt these things can move through sheer rock.”
She made a noise of agreement. Their BBFs were adjacent now, running at full speed. The lack of resistance or incline in the surface meant the engines ran almost silently.
“I’m more worried about Catal,” she said after another moment.
“Me too. I was surprised more didn’t volunteer for this job. Moving at speed just feels… safer.”
“Being confined like that does things to people. Sol, you’d know all about fight, flight, and freeze.” Was it that simple?
Ashelyn continued speaking, “I spoke to you earlier about my time in the Antarctic, those nights that lasted months. The only thing that kept us sane was discipline and the knowledge it wasn’t forever, and we still had some psychiatric discharges. And that was without a million invisible killers chewing away at the walls.”
“Discipline, you say? Is that why you…?”
“Don’t even try it.”
“Sorry, Doctor.”
“I’m not proud of what I did. Is that what you want to hear?”
“No, not at all, I was thinking, if it was me—”
“You’d what? Have us sit in a circle, write our feelings on a card and hold hands?”
“No. Just listen.” Perhaps it was the fatigue, the trauma, or maybe just the adrenaline, but his attitude towards her dispatchment of Yerald had changed. “When you hit him… you nearly put all of us in danger. When I saw him fall, and nearly take out those samples, samples that I risked my life for, I wanted to throw both of you outside. But thinking back now, I’m just grateful you dealt with it. But here’s the thing, Ashelyn, if you want to lead whoever the hell of us are left… then own your actions. Doubt yourself, and so will we.” He barely recognised himself, speaking this way. What did he know about any of these things?
“Do you think I want to be in charge?” Ashelyn retorted.
“It doesn’t matter anymore,” he said wearily. “You’re the best we got. Mai and I, let’s face it, we can’t command respect the way you do. Jame, my great friend, is far too rash, and probably would have brained Yerald if he were in your shoes. And the rest… they just want someone to believe in.”
“Do you think the others see things this way?”
“It doesn’t matter. We bring the D6 back, and maybe even a few of our friends, and we’re heroes again.”
“Ha. The same people who spared not a word when I saved Mury’s skin, or you risked yours? Self-preservation laughs in the face of courtesy.”
Maybe she was right. Vel had said something similar too. Was he being naïve to think they’d band together? That Ashelyn would rise to the occasion and lead them through the dark?
“You know what’s been really bothering me?” Ashelyn allowed him no time to respond. “I’m starting to think that buffoon was onto something. Obviously not nano, but what if this is a feat of bio-engineering? They are close enough to something that already exists, just a few tweaks to their physiology and installing whatever it is that has them working together so well?”
“You mean to suggest that the first international collaboration this century, the investment of countless billions, was all a hoax to test a new bioweapon?” Tarlo meant to sound sarcastic, but hearing his own words, and reflecting on the last hundred years of Earth’s history, they sounded scarily possible. “Sol, it’s late. I don’t know anymore. But for now, I choose to believe in the miracle of life and that this is all just a horrible, ill-prepared coincidence.”
“Finding your faith?” She gave another passionless chuckle. “At least if that were the case, Yerald would be wrong.”
“I’m not sure about faith. Either way, I can’t help but think this formation is the key.”
“You wanted to go there from the start, didn’t you?”
“Under different circumstances, but better late than never. Ashelyn…” A new thought occupied Tarlo’s mind, as dark as the skies above.
“Yeah?”
“What do you think it felt like? For them?”
Ashelyn didn’t respond immediately, but he knew she understood what he was asking.
“From what I could tell… nothing.”
“Do you really think that?” Tarlo didn’t know what drove him to probe further.
“I don’t know. Well… there was something. But I’m not sure you’d want to hear it. Sol, I’m not sure I want to say it.”
“Well, you have to say it now.”
Another lengthy pause. Finally, in a small, vulnerable voice, she replied. “They were smiling, Tarlo.”
Shivers danced up his spine, and Carlyle’s deathly visage flashed into his mind, causing him to jolt in fear. “Do you think that’s what it’s always like?”
“No.”
That single syllable, dealt with such clarity and certainty, scared him into silence. Out here in the dark, there was little else to do but ponder his fragile mortality. He thought back to those first moments on the shuttle, and how the concept of a surprise death had always scared him. Unsurprisingly, this new knowledge of how he may die gave him no comfort.
Their journey continued, and Tarlo fell into a trancelike state. Sands churning beneath the wheels as they turned over and over and over. Headlights piercing just a few metres ahead. Eyes in the dark, shapes in the skies, floating in the peripheral, flashing in and out of sight. All the while, a hypnotic and unchanging beige sea beneath. No sounds, no disturbances, just the two of them, their buggies, and this purgatorial wasteland. This space between.
It was just past the three-hour mark when they lost their navs. Tarlo didn’t even notice at first, but it was as series of exclamations from Ashelyn, intercut with waves of static, that snapped him from his reverie.
Alarm might have coursed through his system, but he was too tired to panic, for a strange, insidious heaviness had long since dulled his senses. “Navs and comms down.” If she responded, he couldn’t hear it through the garbled electronics. His eyes still worked though, and he watched her skid her vehicle around his and bring it to a halt. Through the glass, she signalled to him to activate his suit. After a moment, they popped their domes and crawled to the tops of their vehicles, still loath to risk direct contact with the sand.
“Can you hear me okay? Lost all systems. Weird spikes and dots, then static,” she shouted, her voice muffled, as though she was deep in a cave. Sound was muted in the low atmosphere, but they were just about close enough to communicate this way.
“I can. Aren’t we supposed to be getting close?” Yelling tore at his dry throat. He’d need to pop a H2-cap once he got back in the buggy.
“We should be there already. But the last I saw, we were still over an hour away. Shit.”
She seemed annoyed enough, but something played on Tarlo’s mind. “Before we left… you said something to Mai about if we lost comms. Did you see this coming?”
“No. Kind of. Just seemed odd to me that we hadn’t heard from the patrol. I was more worried that we’d become… indisposed, than something like this.”
Sitting still felt dangerous, even this far out from the colony. “I feel like we need to keep going.”
“We might end up more lost.”
“Should we… go back the way we came? Try to get signal back, remap the course?”
“Perhaps. Though there’s no reason I can think of that it would be caused by a signal drop like this. Wait! Can you hear that?”
“What? All I can hear is you… Wait, do you mean that… hum?”
Ashelyn didn’t respond; she was looking all around, as if trying to get a clearer reading.
“Something between a hum… and a whine?” He tried again.
Ashelyn continued her scan, making strange waving motions with her arms and hands.
“Do you feel that?”
“No. I mean what?”
Evidently tired of asking questions, she motioned for him. He stepped tenderly over to her buggy, perching beside her. She grabbed his arm roughly and held it perpendicular to the two of them.
“Nothing, right?”
“Yeah…”
She swerved about seventy degrees and tugged his arm down with great force, nearly toppling him from the vehicle.
“What are you—” His exclamation was cut short when she grabbed his waist.
“I had already let go when you began to fall. Stretch your arm out again, you’ll see.”
Confused, he followed her instructions, and yet again, felt his arm dragged down, though her hands were still on his waist.
“Some force beckons,” she observed. “Do you think that could be…?” It could have been anything, but a thought itched at his mind, an impulse that simply said follow.
“I have no idea what it is. But what say we find out?”
“You feel it too?” He stared out into the abyss, and the outline of an image burned into his mind. It was impossible, given the darkness, but he thought he saw two great structures, rising high into the sky. They remained carved into his retinae when he blinked.
“Yes.” Decision made, Ashelyn began sliding back into the cockpit, before something stopped her. She looked directly behind him, and Tarlo saw a glint in the reflection of her helm.
He followed her gaze. Somewhere quite a distance away, a bright red sphere surged upwards, carving its way through the indigo skies. It was bright, so bright that it pierced the ever-present cloud cover, an ascending meteor that punctured all in its path. “A distress flare,” he gasped, and fear gripped him. Had Catal already been breached? They hadn’t even found the D6 yet, there was still so far to go.
“For Sol, no…” Ashelyn breathed. “We need more time!”
“Wait!” Tarlo exclaimed. “I can’t be sure… but it looks rather far away. Could it have been launched from the other base?” He didn’t know which option was worse – that their companions were already in trouble, or that their supposed sanctuary was compromised? “I feel all turned around. I could have sworn we came from that way,” Ashelyn pointed directly behind them, “But the tracks…”
Tarlo’s heart skipped a beat when at first he couldn’t find them, but a moment later he spotted them, wheeling off in a gradual one-hundred-eighty-degree arc, as though they had somehow been driving in a loop. “What in Sol is happening to us!” Disoriented and confused, he reached out, and to his surprise, Ashelyn clasped his arm. Cold as she could be, in that moment, he was comforted, and glad he wasn’t alone.
“This planet toys with us like a spider with its webbed prey,” she murmured, sounding more curious than distressed. The biologist in Tarlo knew that spiders rarely toyed with their prey, they simply immobilised them for later consumption. Orcas, or even housecats, would have been better examples, but he understood the sentiment. “But we must continue. We must succeed. I won’t lose anybody else.” Ashelyn’s voice burned with determination.
For the first time, Tarlo saw the doctor in a different light. He remembered being starstruck the first time he saw her, all dazzling eyes and abrupt confidence. That had given way to strain and tension, as he’d witnessed her ruthless, perfectionistic logic when everything began to fall apart. Now, he saw in her the embattled physician who, no matter what she tried, couldn’t protect her patients from a force far beyond her. A physician who, despite now being confronted by utter perplexity, would not waver in her purpose. And that gave him strength.
“Whichever facility it is, there’s little we can do without the D6,” he began. “So we’d best stick to our task. If the formation is, as we believe, that way”—he thrust his arm in the direction of the strange heaviness—“we can navigate by keeping this beacon at three hundred degrees.” Ashelyn nodded and, awkward from her lower position, patted his hip in a gesture that almost felt… companionable?
“Let’s go.” They ducked back into their vehicles like meerkats into their burrows and raced forth into the night once more.
Their course wavered at times, for their reference point was difficult to hold, but eventually, Tarlo began to trust his mind’s eye, where that strange outline burned ever clearer. Ashelyn seemed similarly confident in her course, and they continued in silence.
The heaviness spread through Tarlo’s body, weighing down his shoulders and knees and infecting his mind with lethargy. He thought of a moth, driven by forces beyond its comprehension to cast itself inexplicably into deadly flame. Were they any different? Could they be charging only towards an imminent doom, lured by false hope and faulty perceptions? Or maybe they were just too stupid to know any better. Disoriented, dehydrated, exhausted, and afraid, he wondered if this entire expedition had been concocted by people too stupid to know any better. He wondered if everyone back at Catal was still okay. He wondered if anybody had watered his plants at 0600 hours.
He thought about their swift decision to hinge their entire mission, the fate of themselves and their colony, on these strange intuitions.
How foolish is he, who trusts only whatever salvation is closest at
hand?
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KENOPSIA
Unknown Facility, Cahros
Terrus   -   ET: 0740hrs
CD: 05-04-2220   -   CT: 007:40
THE FIRST THING he noticed was the cold floor beneath his left cheek. For a blissful second, it was all he felt, before his consciousness returned and brought with it a dozen new discomforts. His chest and throat burned, and his skull felt like it had been pierced with an icepick. Dried fluid plastered his face, crusty around the edges but moist near his orifices, as though his brain was oozing out of him. He was laying awkwardly, and the angle had stiffened the muscles across his neck and back, but he was scared to try to move in case it would activate some new agony. A gloved hand was in his view, but behind it, everything else was blurry.
Terrus had catalogued nine points of potential injury, three serious, before it occurred to him that he had survived his ordeal. Despite his incapacitation, he felt a thrill of defiance. He’d faced off with the loss of navs, comms, and power, damaged suit equipment, and craziest of all, direct, unprotected exposure to the surface at Cahros… and he had won. The hand in his view curled into a triumphant fist. All on his own, he had conquered this alien desert, and what a story he would have to tell! Of course, he might need to skim over those parts where he had abandoned reason and protocol, sabotaged his equipment and needlessly drained his vehicle’s resources – those details were boring and un-heroic.
But the time of taletelling was not yet here, and as always, a new challenge awaited: Getting up. He made some small, hesitant movements, assessing the functionality of his tired and dehydrated body. Need water. The thought of drinking made his empty saliva glands pulse. The pounding in his skull intensified, and it thumped away any thought more complicated than a couple of words.
He twirled his toes and twisted his fingers, pleased when the gestures only triggered moderate pain – one of the fingers in his left hand. Next, he tried to rise, but was hit with a wave of dizziness that forced him back down. In his haze, he forgot he was no longer in Catal, and he wondered why Jontie and Ashelyn had not yet come to his assistance. Probably helping one of the scientists with a carpal
tunnel.
No matter. He would just have to get himself up. He fought the urge to take a deep breath – his lungs hurt too much – and dragged his arms beneath his chest. Bracing his wrists against the ground, he pushed up, wincing as his cheek was torn from the congealed mess on the floor. He pushed another few inches higher, onto his hands and knees, and was rewarded with another wave of nausea. He dry-heaved wretchedly, dribbling thick saliva, but managed to twist around to a seated position, shuffle over to the wall and rest against it, still beset by sickness. Thankfully, the waves eased after another minute or so. Progress.
He was glad nobody could see him like this – though he still hadn’t regained the sense to wonder why nobody was around. The wall made things easier, and he was able to brace-shimmy up to his feet without too much more difficulty. He staggered through the decontamination room and into the facility proper. The hallway was bright, too bright, burning red holes into his dry eyes. From what he could tell, the place was deserted, and the suit racks were almost all empty. The effort of making it this far quickly drained him, depriving him of conscious thought, and survival instincts took over, driving him to the nearest hab. He stumbled through the dorm, oblivious to the signs of hurried evacuation, and fell to his knees before the first H2O-station.
Moaning with effort, he raised his arm to summon a water capsule from the dispenser. In his clumsiness, he held the button for too long, causing several caps to shower around him. He caught two and jammed them into his mouth – though instinct prevented him from swallowing immediately. In his current state, such an influx of fluid would likely cause an expulsion reflex. Instead, he held them in his mouth and allowed the pods to gradually dissolve. The cool liquid soothed his parched throat, and he swished it around his tongue and teeth, spilling some over his lips and jaw.
Somewhat calmed, he got to work on de-suiting. Usually a subconscious task, his pain made it arduous. He kicked the boots off easily enough, but the chest and arm piece took a few strained minutes of wiggling and squirming. The gloves were the hardest, dried blood causing them to cling to his scabbed hands, but he managed to peel them off, taking the scabs with them. Two fingers on his left hand throbbed at odd angles, but there was little he could do about that. The doctors will come
soon.
He leaned over for another capsule, and this time allowed all its contents to trickle down his throat. Nausea followed, but with less force than before. Free from his suit, it was time for the next step. Terrus scooped as many of the capsules as he could – about eight – and crawled for the nearest hygiene station. The stations functioned like small showers, featuring little platforms upon which colonists could stand and douse themselves in a mist comprising water and an ingestible cleansing solution. These “steam and cleaners” weren’t just for ships and extraterrestrial colonies – they were in standard use across most of the developed cities back on Earth too.
Terrus hoisted himself into the cleaner and summoned the mist, not even bothering to activate the “privacy and retention” barrier that could be drawn up to one’s midriff. Instead, he sat prone on the base as the cool, light rain floated over him. After the pain and sickness of the last few minutes, it was bliss. On a basic level, Terrus understood that he was hurt, but he had no idea how close he had come to perishing, or what different kinds of pain he’d be experiencing now had he dragged his feet along the sand, and not jumped clear over it, when he first entered the facility.
But he was aware of how delightful the drizzle felt on his face, cool-but-not-cold, cleaning the muck from his skin and nourishing his pores along the way. Each activation only lasted sixty seconds – to “preserve resources” – but a quick wave with his good hand would start the cycle anew. He fell into a meditative, restorative state as his subconscious mind came to understand that this was a safe place. After a while, his self-inspection progressed into a more thorough self-analysis. The pains in his head, eyes and lungs could all be attributed to his outside exposure, his throat and nausea to distress and dehydration, and his broken fingers to idiocy.
Impulses began to fire, that he get himself up and find the nearest colonist to report his findings, but he knew he needed more time. Besides, they’d surely find him soon. His lungs felt a little better, and he breathed deeply, counting the breaths and relaxing his muscles where he could. Periodically, he’d ingest another H2O capsule, his cognitions gradually returning as the water worked its magic.
Time passed this way for a while, the quiet calm after the desert storm. Terrus kept the mist running, every three cycles or so taking another cap, and at some point, he even drifted to sleep.
Again, it was coldness that woke him. The air in the facility was always eighteen degrees Celsius, and a few minutes sitting still in the cool mist was enough to shiver him back to consciousness. The drainage on the mister was good, but not great – not used to dealing with so much blood and refuse – and red muck had pooled around where he sat, but he felt… better. His head still rocked, ears still rang, and his throat was still painfully raw, but now the symptoms felt more like a heavy flu than a life-threatening infection. Stimulated perhaps by the cold, his alertness flooded back, accompanied by the eerie confusion that one feels having just woken from an episode of sleepwalking.
He stood up, his underclothes dripping and sodden, and sought a change in garments. The decorations of the room around him were unfamiliar, confirming what he already knew, that he was indeed at the sister colony. If this were Catal, this hab would have been filled with bright posters and wooden oddities, not to mention Jame’s damned Shōgi board. The terraformers, whose number consisted of more agriculturists and scientists, had opted for a different décor, with more naturalistic colours, some pot plants, and a few more mechanical devices. It was funny how people’s personalities seemed to blur into their professions out here.
Most of the beds were unmade, and some of the lockers were open – more signs people had left in a hurry. Terrus rifled through them until he found some garments large enough to pull over his well-muscled frame. He’d thank whoever they belonged to when he saw them. The ringing in his ears had quieted a little, enough for the absolute silence of the place to become apparent. A quick pinch of his skin revealed he was still dehydrated, so he tucked a few more capsules into the breast pocket of the shirt. He was as healed as he’d ever be without rest or medical attention – it was time to head to the command centre and work out what had happened here.
He set forth, repressing the waves of nausea that still plagued him. All evidence pointed towards evacuation, and a hurried one at that – the place was a mess. He could only hope someone had taken the time to leave a message, though that seemed unlikely, given they hadn’t even sent out a distress call. He had already decided he was completely alone here, but nevertheless, he croaked out some greetings as he walked. His strained voice echoed through the facility, unheeded, and he gave up after a few attempts. It was disquieting, shuffling through this place; a perfectly functional, well-lit antithesis to the Catal that he was used to. It was like he’d fallen into another reality, where everything looked the same, yet felt entirely different. He didn’t like it.
Strangely, despite the implications of rushed departures, Terrus felt no imminent sense of danger. Rather than question it, he decided to trust his instincts that he was safe here, for now. Observe, assess, act.
The BCC was set out the same as the one at Catal, with a large table in the centre and consoles along the walls, and a similar glass ceiling. He looked up, but the dead, dark sky yielded no answers. He wondered what had become of the stars.
He brushed past the homeostatic and circadian consoles, heading straight for the comms station. He checked “incoming” first. To his disappointment, there was nothing that might explain what was happening here, just a series of notifications of missed calls from Catal, and from his own BBF as he’d approached. He checked the Catal calls, the most recent was from a few hours earlier. No written or spoken message, but it was coded URGENT. He wondered if whatever happened here might have hit home as well, and he felt cold.
Terrus shifted over to the adjacent console, labelled Comms Outgoing. The navy-blue idle screen pulsed, challenging him to unravel its mysteries. This wouldn’t be as simple. Like most of the colonists, he had little idea how to calibrate the outgoing comms; they required a precise dish-alignment, achieved by balancing a series of numbers – coordinates, maybe? – and choosing the right orientation to lock in. The gradual rotation of the planet meant they could keep a setting for some time, but every hour or so, it would need to be refreshed.
He glanced down at the touchpad, a little white device the size of two hands that contained six pressure-activated square buttons. He awakened the system.
WELCOME TO CASARABE. So they’d at least named the place, before all this.
CALIBRATE NEW BEARING?
Top left button means yes, right means no. He hit the right.
LAST CALIBRATION TOOK PLACE @0217. RECALIBRATION RECOMMENDED. He checked the time and cursed. That was nearly six hours ago. Having little choice, he jammed the right button again, then the second row, first left.
CONTACT BOREAS SHUTTLE? Top left again, yes.
ATTEMPTING TO ACQUIRE… SIGNAL NOT FOUND. TRY AGAIN? He hit the fourth button.
CONTACT WEST BASE?
West Base. So, nobody had been in touch since the Sunfall, or the name would have been updated. He knew it would be pointless, but he tried anyway.
SIGNAL NOT FOUND. TRY AGAIN? The letters, light-blue and glowing, were a taunt. A hot flush surged through him, frustration, causing a chain reaction of dizziness and shivering. He popped another hydro cap.
Another command popped into his mind. He tapped the bottom right button twice and was greeted by another prompt.
SEE OUTGOING HISTORY? This wouldn’t help him reach anybody now, but it might be useful to see the last time a call had been sent out.
DATE AND TIME: 10.0219.
RECIPIENT: BOREAS
SHUTTLE
DURATION: 9
minutes.
It made sense, a call had been made just after the comms were last calibrated. He scrolled further through the log. Most entries were unremarkable: five-minute calls to the Boreas every few hours, standard check-ins, but one stood out.
DATE AND TIME: 09.2302.
RECIPIENT: BOREAS
SHUTTLE
DURATION: 63
minutes
Sixty-three minutes was an incredibly long time to be on a call with their resident taximen. Ensign Martens wasn’t even a fleet officer like Binson, so there was little Terrus could imagine him offering in terms of guidance. Unless… the call was initiated, but never closed. Perhaps someone had keyed them in, then all hell broke loose? The shuttle staff might have just kept the line open in case someone returned to the station… but Terrus didn’t deal in speculation, he dealt in facts. Which he would find no more of here.
He had to get back to his prerogative. What was that again? He’d been somewhere, before all this. Somewhere big, and dark, and heavy… The formation! And he was meant to report on it… but report what? Had something happened to the rest of his crew? A vision came into his mind, of his five grey-clad companions disappearing into the dark haze. That cave had swallowed them so greedily… That’s right! The anomalies. The navs going out, the comms, their sense of time and direction. He was meant to report that to someone. And then there was his own brush with the Cahran elements, people would need to hear about that too. But there was no one here, and no way to send the signal out.
Then it hit him. These computers may have been well beyond him, but there was another way to get the word out. A method that long predated spaceships, satellite dishes and even radio. A method used by his forebears in countless field deployments over the millennia. The fine art of sending a big, fuck-off light into the sky.
The vehicle bay would have what he needed. He stepped back out into the bright hallway and shambled on. Every few steps, his body sent him little reminders of his frailty in the form of shooting pains in his skull and vicious throbbing in his left hand. He’d almost hit the access button to the bay when he remembered that the large room would be depressurised – he’d need to suit up first. He thought of his old E12 in the decontamination room, coated in blood and reeking of failure, and decided it would be best to source a fresh, fully charged suit from one of the charging hooks. Thankfully, not all the colony’s stocks had been pillaged – like Catal, they had about seventy E12s on site, and it seemed the evacuees hadn’t thought to take any with them. Was this another disturbing lack of foresight, or were they just confident they’d not be needed where they were going?
There were three primary suit sizes, simply labelled A, B, and C. The intelligent carbon fibres could mould to all body types, but choosing the closest size to one’s figure made the process quicker. Terrus, being tall and broad, snagged a C-type suit. He found a helm nearby and linked them up, waiting a minute or so while the material hugged his skin a little too tightly, like a blood pressure test. Then, the pressure released, and he was ready. That stabbing pain behind his left eye was back, but otherwise, he almost felt himself again.
“Time to go.” He lay a gloved hand on the switch and the door retracted, admitting him into the large deployment area. It was darker than the rest of the facility, though the muted greys of the Moonsalt were more pronounced due to the lack of vehicles or decoration. It felt a little like an aircraft hangar, with its wide exit leading out into the great dark. The sands beyond the bay, illuminated by the floodlights of two watchtowers, were strangely undisturbed – Terrus saw only one set of tracks in the ground, the erratic swirls from his own BBF. I better wheel that in to charge at some
point.
He might have pondered the compounding strangeness of his situation, but he still had a job to do. If felt powerful, stepping back out into the native air, ready to reconquer that which had almost felled him. “Behold! Terrus, the demigod returned!” he sang to himself, before another pang ripped through him, starting behind his left eye and pinching at his neck and shoulders. “No conquest comes free of scars.” Maybe if he talked to himself enough, the pain would leave him be?
He made his way over to the storage area; a series of steel shelves sat in the corner of the bay. It was messier than how he remembered Catal’s, as though someone had rifled through it in a rush, though it didn’t look like much was missing. He fumbled past shelves containing grapples and cabling, maintenance tools, welders, and foamers, until finally he stood before the flares.
The term “flares” was something of a misnomer, as they weren’t pyrotechnics so much as they were small, rocket-powered drones of great propulsive power. Capable of penetrating even the densest barriers, they could also serve as formidable weapons if an occasion demanded improvisation. Once activated, they would race to an optimal height, enter a hover state, and ignite their fuel stocks, causing a chain reaction in the low-oxygen air around them. This would create a stunning red flame which, combined with refraction from the thin Cahran atmosphere, would be visible across even hundreds of kilometres. If there was anybody still out there, they would see it.
The only problem was that such miraculous devices did not come lightweight. Terrus had carried one of these things before at great duress, and that was with the assistance of another able-bodied trooper. In his current state, he wouldn’t stand a chance of getting one all the way outside. He considered just throwing himself at them and trying to roll them out into the open, but that would be far too risky. All it would take was a bit of pressure in the wrong place, and they’d be off and away, possibly tearing through the facility. The rescue party would have a great laugh when they found him buried in a giant pile of rubble of his own creation. No, his best option was to light one where it lay and send it blasting through the roof of the vehicle bay. A breach in here wouldn’t be too concerning, as the room was already depressurised. There might be consequences for his “wanton destruction of UCI assets”, but it would work, and better still, wouldn’t kill him in the process. The solution was far from elegant, but it was a solution all the same. Act, always.
He had five flares to choose from, arranged in a neat line across the floor. He armed the closest to him and darted across the room, taking a bracing position against the far wall. Only when the countdown reached three seconds did he realise his folly – the blast from the launch would be fierce, and the first thing it would hit… was the other flares. “Fuck.” And he’d been worried just rolling them would be too dangerous…
Everything went white as the flare launched, the blast wave pinning him against the wall. It was even more forceful than he’d expected – had he not been braced; it would have made a ragdoll out of him. He heard a punching, tearing sound as it pierced the ceiling, followed by multiple heavy thunks as the other flares were thrown about the room. He flinched with each noise, knowing any second that one of them might ignite.
As if on cue, a second wave hit him, and he looked on helplessly as another flare was launched. Time slowed as it soared through the V-Bay, a dense black box with a white comet tail, intent on destruction. Fortune was his, however, and the launch angle sent it straight through the V-Bay’s external opening. Milliseconds later, it slammed through one of the watchtowers like a bullet through soft flesh.
Luck struck again as none of the detritus from the shower impacted on the colony itself, and the flare shot off into the distance, just a few feet above the ground. It would continue in an objectively straight line, but even with the curvature of the planet would likely run out of launch fuel before it reached a suitable height for discharge. Back in the bay, two flares had come to a halt, thankfully un-ignited, but the final was still rolling right at him. Terrus stayed still, as if that might help, and watched it approach, each rotation slower than the last, never taking his eyes off the activation lights. Mercifully, they stayed off, and with a final laboured spin, it stopped right at his feet.
“Easy, boy,” he crouched beside it and breathed a sigh of relief, giving it a little pat. “Thank you for your docility.”
Then he looked up. As expected, the first flare had torn through the roof of the vehicle bay as though it wasn’t even there, and the Moonsalt all around the hole gleamed in fierce red. He peered up through the new skylight and watched the rocket lacerate the dark sky, leaving a white-hot slipstream briefly in its wake. He lost it for a while, but a few minutes later it reached optimal altitude and birthed the first star in the sky. It grew in size and splendour, an orange glow that quickly morphed into a bright red. Within the depthless dark, its defiant glare was an unnatural testament to the spirit and ingenuity of man, able to tame even these desolate wilds with his brutal gadgets.
There was nothing else to do now but wait. The ghostly interior of Casarabe made him uncomfortable, so he climbed through the access port onto the roof of the settlement. The effort, combined with the excitement of the flares and everything else he’d been through in the last few hours, left him utterly exhausted, and he rested against the back of one of the batteries. He might even sleep here, basking in the mesmeric glow of his new red friend. Soldier training be damned, sleeping inside, in one of the abandoned beds… felt wrong. He wouldn’t need to worry about sleeping through a suit failure either, as the E12s were designed to alert the wearer whenever power levels dropped.
Terrus wasn’t one for poetic moments, but he wished he wasn’t alone in viewing this spectacle, or in anything else he’d been through, for that matter. He wondered who was even out there to see his message. He thought of Jontie, his best friend: he wouldn’t leave him out here. Providing the man was awake, he would’ve been straight to the command centre, radioing Fleet and putting together a team to come get him. Ashelyn and Mai would try to preach caution, and that bald data scientist would decry they were all doomed, but the others, Jame, Velentini, Tarlo, and the rest, would leap to his aid.
He’d always liked Tarlo; there was something about the shy ones… but for all his bravado, he wasn’t sure if the attraction was mutual. He thought of Carlyle, the last who had taken him in their arms – there was no unsurety of interest there – and smiled. One of his full-body massages would be perfect right about now…
His contemplations continued, and he thought of his last weeks back home on Earth. His mother had passed from sickness years ago and seemingly taken his father’s spirit with her. That is, until he’d learned of Terrus’s selection with the UCI. He’d had been proud beyond words, so much that his vigour of old returned, and in a few weeks, they made up for years of lost time. Terrus knew that his father was gone now too, there’d been something in his eyes when they farewelled the last time. The people out here were all he had.
He thought about the settlers from Casarabe. The name rang a bell, something to do with a tribe in the Americas a long time ago… a garden city? Anyway, their four vehicles wouldn’t have had near enough capacity to hold everyone – so if the whole colony had taken part in this exodus, some would have had to walk. But the lack of tracks, evidence, anything outside the settlement gave no indication of where they could have gone, or in what number. He might have suspected foul play, but there was nobody, and nothing, out here capable of such a thing. It did not occur to him that they might have perished, for death was a messy thing, leaving signs of its visitation everywhere. Fifty people couldn’t just… disappear?
Had Terrus not chosen to rest against the first battery he came to, he would have noticed something strange on the roof of the Casarabe colony – over half of the solar grid was missing. Had he the energy to conduct one final survey of his surroundings, he’d have seen several mounds of sand layered across the roof, piling particularly high in the areas where the solar panels and batteries had been swept free.
Terrus had no idea that his simple decision to launch the flare from inside the facility, motivated by pain, laziness and lack of inspiration, had spared him from certain death. He had no idea that the sands around the colony even now were visibly shaking, pulsated by a billion organisms undertaking one of the greatest feeding frenzies they’d ever known.
Fifty people don’t just disappear.
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HONEY AND HOPE
New London, Earth
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“HOW IS IT?” Karee asked without a trace of presumption. Demi smiled and rolled her eyes; even after twenty-three years, her mother still fretted over cooking. “It’s fine. As always.” She toyed with the porridge for a moment. It was still a touch too hot, but Karee didn’t need to know that.
“What’s on at the office for today?” Karee asked.
“Press releases.”
“About…?”
Demi glanced at the kitchen, where Karee was trying desperately hard to look busy and unconcerned. “Not what you’re thinking. Expeditions get their updates every Monday. And they’re just all hot air really, we’re still three months before we get the first real message back.”
Karee looked disappointed.
“It’s actually interesting today, though,” Demi continued. “They found some strange stuff out in the desert.”
“Where Tarlo was?”
Demi fought a flash of annoyance. It was always about Tarlo. Even more annoyingly though, today’s news actually was related to his work. “Yeah, actually. You know how they were doing all that biodiversity research in the Gobi?”
“Of course. Things were rebounding ahead of schedule!”
“Yeah, turns out they’ve continued to rebound. Well, rebound isn’t the word really. They’ve… reset.” Karee looked up from her dishes, confused. Now it was Demi’s turn to act nonplussed. She took a small spoonful of porridge, enjoying the hint of sweetness.
“Where on earth do you keep getting your hands on honey?”
Karee smiled sweetly. “Your old lady still knows how to make a deal.”
Demi shook her head. What Karee did for the ten hours a day she was out of the house was none of her business.
“Anyway, the reset. The bugs haven’t just returned, they’ve changed, apparently. They’re seeing stuff out there they have never seen before. New species and the like.”
“And you’re worried about honey! By Sol, Demi, that’s news indeed!”
“I guess it is. But best not mention it until we put the official media releases out. Can’t have people getting worried over nothing.”
“Why would people be getting worried?”
Demi took another spoonful, but this one was a bit harder to swallow. “There’s some different stories going around but… they’ve been hostile to humans. Dangerous, almost. Relax! They’re just mosquitoes. Or sandflies. Or worms. Reports are… varied. But that’s what I mean, you whisper anything to the wrong person, and suddenly the apartment block is alight with rumours we’re all days away from being enslaved by an army of spiders the size of houses!”
Karee looked over at Demi sternly. “You know I’d never put your job at risk. None will hear a whisper of a word from me. But, Demi… how bad is it?”
Demi shifted in her seat a little. “Nothing too bad. One or two people got… bit. Or stung. But that’s normal out there. Sol, remember how Tarlo bragged when he was attacked by that scorpion?”
The memory was enough to restore Karee to a state of calm. “Yes. And that’s why the rest of us need you educated types telling us what to think.” She winked and returned to her work, but Demi noticed a sad hunch to her shoulders.
Karee had done an incredible job to protect Tarlo from how his ambitions had impacted her, but Demi had borne the full weight of her sorrow in the weeks hence. The making of breakfast and dinner were responsibilities that Karee had always safeguarded with pride, but for a fortnight, such tasks had fallen to Demi – and it had been almost a month before Karee rose for the day with a face free from the stain of tears.
“Shouldn’t you be getting some rest?” Demi asked.
“Enough of that, fussing is my job! You know me, I only need a few hours. And I’ve got tonight off, anyway. Maybe we can head out for a bite? Hai told me that the new Mongolian stand will offer discounts if you drop his name.”
Demi smiled again. There would be drinks at the office, like always, but she didn’t really feel like it today. Whenever she drank, she ended up at Flo’s… and that was more trouble than it was worth.
“Sounds great. I might be a little late getting back though. You know… big news.”
“Of course. Take your time. And no worries if you change your mind, I’m sure there’s a million better things for a lovely lady like you to be doing on a Friday night.”
Demi placed her mostly empty bowl on the bench beside her mother and draped an arm around her shoulder. “I don’t know what you could possibly mean. Try to stay out of trouble yourself.”
Demi’s mind wandered while she readied herself for the day; brushing her teeth and applying the skin-salve that was still a necessity for anyone living in the city who didn’t want to look double their age. Her day would be busy, but she didn’t mind the work. Public communications was a respectable, comfortable vocation in a world where there were far too few. Having insider access to the latest scientific breakthroughs – sporadic as they were – was another great perk; although they really needed to do something about their coffee.
As she walked to the underground, Demi basked in her few minutes of exposure to outside air, her face tingling as the intense UV interacted with the salve. She looked at the sky, where an impenetrable, light-grey smog blocked all vision of the beyond, and couldn’t help but think of her brother. She wondered what he’d seen out there, how it had felt setting foot on an uncharted planet for the first time. She had never held any real desire to give up the creature comforts of home, but part of her envied Tarlo and whatever pristine sky he now beheld.
The two of them had always gotten on well enough, but there had always seemed to be a strange, invisible wall separating Tarlo from those around him. Demi supposed there were a million thoughts and feelings flying around behind that wall, but she’d never really gotten a true glimpse of them. Tarlo always preferred his own company, where he could get lost in his dreams, books, and little projects, and seemed far more interested in the mysteries of the world around them than the ones within. She hadn’t been at all surprised when he’d volunteered for the expedition – though she might never forgive him for what it had done to Karee.
Demi turned her attention back to the day ahead as she descended into the tunnels. Wherever Tarlo was now, he was where he was meant to be, and she was sure he was loving every moment of it.
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EVERYTHING IS STRANGE HERE
Uncharted Sands, Cahros
Tarlo ET: ∞ERROR∞
CD: 05-04-2220 CT: ∞ERROR∞
Swirling wheels and twisting
sands.
Atramentous skies and distant
lands.
Infinite nothing in shuttered
gloom.
A shadowed night, where the others
loom.
WERE IT NOT for the guidance of the crimson star above, and the mysterious force tugging at the edge of their minds, they might have raced through these sands forever – or until the endless dark consumed them. Dangers unknown lay ahead, but their mission was paramount. They needed to find that D6. The first sign they were close came when the sand beneath them gave way to the dulcet rumbling of pebbles. In time, larger rock structures popped up, escorting them towards the nucleus of this strange place. Tarlo yearned to rip his gloves off and lay his direct skin onto these obsidian structures, that he might learn their secrets, but the pull towards the epicentre was even stronger.
They came before the two largest monoliths, the entryway into a realm unknowable, and halted their vehicles in unison. Tarlo wrenched his gaze from their magnetism with some effort, belatedly noticing the remains of a campsite before them. Their prize, the D6 Carrier, was here, some flags and a radar dish too. He also noted a portable water station, solar panels and some laboratory gear; signs of extended settlement. There were no signs of life, but the cleanliness of the devices suggested recent maintenance.
“Am I seeing double?” Ashelyn’s call came from a million miles away. He followed her arm and saw a second carrier, barely fifteen metres from the first. No additional equipment with this one, but in front of it, five cables were anchored to a large rockpile.
“Thesian wool,” she stated. Just as Theseus used Ariadne’s thread when traversing the Minotaur’s Labyrinth, explorers used hardy cables when mapping out unknown locations.
“The number isn’t right, shouldn’t there be six? And what of this campsite? Our group didn’t have all of these apparatuses, nor near enough time to set all this up.”
“I’ve given up on trying to make sense of this night,” Ashelyn sighed. “I’m going to go take a look.” She strode across the rocky plain, a light-grey candle in the dark. Tarlo followed her, primarily because he didn’t want to be left on his own. They came upon the campsite first. The basic electronics still worked, and the batteries hooked up to the solar panels showed over half-capacity. Tarlo wondered why they’d even bothered with the panels, given the night had just begun, but stronger curiosities brushed it from his mind. The D6 was depressurised, door wide open, with only a single internal safety light on. They stepped inside, picking their way through to the front compartment of the large van. Naturally, Tarlo tripped on a rations chest, rocking the vehicle when he thudded into the side panel.
Ashelyn shook her head at him. “Don’t suppose they’ve left us a note…”
“The D6s have an actual operating system, don’t they?”
“Yeah, analogue too, so doesn’t require any link-up. They’re made to go off-grid… Shit. Login?”
“We scrapped the login, agreed it was too much hassle to get everyone to remember.” Tarlo peered over her shoulder, but sure enough, the screen demanded a six-digit code.
“Must be our friends from the other colony. A flare back there, and a campsite here. They’ve been busy.” Tarlo looked through the front window of the carrier. The great cave entrance was just ahead, swallowing all light and matter, but closer, something caught his attention.
“Looks like they did leave us a message. Right here, scratched on the glass.”
Carved into the windshield of the D6, were six letters, all capitals. C-A-H-R-O-S.
“Easy enough to remember,” he said.
She snorted in derision. “Same idea as ours, but with extra steps.”
Sure enough, the code worked. It contained several entries, appearing to be ordered chronologically, though none of them contained an actual date or timestamp. “What’s this, some actual answers for once?” Tarlo mused, while they peered through the logs.
Entry
1:
Casarabe was up and running far ahead of schedule. Oxygen generators and algae propagation going full steam ahead. This planet is barren as all hell, but the big cogs were right, she’s ideal for terraformation. We left just before the sun set. Figured we’d join up with the explorers from the western base here and be their escort, give us troopers something to do. Going to set up a camp too, keep Huron occupied, he was getting on too many nerves back at Rabe. –Jayton.
“So quick to abandon protocol by coming here in the first place. I suppose they were even more bored than us,” Ashelyn remarked. “Not that that is sufficient excuse.”
“Once they put up the machines, it’s just daily maintenance. Barely work for a team of four, let alone fifty,” Tarlo said. “But the shuttles would have picked them up in a few weeks… Think they wanted to get in some action before they left?” They read on.
Entry
2:
Other group never showed, decided we’ll stay a while anyway. Doctor Huron is fascinated with these rocks, says they’re made up of a mineral composition we’ve never seen before. He speaks boldly of new elements on the periodic table, denser than Osmium or Iridium. Far be it for me to argue. Maella thinks it’s radioactive, and our energy and cognitions are being slowly infected by it, or something. I think she’s uptight. But it did take nearly an hour to write this. Huron said she’s free to take the buggy and go, but I think she’s as curious as the rest of us about what’s here. –Jayton.
Entry
3:
You know everyone can read these, right? Keep your opinions of me to yourself, Jay, or I’ll put you on your ass. –Maella
Entry
4:
The other group finally arrived. We thought we’d be here only a few hours before them, but I’ve slept at least four times since I’ve been here. Would have loved them to explain their lateness, but the Sol-damned chews wouldn’t even talk to us! It was like they didn’t even know we were here, just went straight on by. Nearly ran over Tonwu. One of them left straightaway, looked like he was following our tracks. The rest went straight down. Came back after a time to set up the Thesian Wool, then off they went again. By Sol, they were in a hurry. Huron ordered they halt, but they did not, or could not, listen. He said we can’t follow, either. So much for playing escort. All he cares about are these great black rocks. –Jay.
Entry
5:
The clocks still don’t work. We sleep when we’re tired. We explore, sometimes stand for hours and stare. I want to touch them. Tonwu did touch them, and he seems okay. He
“Entry five is unfinished, unsigned,” Ashelyn said, shaking her head. “So much negligence… What were they thinking?”
There were two entries left.
Entry
6:
Maella, Jayton, and Lonus went inside. Looking for the other group. It’s been three sleeps since they went down there. Tonwu has been dead for days, but nobody seemed to realise. I don’t want to deal with them when they do, so I’ve not spoken of it. This place is so much more than I hoped, these rocks… Their mineral composition falls right in the famed Isle of Stability! Double magic neutron-protons, N-184 and P-164, suggesting a half-life far longer than anything we’ve seen before. My early tests suggest they’ve been here decades, maybe even centuries. This planet may hold no life, but it holds something never seen before, anywhere. The properties of this mineral, which I humbly title Huronium, hide concealed truths about so much more than just this planet alone. And I don’t mind dying if it means finding that truth. I must go in. –Huron.
Entry
∞:
They watch us evermore. I noticed them after my first sleep, crawling through the stones, perching atop the larger Huronium rocks. Vulture-ous, hunched shoulders. Beaks for hands. Claws for faces. The ghosts of those who came before. They beckon me. I resist no more. I will find the truth. N-184. P-164.
The final entry sent uncontrollable shivers through Tarlo’s body. The description was too close to be coincidence.
“I’ve seen them too,” he blurted, and Ashelyn turned to face him.
He waited for her to dismiss or challenge him, but her voice cracked as she responded with just three words: “As have I.”
A cold silence fell across them, and he stepped closer to her. The strangely written notes had described symptoms of cognitive decline, yet he felt alert, even alarmed. The strange magnetism of the place persisted, but was now laced with dread; this was a dark place. “Where?” His mind was spinning from all the new information. The two expeditions, the minerals, the figures… His thoughts raced and the nerve endings in his fingers sparked as adrenaline coursed through him.
“When you and I sat by the crater,” Ashelyn replied.
“You got up so suddenly. I just thought you were tired of me.”
“No. I saw them, maybe a half-dozen, coming up the incline. I knew they couldn’t be real but… I wanted out anyway. They made me feel… sick. What of you— Wait, I know. When you came back to the lab all sweaty and flustered.”
“I remember you had so little to say, while the rest laughed.”
“I wanted to ask you what you’d seen… but I didn’t want to consider the alternative.”
“That I’d seen nothing, and you, our doctor, were losing your mind?”
“Yes.”
“There’s still time yet. Interesting, that we saw them in the same place, moving in the same way… Do you think these things… they could actually be real?”
“Real? I’ve lost all bearing on the word. These people arrived here less than twelve hours ago, yet write as though they were here over a week. These rocks, these feelings, these things… real doesn’t seem to mean so much anymore.” She sounded laconic, resigned. Tarlo knew the panic was rustling around inside him somewhere, a primal, confused beast supressed by layers of heaviness and exhaustion. But he understood Ashelyn completely. With the day they were having, what was another thing that made no sense?
“I remember Mai, when we first got here… she spoke of how everything we know is informed only by what we’ve seen before, but that the rules here… could be different,” Tarlo recalled.
“Yeah, I bet she’d be glad to know she was right.”
“Everything is strange here,” he breathed. They stood silently for a moment, in deep, laboured thought. The dread of the place was omnipresent, but somewhere else in Tarlo, the light of curiosity burned anew. Was this not what he had wanted all along? To find something out here, something beautiful and bizarre and unknowable and—
“I think we should go. Our priority remains Catal.” Ashelyn’s voice was flat and low.
He knew she was right, but he didn’t want her to be. “What about the others? What about that doctor, Huron? If he’s still here somewhere, he might know more about this place!”
“This isn’t the time to tend to our curiosity. Our colleagues are relying on us.”
Tarlo wanted to protest, but the words did not come. “Which D6 should we take?” he asked instead.
“We should take this one. These logs are valuable and must be preserved. But we should check ours first. The others may have left us something too.”
“Do you think it’s safe to go back out?”
“Yes. These watchers lack the means or intent to attack us directly.”
Tarlo might have asked how she knew this, but somehow, he knew she was right. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”
She nudged her way past him and led the way across the campsite. The rocks crunched beneath their feet, and whenever Tarlo turned towards the cave entrance, he felt a heavy blockage between his ears, as though he were deep underwater. It spread through his mind, weighing down his thoughts and his legs, only lessening when he wrenched his gaze back to his grey-clad companion. “It calls loudly,” her voice trickled back to him. “Keep your eyes on me.”
The Catal D6 looked much the same as the first, devoid of any sign of the colonists it had once carried. A quick check revealed no written logs, and, strangely, that the power levels of the vehicle were lower than the one from Casarabe, despite it arriving hours – or days – later. Ashelyn completed a quick inspection of the passenger compartment, but found nothing of interest there either. Then she was gone, moving quickly back to the first carrier. Behind her, Tarlo dragged his feet. She paused at the door to the D6 and looked back.
“What troubles you?”
He wondered if she was asking from a position of concern, or annoyance. He contemplated just saying she was right and following her into the vehicle; it would be a lot easier. But he was plagued, not just by the itch of curiosity, but with concern for the safety of their friends. They could be just a few metres away even now, would it really hurt to spend a few minutes looking around?
The words formed slowly in his mind, manifesting in stilted sentences. “There’s people here. Our people. They might be close, just caught under the spell of this place. We could help them.”
“We can’t know where they are. They could be buried hundreds of metres down, or lost somewhere in this forest of black rock. Attempting to save them could sign our own death warrant, and that of the rest of Catal,” Ashelyn responded, prudent as always.
“But if they are trapped… and we leave now, we might guarantee they never make it out!”
“Listen to me! If we become trapped too, nobody makes it.”
Faces flashed through Tarlo’s mind. Sel, with her kind eyes and warm smile. She had always been so efficient and capable, he couldn’t imagine her taking the kind of risk that might imperil the group. Terrus, with his energy and enthusiasm, wouldn’t have allowed harm to befall them. Morgen was calm, composed, and meticulous at all times… They were all good people, the kind of people who would be needed to face the tribulations ahead. It wasn’t fair that they might die while all he did was sit here and argue. That they might die just because he didn’t value their lives enough.
“I’m not leaving.”
“Tarlo, don’t do this.”
“Just go, take the D6 with you. You’re right, they need it, and you, back there. But I can stay here and look around, and if I find them, we can bring back the other carrier! Double our chances.”
“No, you can’t stay here on your own. Whatever is going on here, it has accounted for ten people. What chance would you have!”
“We don’t know that it’s accounted for anyone! We’ve lost so many people today. I don’t want to be responsible for losing any more. What if it was us in there…”
“If it was us in there, would you want the others to risk everything to come get us?” She turned the question on him with a gentleness he did not expect, given the meaning behind her words.
She pressed on. “Let it be my decision, and let that burden sit with me alone, if you need. But please”—her voice cracked with the last few words—“don’t make me go back alone.”
The pain in her words broke the spell. She was right, this didn’t need to be his decision. None of this was his fault, after all. And she needed him. After everything that had happened, in this bloodstained night and in all the years before, someone needed him. Various emotions took hold of him as he stood before her for the longest second. He felt grief, for those they had lost and were about to leave behind. Fear, that death might come for him any moment, be it at the mouths of the tardigrades, the glare of the shadows, or the embrace of these strange rocks. Compassion towards Ashelyn, who was brave enough to bear the responsibility of this decision. And finally, disgust towards himself, as he realised the easy moral path that now lay before him.
“You’re right.” He grimaced. “This is your decision. I will follow your judgement.” He shook his head and stepped aboard, repulsed by his moral cowardice. He had made his little protest, spoken his little words, but how quickly he had relented. All he’d ever wanted was to explore wonders anew, yet here he was, so quick to flee from the dark light of discovery.
“Good. We’ll come back for them, when we can.”
Her promise was a faint breeze in the dead air, distant and barely perceptible. He sat beside her in the cockpit while she powered the vehicle up. He wanted to yell at her, demand they send the van hurtling into the cave, crashing through until they found their missing friends. He wanted to lay a hand on her arm and draw her closer, and whisper about his fears of these predators in the sands and these spectres in the dark. He wanted to shake her, and demand she explain why all these things had happened and kept happening to them.
The vehicle rumbled to life, a little activation voice confirming the cabin was pressurised. It had a funny little twang when it made the “I” sound. But Ashelyn didn’t start driving. Her dark visor made it impossible to tell exactly where she was looking, so Tarlo frantically scanned the rock formation around them, anticipating the shadows crystallising into those horrid things, or perhaps some new threat emerging from the cave, but he saw nothing.
“There.” She pointed ahead and to the left, where the other D6 was parked. Just in front of it, the five cables were still tethered in place, their weight burrowing little trenches into the sand. After a second, he noticed something different about the furthest of the ropes. It was twitching.
The movements were so subtle that at first, he questioned if they were happening at all. He blinked a few times, but sure enough, they continued. It was a marvel Ashelyn had noticed it at all, given all the distractions around them. He watched as the little jerks grew in strength, and began vibrating at regular intervals. Footsteps.
“No more unknowns,” Ashelyn breathed. “Someone is here.” To Tarlo’s surprise, she leapt into action, propelling past him and out of the vehicle. He stumbled in her wake, catching up to her at the little mound where the Thesian Wool was anchored.
“Wait, shouldn’t we, talk about what this could…What we should…” He stammered between puffs.
“No more talking. We’re getting them out.”
“What about… everything?”
“Forget it. Before, we had no sign that anyone was alive. Now, we do. I’m not losing anyone else today,” she said briskly, attaching the cabling to a clip on the outside of her left wrist. “Stay with me, shout if you lose sight even for a second. Keep the cable on your left-hand side, and no matter what, never detach it from your wrist.”
Tarlo copied her gesture. When he gripped the cabling in his left hand, a cold numbness swept through his arm. Conscious thought abandoned his mind as he turned unto the gigantic cave opening.
It has us
now.
A great fog overcame him and he forgot all that had come before. The coldness continued to spread through his body, and he felt the pressure in his suit grow. Either unimpeded or unconcerned, Ashelyn strode forward, and he was propelled in the slipstream of her determination. “Keep me in sight. Always.”
It had all happened so quickly. One moment, he was resigned to fleeing this place, all thoughts and feelings, and now he was running towards it, devoid of either. Ahead of him, Ashelyn had almost disappeared into the ether. Fear of solitude quickened his pace, but he came to a halt at the last moment, as a final coherent thought came into his mind. It was almost like it knew we were about to leave… to escape. What if this twitching is just a
lure?
He gripped the Thesian Wool with both hands and looked around him with new eyes. The slight incline disoriented him, and he lost his understanding of where the sky was meant to be. Everything was so dark. Beneath his boots were the last of the smooth rocks, but deeper in the cave, just a few steps ahead… was sand! He knew what this could mean. He knew that he should turn back. The infinite weight of this cave would come down upon them, and crush them against a million teeth, teeth that would chew and ooze and swarm all the way through him until his soul was severed from his body, trapped in this godless abyss for the rest of time. But he couldn’t turn back. They were out there. He saw nothing, but felt the shrill of a dozen cold nails scratching at his shoulders as they drew nearer, pushing him into the mouth of the abyss.
HEED THE CALL OF ETERNITY.
THAT WHICH NONE SHALL
RESIST.
A faint cry echoed from the depths, distressed and vulnerable; it was the last piece of encouragement Tarlo needed.
He dashed forth into the dark.
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TARLO’S VIS-TORCH FLICKERED out and the comforting presence of his companion was lost to him. Then came the universal silence, dampening any survival instincts that may have driven him to wander or flee. Finally, he lost all sense of himself and had no choice but to surrender to the strange daze guiding him to the bowels of this place.
Was he staring or blinking? Was he running, walking, or standing still? Alone in the dark, he did not know. He felt nothing. He knew nothing. Choiceless, he pressed on, surrendering to the abyss. The darkness swallowed him gleefully, and through mystery or madness he began to see strange forms writhing in the gloom. Each possessed their own violence, but one presence dominated over all others.
It was a gaping maw, laced with fangs the size of men. They were arranged in neat circularity but jutted forth at uneven angles. Writhing tongues spewed from between the teeth, twisting hungrily through the gloom. Their thick, charcoal tendrils wriggled all around until they enveloped him, though he felt nothing of their kiss. Liquid oozed from the fangs, rancid globules that sprayed over him, and he waited for the burning skin that never came. Somehow in this colourless, noiseless place, he was still able to smell the thing before him. It reeked of blood. Moving closer spelled carnage, yet he was compelled to do so.
Three steps, each shorter than the last. The smell did not gain in its potency, but new scents emerged, cloying, rotting stenches that could only be attributed to the degradation of organic life. Two fingers exploded from the mass and clasped both sides of the maw, piercing themselves on the razor-teeth in the process. The grip became a deathly battle; the blood-soaked hands tore at the mouth, trying to rent it open, whilst the maw fought back with all its might. Slowly, the teeth made skewers of the rubbery fingers, causing them to spasm and twitch. They spurted black refuse, but never did their grip weaken. Another set of hand-things burst from the throat. They performed the same self-rendering procedure, attaching themselves to the torn gums as sinew and bone were stripped away from them by the gnashing mandibles.
He drifted ever deeper.
The appendages strained and the lips trembled – this thing was at war with itself, and it was losing. As the battle raged on, the many tongues writhed back and forth, tasting and tickling, but never truly touching him.
He had been following someone when he first came here. And searching for somebody else. A woman, maybe, though little of that mattered now. He felt something heavy in his left hand, something warm and golden, but couldn’t remember where it led.
Another step and he would be one with the distorted mass ahead. He feared what lay behind him even more, where any error might send him falling forever through shifting black sands. Everything was black here. Whispers, moans and screams echoed all around him, some human, some not, but in time, all vanished into a nameless silence.
Paralysed, he waited.
Behind the amalgamation, lights danced. A series of green, purple, pink, and teal flashed rhythmically, narrating the ceaseless conflict before of them. There was no sound or song to the pulses, but they possessed a clear poetic language, as beautiful as the maw was horrid. Their silent song recontextualised the world around him; he no longer saw the monstrosity as abhorrent. Instead, it was piteous, doomed to an eternal struggle that would never resolve.
EXISTENCE IS
CONTRADICTION.
As his perspective changed, the tumbling mass shrank. Behind it, the beauteous luminants grew in conviction, their kaleidoscopic wonder beckoning to a euphoric salvation.
He lost himself in the lights.
Eons later, came distraction. Physical contact, tugging at his ankle. He dared not rip his gaze from the splendour before him, but his peripherals told him it was a withered hand, all veiny ridges and jutting bones, clasping with little strength. This was no place for something as restrictive as the laws of reality, so he didn’t wonder how such a thing came to be. The flimsiness of the grip elicited pity rather than fear, but another tug was enough to draw his full attention. In the shadows behind the hand floated an ovular shape. It was the faintest of grey, its outlines blended into the blackness. The shape was coated in black crevices, like a desiccated honeycomb, and some of the craters contained… things. Distorted, they shimmered and wiggled beneath the surface, occasionally protruding from the pockmarks. Towards the upper half of the oval, a pair of socketless globes spun rapidly, rotating in opposite directions, hung in place by a single band of sinuous nerves that grew ever more twisted with each revolution.
He then realised what was before him. The globes were eyes and the oval a face, complete with a half-formed nose and a right-side cheek that was entirely caved in, host to a writhing mass of the maggot-things. Ears sat in the appropriate places, but had sealed over, and two cracked lips were held open by blunt teeth that had melded into them.
The feeling of horror returned, and the maw shuddered back to prominence, blocking all but the outermost light in an instant. With its enlargement, a groan spewed forth, and a gush of pressure almost toppled him into the abyss, but the creature gripping his leg held him upright. Intrinsically he knew that if he had fallen, he’d have never gotten back up. He saw then that the shrunken, infested little hanger-on meant him no harm. Encouraged by this small act of bravery, he mustered the strength to avert his gaze from the eldritch spectre floating above, still tearing itself apart. It did not appreciate his defiance, sending forth another pulse, but with the aid of the creature he held firm against the onslaught.
He knelt before the miserable little thing, noting some strands of short, grey hair clinging to the rear of the skull. With this small observation came realisation. “You were once Sel,” he stated, aware she could not hear him. It was only through kneeling at such a low point that he was able to see what had become of the rest of her body. Her left arm, attached to the hand gripping his ankle, was intact, but appeared aged and wrinkly, while her right was wedged beneath her body, useless. Her lower back and legs were almost non-existent, horrifically compressed by some unknown force. Whatever circumstance had led to this terrible fate defied explanation, but evoked deep grief.
“What happened to you?” The disgusting masses tore away at the last of her features, stripping her of her last claim to humanity, and he cradled her misshapen head. He felt a pulse, somehow, as she released his ankle and gently traced her hand up to his forearm, resting on his bicep in a kind of embrace. She didn’t appear to be breathing, but occasional shudders rent her broken body. He held her closer, unworried that her infection might spread through him. She deserved only love and mercy in these final moments.
He glanced back up and watched the mouth-thing’s final throes. The tendrils still wavered around him, and the hands still gripped the teeth, but the entity had shrunk to the point it was now much smaller than he; reduced to an afterthought by the gentle humanity before it. In its wake, a single, violet light flashed every two seconds, a heartbeat, a metronome, signifying that this was but a temporary pause in an eternal, unresolvable conflict.
His little companion shuddered a final time and surrendered her life. He laid Sel’s corpse gently on the ground, reattaching the cable to her left wrist. That we might find you
again.
Above them, the violet beacon shimmered and grew, morphing into a reflection on a visor as a suited figure burst from the dark. He knew them. They restored him to his feet and broke the silence.
“I thought I’d lost you.” The voice was familiar, a lush warm velvet undercut with icy cyan, but he still couldn’t recall who it belonged to. “We have tarried here too long without success. We must leave.”
They stepped past him, a trail of deep purple streaming from their ankles.
He remembered his earlier impulses, that the space behind him was a deadly trap. “Be careful, the sands behind us are—”
“Not sand at all.” They spoke it into existence, and the acres of black sand were replaced with smooth rock.
“We have a strange power over some of our surroundings here. Come.” Their words glowed in the dark; cyanic lines cutting through the thick air. He followed them, tracing the exact same cabling that brought them here, they did not reach the surface. Instead, a large cavern opened up before them. The great space restored a sense of clarity, and he suddenly recalled who he was, and who had led him from the dark.
Ashelyn halted in place, and Tarlo drew beside her. There was something different about this room, it lacked the cosmic confusions of everything that came before, and it contained… light! Everywhere, beautiful and blue and… most importantly, natural, for it came in the form of hundreds of tiny blue glows, scattered everywhere in the walls and ceiling of the cave.
“Glow-worms?” Ashelyn postulated, but Tarlo shook his head.
“Too small. But similar, certainly bioluminescent. Perhaps cousins of those that infest the sands.”
“Might they share the same diet and… proclivities?”
It was Tarlo’s turn to take lead, and he brushed past her in his approach to the closest rocky wall. “Diet, perhaps. But method… no. These lights are lures, suggesting a more sedentary kind of ambush strategy. Best not touch them either way.”
“Sol, they are beautiful.”
He returned to her side. “They are.”
The respite only lasted a few seconds, as soon they came upon the rest of the cavern. The room was perfectly circular, with a gentle decline all the way to the centre. About five metres ahead of them was an arrangement of bones, stripped clean of bodily matter and glowing in the dark. Ashelyn cautiously approached and knelt before them.
“Sol help us… these are human.” Her words sent red rivets of alarm through Tarlo’s body, but this was not the worst of it.
“There’s more of them,” she cried. “I can’t count exactly how many.”
Tarlo scanned their surroundings again, now noticing several piles arranged about the place. Then he saw what gathered in the centre of the room. Beyond the ring of human bones lay another set of skeletons. They were large, perhaps double the size of a human, but with fewer, larger bones making up their limbs, spine and chest. Unlike the human bones, they weren’t lying in rough piles, but were all arranged in the same, gravity-defying posture. There were eleven of these bone-creatures, kneeling as though in ritualistic prayer, gathered in a circle around a kind of altar – a large rectangular slab of the Huronium Blackrock.
He rushed to Ashelyn, grabbing her elbow. “We need to go. They are here.”
Her suit felt cold. Everything felt cold. “They’re dead, Tarlo. What’s the harm—” She took a step forward.
“No! We mustn’t disturb this place! These are made of the same things as the shadows that haunt us!”
She ignored him, continuing towards the ritual circle. He raced after her, but his legs were lead. The ground stretched out before them, the altar growing further away with every step. His vision flashed and he saw a gigantic grey bridge, flanked by waterfalls of brown sand. A hideous throne lay at the other side, bearing a gigantic, winged fiend, all scales and leather. He couldn’t let her reach it. With a mighty lunge, he found her, his touch shattering the illusion and bringing them back to the blue-lit cave.
They stood between the human remains and the strange, larger skeletons, but the Blackrock had rotated into a vertical position, the height and width of a man. Staring into its core, they saw something, not a reflection but similar – but instead of showing the cave walls behind them, it showed something else… an indigo blue.
Before he could focus any closer on it, an unnatural screech thundered from the circle of bones, reverberating through the chamber at tenfold volume. His head split with pain, and Ashelyn buckled beside him. It lasted for close to ten seconds, bringing them to their knees. When it stopped, the glow-lights flashed out as one, and they were swallowed by the darkness.
f
STEP BACKWARD AND SEE TIME UNDONE. STEP FORWARD AND SEE IT REPEAT
EVERMORE.
f
They huddled together in the unknown for time immeasurable, afflicted with visions of worlds unseen. They saw verdant planets, green and luscious, populated with strange black cities. They saw dead, dust-shrouded moons being swallowed by continent-sized shadow. They saw Earth, the beautiful blue planet, become brown and stale, while Mars was consumed by flame and the moon collapsed from orbit.
When the impulse came to step backwards, they had no choice but to follow it. A green stream of lights flowed all around and through them, warm against their skin, beckoning them to safety. A new impulse came, that it was time to turn around. A little yellow glow on the horizon spelled salvation. They ran heedlessly for it, their legs light as the ground slid beneath them.
They were safely back at the Cahran surface in just a few minutes.
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“CHECK AGAIN, SOL-DAMN you. They have to be close now!” Jame vexedly paced about the command centre; his hulking frame making everything else in the room seem small.
“Shouting won’t get them back any faster,” Mai snapped. “Nor will staring at the same feeds over and over. Shikata ga
nai.”
She was the only one who hadn’t gotten any sleep yet, but she held too little trust in her colleagues to relinquish her command, even for an hour. This was far from her first all-nighter, but the heavy strands of fatigue were starting to tug at the edges of her consciousness. “What’s it been now, ten hours?”
“Nine.”
“So they’re already what, three hours late? If they haven’t just left us for dead, that is. I knew I should’ve put my hand up for this. You want something done right, I always say…”
“They were the best two for the job. Tarlo was willing, which is more than we can say for most of us, and Ashelyn is precise. Beneath her coldness lies a pathological desire to succeed in her role.” Despite her words, Mai was starting to feel doubts of her own. “But… she can also be ruthless, and I worry if coming back for us is the most sensible decision, considering…”
“It would be smarter to take the D6 to an evac point and wait there, rather than risk coming back into harm’s way,” Jame grunted. “And Tarlo is a good lad but… I worry what he’d do under the good doctor’s spell.”
The third person in the room, Velentini, spoke up for the first time in a while. “For all your brains”—she pointed at Mai—“and your brawn”—she waved at Jame—“you two really are two peas in a cynical pod. Have some faith.” At her mention of peas, Mai remembered the vegetables at the other end of the BCC and darted over to water them. The hydroponics could fully automate, but nobody had connected them to the water supply – because Tarlo enjoyed the process of watering them by hand, she suspected. She injected a handful of H2O-capsules into a spraying can and watched the droplets pool on the little sprouts, resolving not to tell Tarlo she was eight hours late to this task – but considering they were meant to be leaving this place soon anyway, he was lucky she was watering them at all.
“What good is faith?” Jame snarled. “What good is beseeching Sol, when the only star in the system won’t even be visible for another couple hundred hours?”
“Faith takes no heed of logic,” Mai agreed. “Or reality, for that matter.”
“Ah, perhaps. But it makes the time go by more pleasantly.” Vel smiled, as though she were telling a joke to herself.
“More delusionally,” Jame snorted. “But we need to have ourselves some kind of plan, in the event they don’t return.”
“Staying put seems to be working well enough,” Vel said.
“Like fish in a barrel,” Jame said, eliciting a puzzled look from Vel. “Do we know if they can, or want to chew their way in? Biologist, this is your area.”
“I can only theorise. They could be making like a snake.”
“What’s a snake?” Vel asked, evoking laughter from Jame. “We don’t get much organic life in the asteroid belt,” she added, pointedly.
“You’re not missing much. Slithery wormy bastards.”
“Snakes are predatory reptiles that consume their prey whole. When feeding, many species enter a vulnerable, immobile state. Almost stuporous. They can’t digest and move at the same time,” Mai explained.
“Oh, so you think they’re too busy eating our friends to start on the walls?”
“That’s one way to put it. But it’s not my only worry. Could be they’re gestating, metamorphosing.”
Jame tilted his head sharply. “Into what?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
“But wait,” Velentini interjected. “I don’t know about much, but I do know about tardis. They don’t morph into anything. Why would they? They’re already the perfect organism.”
“Correct,” Mai said. “But these here aren’t tardigrades, they’re relatives of them. Hypothesised relatives at that. And they have demonstrated some insect-like behaviour, albeit more akin to ants and bees. But both of those species change state in their lifetimes, from larvae to adults. Could be these things are tardigrade-like as embryos, to be able to survive extended periods without sustenance, but once they feed, they change.”
“Can’t you test for this gestation idea?” Vel said. “Your samples have human matter in them, so you know they’ve been feeding.”
“Correct again. Thankfully, there’s been no observable changes so far. But could just be these ones are aware they’re unsafe, and thus haven’t initiated the process.”
“Sol be praised, that’s a thought,” Jame shook his head. “But either way, might that mean now is a good time to make our escape?”
“It would,” Mai began. “But as you know, we would only last as long as our suit’s batteries. We need that D6.”
“Then there’s the flare,” Jame pointed out. There had been quite a kerfuffle in Catal when they’d first seen the distress signal go up. Yerald had screamed bloody murder, decrying that the second base had been overrun and they were all as good as dead, but Mai had seen it as a positive – at least it meant people were alive over there. Though given the implication of a distress flare, she wondered if her optimism was misplaced.
“I’ve tried to raise them a few times now. It seems their comms are working, base still has power… but nothing is calibrated,” Mai said. “It’s certainly a concern.”
“Could you imagine? We go through all of this, only to roll into the same problem over there?” Jame laughed grimly. “We really are fucked.”
“You know, it might just be they don’t like the taste of Moonsalt.” Vel leaned laconically over the oaken meeting table, dark hair cascading around her elbows. “And we’re safe as we can be right here. Even the people who died inside the V-Bay, the tardis obviously didn’t spread out from their bodies.”
“We did well to get them out of there so fast. But you know, you could be onto something,” Mai said, trying not to sound too hopeful. “They seem only to be able to travel via the sand… or through fluid. So, there might not be enough of them in direct contact with the Moonsalt to be able to chew their way through.”
“What about beneath the floors?” Jame said. Mai tried to banish the thought of the teeth itching their way through the soles of her feet. “They’re thicker than the walls, yes?”
“About thrice as much. And insulated.”
“Do we have any points of leakage?”
“No. There are some vents in the V-Bay, thermos and the like, emit a bit of heat through the ceiling. Same with the batteries. But the little bastards don’t like the heat much, right? Didn’t the lad say something about boiling…?”
“If the floors are cold and dry… hopefully that means they don’t know we’re in here. As for the boiling thing, Tarlo did mention that, but it’s impossible to know. Yet. We can… test it though.”
A devilish grin snuck across Jame’s face. “I’ve got just the thing.” He ran from the room. Mai looked over at Vel, whose tanned features creased into a similar smile.
“What?” Vel shrugged, but Mai could tell she knew something.
Mai was still trying to work out what Jame might be doing when he jaunted back into the room bearing an industrial welder and an E12 suit.
“Are you serious?”
“I know what I’m doing, good lady. Trust me.”
“Don’t call me that. And I don’t.”
“Well, you should. Who do you think melted this place together?” He passed her the suit and gestured for her to put it on.
Mai shrugged, too tired to argue. “And what is the need of the suit, pray tell?”
“I’m going to need you to hold the sample while I cook it. With your arm so close, it’s going to get hot. Suits have a heat dispersion system, so if one element gets hot, the heat is spread through the rest of the suit, preventing rupture or damage. You could always stay naked and welcome the third-degree burns.”
Mai shook her head but followed his instructions, shouldering her way into the suit. She had always hated the dry, constricting feeling they gave her.
Noticing her discomfort, Jame guffawed. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”
“Won’t I need a helmet?”
“Shouldn’t. You’ll need to be able to see the microscope anyway. Here, just a second.” He snatched the container from its compartment in the microscope. Mai watched as he casually detached the lid and poured a small proportion of sand into a new canister he must have fetched along with the welder. He put the mostly full one back on the bench and inserted the new canister into the grip.
“Now, do we have any live ones in there?” he asked.
Mai lowered herself to the lens once again and toyed with it for a time. “There. Fewer, maybe a dozen.” The little creatures gave her chills. They were immobile, which only added to her anticipatory anxiety of what their writhing movements would look like. She envisioned them galvanising at a pace too fast to react to, bursting through the container and onto her chest where they could chew straight through to her racing heart.
Mai had never been able to watch people handle knives when cutting vegetables, and felt the same aversion to Jame and his welder. She kept her eyes glued to the lens, feeling a warm glow on her right arm, which quickly dulled as it spread to the rest of her body. The little creatures were yet to move, and submerged within the orange-tinged sand, they had the appearance of amber-preserved insects. “Sand can get up to one hundred degrees during the daytime. Canisters can withstand about five times that. They glow pink just before they melt,” she murmured.
“Got it. These babies go up to about five thou.” Mai jerked back, but he cut her off, “But I’ll keep it to lowest setting and hold it at a distance. We’ll have about thirty seconds.”
“Alright. If he breaks anything, kindly break his arm, Vel.”
“Of course,” the trooper intoned smoothly. She sounded like she’d moved closer.
Jame laughed. “That’s the spirit! Closing in on one hundred degrees.” The tardigrades didn’t even twitch.
“Okay,” Mai breathed. “Still nothing. Continue.” She needn’t have said anything, Jame was going nowhere. Her suit had grown warmer, but she didn’t move. She flitted her focus between each dark grain of sand, searching for any small change.
“About halfway to your melting point.”
She was just about ready to tell Jame to stop when they all jumped at once. Ten shadows shimmered, and she zoomed in a little to see the creatures all surging in the same direction. Mai gasped, almost losing her footing, before realising they were not rushing for the surface of the container in some kind of coordinated attack. They were fleeing.
The shock was quickly replaced by a powerful thrill. Perhaps these things were mortal, after all.
“How we looking, Sci?” Jame said beside her. He and Vel wouldn’t have known what was going on, for the large display screen was turned off.
“Keep cooking,” she replied. The science didn’t matter anymore, they had these things running. In a second or two, the pack of tardigrades reached the far side of the container, and with nowhere to go, stopped dead. They didn’t chew or wriggle, but retracted their many limbs and curled up in little balls. Mai recognised this behaviour: it was a final attempt at self-preservation.
One that she would ensure ended in failure.
She zoomed in on a single creature, watching in microscopic detail as it reddened, not from blood, but from heat, and a twisted feeling took hold inside her. Now she held the gun, ready to enact judgement upon those who had taken so much from her.
Some heavy footsteps peeled away behind her, but she barely noticed.
“It’s pink, Mai. Going to—”
“NO,” she commanded. “Just a little more. To be sure.”
“Of what, Sci?”
Mai didn’t notice him, all she cared about was the little thing in her eyepiece, shrivelling before the heat. At last it unrolled, perishing with a final shudder. “Now you know how it feels to be doomed,” she whispered, and stepped back. Jame yanked his welder free, and Vel burst back into the room with a foamer in hand, but the canister held firm. They all stood for a second, Jame and Vel sharing a concerned glance, but nobody spoke.
Then came the revulsive shame. Her purpose was the discovery and preservation of life in all forms, not the destruction of it. Mai staggered back from the microscope. She would have leaned on the oaken conference table in the centre of the room, but a sudden dizziness caused her to misjudge the distance and fall to the floor.
“Shit, Mai, I told you—” Jame berated in the distance. Her focus waned as Vel crouched beside her and palmed her forehead with a hydro-towel. Mai’s vision swam, but the cool, firm pressure kept her in the present. She could see that Velentini had questions, but the trooper held her tongue, allowing Mai some time to recover. Her body was rocked with waves of itching heat, but she couldn’t take the suit off until it also cooled.
“What did you see?” Vel asked eventually. Mai noticed a large shadow in the background, cast by a concerned and mistrustful Jame.
The shame passed as she recalled all that those horrid little denizens were responsible for. Despite the inherent value of this discovery, scientific progression was the furthest thing from her mind. Who cared for the miracle of life, when that life held a singular goal to end hers? Mai still felt quite the fool for all her declarations Cahros would be devoid of life – and now voices gnawed at her mind, taunting of how she should have seen this coming. Killing these creatures didn’t make her any less wrong, or her friends any less dead, but it had sure as Sol felt good. Almost… retributive.
A little smile flickered across her face as she turned to Velentini. “Jame was right. They don’t like the heat at all.”
“What did they do?” Jame called out. He still had the welder, holding it like an automatic rifle. “They ran, as well as they could. The rise in temperature must have been too rapid for them to adjust to, so they fled through the sand to the far side of the container.”
“That’s good. Was that it?”
“No. They reached the edge of their little world and froze in place. Curled up, tried to go into a torpid state.” A rush of triumphant defiance empowered Mai back to her feet, where she cast her eye back to the sample canister, now glowing a dull red.
“And…?” Jame was tiring of her melodrama, but Mai couldn’t help herself. She had tasted the power of unmitigated vengeance, and it was intoxicating.
“Then they died. We killed them.”
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IF HE DIDN’T know himself any better, Jame might have started to believe he was a god. But he did know better, well enough to know that he was just the right combination of smart, ruthless, and lucky. Mostly lucky. Mai could take all the credit she liked for being the one to issue the order, he was the one who had done the deed. He was the one whose idea it was to use the welder in the first place, and he was the one whose finger had been on the trigger. Old man Jame, the first to take the fight to this hidden menace, and draw blood, figuratively at least. It wasn’t surprising really. After all, nobody else had even survived that first attack. Well, Mury and the lad did, but Tarlo hadn’t been in the danger area, and Mury only made it because he had carried her half the way back.
She hadn’t been going too well, either. Her groans of pain echoed through Catal, and, deprived of sedatives, she had been unable to properly rest through the pain. None of those remaining in the colony had the credentials to properly diagnose, but the signs of infection in her hastily-cast leg were growing clearer. He might have wondered why they’d let their only doctor leave base, but that doctor was Ashelyn, and her staying would have likely made things even worse. A lot to learn about command, she had. Satisfying as belting Yerald must have been, it had only guaranteed that he’d be back with a grudge to pay. Jame would have just airlocked him, saved everyone the trouble.
This wasn’t even the first time Jame had been part of a mission that went completely to hell. For three decades he’d worked with the Magellania Corps, during which he’d seen a faulty soldering job cause the death of sixty men, a rusted handle condemn thirty students to the vacuum of space, and of course, he’d been there during and after the Redstorm Incident – the first time one of those global sandstorms hit Mars base. That had been especially brutal, a couple of unsealed vents had allowed copious amounts of thick red dust into the facility, where it had gotten into the life support and cooling. Next thing anyone knew, a chain reaction had taken out a quarter of the fledgling population, nigh three hundred people. If there was one thing he’d learned during this perilous career, it was that things always went wrong. And in places like this, when things went wrong, people died.
With all this in mind, Jame had been incensed – though not wholly unprepared – when the events of the Sunfall took place. He had prepared for every eventuality, so he thought, and the success story of the first week was a point of personal pride. No shortcuts, no casualties. But for all his shrewdness and skill, he couldn’t have safeguarded against predatory micro-creatures hibernating in the sand. His only remaining consolation was the accidents – horrible as they were – had nothing to do with a systems or structural failure, everyone had been outside when it happened.
To her credit, Mai had impressed him. He didn’t think she’d have the spine, but it seemed she’d relished the opportunity to fry the little freaks. He watched her now as she rolled between monitors, updating logs and trying to rustle up Fleet to provide this latest update.
Not that it would matter. Binson was useless, he always had been, and Jame doubted he would come down to pick them up at any point, regardless of where they were. That incident with the students… Binson had been there. Not an officer, of course, but a young ensign, stationed on a little corvette outside the space station. A couple of the students had been suited up, there was a chance they could have been saved before they were blown out of range… but the good ensign had decided not to risk it. Lo and behold, he’d been promoted soon after.
Jame remembered the first time he’d come across him on the Nitimini, he’d damn near punched him through the hull. But Sel had been there, and her honeyed teasing had cooled his burning rage better than any first-aid salve. Afterwards, she’d helped him with a fine alternative method of “ventilating frustration” too. He never thought he’d miss her this much. Not since Medea had he felt such a way towards someone. Maybe it was all the death and danger, but if he had to pick one person who deserved to survive all this, it would be Sel.
“Mai, don’t you think you should get some rest? It will help with your arm… Jame and I can maintain the vigil.” Velentini was being impudent, though her words bore the costume of compassion. Mai could have been half as smart and still seen through it.
“No, I can’t. There’s too much to do. Too much that only I can do.”
Jame shrugged. If the doctor wanted to go mad from sleep deprivation, that was her remit. And if anything went wrong… he was the one with the welder.
“There’s something else. See this?” Mai was stood at one of the larger monitors, which bore several readouts and synopses. He recognised most of the diagrams as measurements and recordings of the solar panels, power supply, life support, and the like. But she had opened up a little table he didn’t recognise.
“It’s the anemometres Tarlo and Jontie set up.” Mai’s eyes misted a little before she continued. “Sol, I can’t tell if that was weeks, or just five minutes ago. Anyway, see this number here?”
“Four, seems pretty low.”
“That’s because it is. But do you know what it means?”
“We’re being stroked by a starless breeze!” Jame liked Vel, most people did, but sometimes she spoke like a fool.
“Yes, wind. Measured in metres per second, this is rather gentle. Somewhere around fifteen kilometres an hour. Likely caused by the rapid cooling of the planet at dusk, as the heat from the sand rises into the atmosphere. I remember when we spoke of the clouds, as though that was our greatest worry.”
Jame didn’t have time for her wistfulness. “Is there anything we can do with this information?”
“Well, that’s where this table comes into things. An hour ago, that number was one. Half an hour, it was two. The speed is rising.”
“How fast can it get?”
“We don’t know. The survey drones never recorded any evidence of sandstorms… but they were always sunny side. Solar powered, see.”
“How fast is fast?” Vel asked.
“Hmmm… This is something Tarlo would know. I think somewhere in the realms of ten metres a second, and you have the makings of a sandstorm. Maybe fifteen? Maybe five, Sol, I’m not sure.”
Jame’s mind flashed with a memory, a gigantic brown-red tsunami of sand and dust surging over the horizon, too fast to run from. He recalled throwing himself to the ground as it engulfed them, skewing all comms and reducing visibility to nil in an instant.
“On Mars they reached twenty-seven metres per second. Just short of cyclonic. No matter. I built this place to withstand anything, let alone a bit of sand. We could be smashed by a storm for days, and still have nothing to worry about.” His proud declaration was not met with acceptance.
“I don’t doubt your craftsmanship,” Mai said, frustrated. “But if we’re caught in a storm, and buried underneath a mountain of sand, and what might lurk within, do you need me to list the mountain of problems that gives us?”
“Was this not something we should have planned for?” Vel’s tone was urgent, a break from her typical be-what-may façade.
“A sandstorm on its own never would have been a problem, we could just ride it out, then go and dust ourselves off afterwards. Sure, it would shut us down for a moment, but all we’d need to do is wipe off the panels and get the MULEs to start shovelling,” Jame said.
“But if the solar panels are covered in tardigrades… that complicates things,” Mai added ominously.
All colour fled from Vel’s face. “I can’t be buried here. No, I can’t, I won’t—”
“Why so worried about death all the sudden?” Jame barked. “What happened to all that faith?”
Vel glared at him. “It is my faith that dictates I shall not be buried alive. To die underground, is to lose the chance to rejoin the stars.”
“In case you’ve not noticed, but everyone is being buried out there. I’m not sure the bugs care for your beliefs.”
“That is different. They were granted the mercy of passing first, their essences had the chance to escape, to fly free before… consumption. Should I not get the chance to die first—”
“Jame, leave her be. And Vel, relax. Nobody said anything about dying. We’re barely half the speeds needed to put us in real trouble. And even then, the speeds have to be sustained… right, Jame?” Mai seemed remarkably calm, considering the information they had come upon.
Jame didn’t believe in offering false comforts. “You said it yourself, these winds can change swiftly.”
“I know. But there’s some good news. Come here.” Warily, Vel tiptoed over and peered at the primary display hoisted above the central oaken table. It was a simple radar interface, an empty light-blue screen with a single white line circulating around a square in the centre. As it made its way around the right-hand side, a small blip lit up in the corner.
“Don’t toy with my hopes, Biologist.”
“I’m not. It’s a D6 Carrier, no doubt about it.” Mai’s words ignited a brief hope in Jame, of reunion… And quashed it just as quickly. “Only thing is the specific vehicle signature. This isn’t ours!”
“East colony?” He couldn’t mask his disappointment. “Well, a ride is a ride.”
Mai noticed his tone, and shot him a soft little look. “We don’t need to give up yet. I’ll try to get them on comms. See what they know.”
Vel had glued herself back to the first monitor, and despite the coolness of the room a light sweat had spread on her brow.
“Mai?” Her voice was shaky.
“In a minute.”
“No, just a second. Help me make sense of this thing. We said it was metres per second right?”
“Yes.” Mai was clearly irritated. “We went over this already.”
“Come see it now. You said it rose incrementally, does that mean there’s a pattern to it?”
Jame laughed. “It’s the wind, squaddie. This shit can come out of nowhere, and go back there just as fast.”
“Well, we better hope it goes back to nowhere then.” Mai looked over at Jame, her expression grim.
He knew what the look meant, but had to ask anyway. “What’s it at now?”
“In metres per second? Twenty-four.”



PART FOUR
BENEATH
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SUCH FLEETING WONDER
Uncharted Sands, Cahros
Tarlo   -   ET: 1406hrs
CD: 05-04-2220   -   CT: 014:06
TARLO SNAPPED AWAKE, disoriented. His first sight was Ashelyn, sitting pensively at the steering wheel of what he realised to be a D6 Carrier. Her black hair was a tangled mess and her skin looked increasingly haggard, but her green eyes shone bright as ever. He felt drawn to her, the same way as he had a lifetime ago when seeing her the first time – an attraction undercut by fear and self-doubt.
He watched her for a time as his thoughts gradually fell back into place. They had gone into the cave, but everything afterwards had been a dream, or rather, a nightmare, of ghosts and skeletons and blues and pinks and … the maw.
He shivered, and his movements caught her attention. She flashed her eyes his way, and he wondered if he’d ever seen such a pure green anywhere in nature. “Only an hour or so to go. Just spoke to Mai, they seem to be holding up okay, though they are worried the wind has picked up.”
“The wind…” Tarlo remembered his last walk with Jontie, the one that had culminated in the man’s death, and felt a deep pang. He wondered for the hundredth time why he had been the one who survived that job.
“Looks like we’ll have to load everyone in just about immediately. There’ll be too many for capacity, but we only need it to get us to Casarabe, so the strain on resources shouldn’t beach us.” The way she spoke, he could’ve been fooled into thinking this was just another task on any old day.
“Ashe… can we talk about what happened in there?”
“While preparing to leave, we saw suggestive evidence there may be a survivor in the caves. We made a brief inspection of the area, which was unfortunately unsuccessful. And then we left.” She spoke quickly and without emotion.
“What about… everything else?”
“What do you mean?” She kept her eyes planted firmly ahead.
Tarlo had meant to ask her about the visions that had visited him, but her words made him feel foolish. How could any of that have been real? Floating mouths, half-rotten corpses, demonic thrones, it couldn’t have been anything more than sleep- and sensory-deprived hallucination. But he remembered their last conversation before they’d gone in, where Ashelyn had admitted to seeing those same ghoulish shades.
“That room, with the skeletons, didn’t they look familiar?” he posed tentatively. “Almost… like those shadows that we’ve been seeing. Both of us.” He thought he saw a flash of recognition in her eyes, perhaps even alarm, but her words were delivered with typical flatness.
“I don’t believe in ghosts.”
“What do you think we saw?”
She turned to him and for a second looked as if she was to speak, but changed her mind, turning back to face the darkness ahead.
Tarlo couldn’t let it rest there; he needed to know he wasn’t alone in what he’d seen. “I saw things in there, please don’t tell me I’m alone in that.”
She didn’t answer, but he continued; he had to.
“I saw… I found Sel. Sol, Ashelyn, did we leave her in there?”
Still nothing.
“That room, with the skeletons, there were human remains there. And the rock in the centre, and the… I don’t want to call them visions. Did you see them? The black cities, the…” He trailed off, the words and descriptions slipping from his mind. It felt like the visions faded a little more with each metre they travelled, becoming less real and believable by the second. When he’d first woken, they’d been so undeniably crisp…
“Whatever you believe you saw,” Ashelyn spoke through gritted teeth, “I suggest you keep it to yourself once we’re back. I doubt our friends will have patience for what they can’t understand.”
“How can I keep this to myself? I don’t even know what I’m keeping. Come on, do you really want to sit alone with whatever that was?”
“Let’s not talk about that word again.”
“What?”
“What I want. We’ve been over this already. What I need, given everything, is to be able to get back to Catal and resume authority without questioning my own eyes and mind and Sol-damned sanity. And to do that, I can’t spend the next hour unpacking and analysing whatever the hell kind of apocalypse we just bore witness to.”
“I just… I didn’t want to be alone in this,” Tarlo concluded meekly.
The left side of her face twitched, but she didn’t turn. “You aren’t alone. But please, allow me some time to process whatever in Sol that was. Our priority is getting back, and getting everyone out safely.”
It was Tarlo’s turn to be quiet, which seemed to wake Ashelyn up to her abruptness more effectively than his ill-chosen words, and she laid out her arm, brushing his elbow. The interaction caused a flash of static, and they both withdrew reflexively, but she was driven to offer softer words.
“Once we’re safe, we can talk about all of this. And work out a plan to go back for… them.”
She was right, there was no way they could make sense of any of what had happened in the short time they would remain in quiet company.
Tarlo busied himself with the consoles in front of them, but it wasn’t long before something caught his eye. “The time… it’s only 1400. I could have sworn we were down there for hours.”
Ashelyn nodded, apparently this subject wasn’t too abstract for her. “I agree. When I woke up, we were both in the D6, so some time elapsed after our little adventure as well. I checked the date, thinking it might have elapsed to the 11th, but no, we’ve only been gone from Catal for nine or so hours. Which means we spent only about three at the formation.”
“That can’t be right. There’s got to be…” A thought floated at the edge of his mind, not quite clear, teasing at his consciousness. “Wait… what do you know about time dilation?”
“Not enough. What did I say about analysis…”
“Sol, Ashelyn, if we can’t talk about something I’m going to completely lose my mind.”
“All right, fine. But keep it above the surface, okay?”
Tarlo felt some relief at the conversational opening. “Done.”
Ashelyn must have had at least some interest in the conversation, as she continued speaking, “So… it’s physics, right? Something about the speed of time… changing? I never really appreciated the theoretical stuff. Time is time, right?”
Tarlo was impressed, and slightly amused. She would have an overly literal interpretation of this kind of thing.
“Yeah, relativity stuff. Let’s say you’ve got an object and an observer”—he held up both hands—“both perceiving time passing at the same speed. But let’s say the observer”—he waved his right hand—“is closer to a gravitationally dense mass. Like a planet. Or a black hole.”
“You know, I topped every class I was in. But I once took an elective, intro phys. I had to drop it. Hated it then and hated it since.”
Tarlo smiled, noticing a simple trend in the doctor’s mentality. She disliked being wrong, but even more, she hated things that were beyond her immediate comprehension. But perhaps she was beginning to appreciate his words filling the empty air.
“The easiest way to prove this was having clocks on the surface and the atmosphere of Earth. They found the ones up high”—he waved his left hand—“fell behind. Ever so slightly, mind, we’re talking micro or milliseconds, I can’t remember exactly. But it happened. And it was measurable. Consistently.”
“So what, you think we experienced that, but twenty times more profound, at a distance of just a few kilometres? Don’t both objects have to be moving?”
“Everything is always in motion, relative to something. I thought you were no good at physics.”
“It’s clear you’re no good at it either. I’d say it was infinitely – irony intended – more likely the clock just broke, or froze thanks to the electromag or radar going out. But I checked with Mai and… they have the same time.”
Tarlo made a thoughtful noise. “So we’ve confirmed that time for the observers – Catal – remained constant. And yet, we were there for hours longer than what seem to have passed.”
“Correction, we think we were there for hours.”
“Wouldn’t you agree things felt… heavier there? Denser, even. This Huronium, what if it’s dense enough to generate its own gravity?”
“Maybe. But let’s say that somehow was the case, stepping inside a little more gravity doesn’t mean we were approaching an Apparent Horizon.”
Tarlo was defeated. “I guess you’re right.”
Ashelyn glanced at him and shot him the smallest of winks. “You know, I said I hated physics. Not that I was bad at it.”
Tarlo blushed. “So all that I just said…”
“Yeah, I knew what you were talking about. Though, I think you did a better job explaining it than my first-year lecturer.” Anyone else may have stopped to allow a chuckle, but Ashelyn continued in her matter-of-fact way. “I was thinking though, this new element, perhaps it does have properties we’ve not encountered before. Perhaps it explains the cognitive… disruptions too. Sol, I wish Sel was here. I wonder what she learned about these rocks.”
Tarlo took exception to Sel’s survival being implied only as intellectually convenient, but he let it slide. They all had their own ways of coping – or not coping – with all this death. He thought again of the tender moments he’d shared with Sel’s spectre in the cave – where she seemingly saved him from a fate that may have been similar to her own. He pondered what had really happened to everyone on the ill-fated patrol – the patrol he’d once dreamed of being a part of – and what they’d seen and felt in their last moments in the dark. He thought of the bones, carefully stacked by something into those spherical piles. What strange ritual had he and Ashelyn unwittingly unearthed? And if those really were the bones of their friends, what had happened to the rest of their bodies?
“Ashelyn.”
“Yes?”
“How did you know where to go?”
“When?”
“Always. When we were down there in the dark, you found me. When we were in the cavern, you led the way out. When I was unconscious, you piloted the D6 perfectly back to Catal, despite no navs?”
A strange smile spread across her face. “Determination.”
He wondered what secret worlds those dazzling eyes bore witness to. He wondered what exactly she had seen down there, and what all this meant to her, but he kept his questioning pragmatic. “Does this determination alone provide you an internal ocular compass?”
Her smile faded a little. “I’m deceiving you a little. The navs came back online almost immediately after we left. I can’t believe I’m saying this… but I almost feel as if that place had its fill of us. I’m not sure I’d say it was a test… but, I don’t know.”
Tarlo thought for a second. It was true, in that he no longer felt the same force pulling him towards the formation. He no longer saw those rocky outlines when he blinked, nor felt any real desire to return.
“I remember feeling like the place was calling to me,” he remarked. “But I think I know what you mean. It’s like… I can no longer hear it.”
“This isn’t the last of all this. Once we get to Casarabe and settle in, I mean for us to return there.” Tarlo wondered if their only doctor would be granted opportunity to leave the colony again so easily, especially to explore somewhere with clear mortal risk.
“There is so much we still have to learn. But Casarabe… If that’s where the flare came from, do you think it’s still in our best interests to return there?” Tarlo posed.
“I’ll consult with Mai and the others on this. It may even be best we stay put. It might all depend on this storm situation.”
Tarlo had been through several sandstorms back on Earth, they’d never posed much of a problem. He’d always felt a strange mixture of excitement and comfort, buried safely beneath his thick tent while the vicious winds whirled all around. There was a beauty in their ferocity, and a meditative simplicity in waiting them out. There was an obvious difference to those storms though, in that they had not been the vessel of thousands of hungry creatures.
“Are we in covenant, Tarlo?” Ashelyn said suddenly. “That we shall keep quiet over the finer details of our experience?”
“Yes. Time and place.”
“Good. Our immediate safety comes first. Look, we are not long from home.” She pointed at the central console, where a small blip had appeared. Looking ahead, Tarlo thought he saw a faint glow on the dark horizon, a slight disturbance in the lifeless expanse. They continued for a time, and the glow became far more obvious. Ashelyn frequently updated a relieved-sounding Mai via the comms, who bore a sense of urgency whenever she spoke.
They were within a few kilometres of Catal when the skies parted for the first time.
After living in darkness for so long, this new, dazzling visage was almost painful to behold. Tarlo blinked several times, each startled snapping of his eyelids revealing more of this new world. Back home on the clearest nights, they would be lucky to get a dim view of their arm of the Milky Way. Here, the local arm cut a vivid wound in the tenebrous skies, from which spilled thousands upon thousands of stars, tenfold more than Tarlo had ever seen at once. Beautiful as they were, their positions felt all wrong, as though they might fall from the sky at any moment – another testament to the anomalous dangers of this world.
Ashelyn slowed the D6, equally awed by the magnanimous scene, and together they gazed upwards, speechless. It was only the garbling of the comms station that eventually broke the silence. Cries of distress warped into the vehicle, shattering the delicate peace in an instant. It was impossible to discern most of what was said, but a few words eventually screamed through the chaos. “Wind… two hundred… hour.”
Born from the same fierce gusts that had cleansed the skies, a new horror had come into being. Tarlo stole one last, desperate glance at the stars above, drinking in their strange and alluring brightness. For however long he had yet to live, he would never forget such wonder.
Then the sandstorm was upon them, and their world was consumed by the merciless dark.
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THE ONLY WAY
Catal, Cahros
Mai   -   ET: 1458hrs
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“GET EVERYONE IN here, now. Even Mury,” Mai instructed, sending the wide-eyed Vel streaming from the room. Jame came and stood beside her. She braced for some kind of antagonism, but despite this new crisis, he exuded calmness.
“You know we can’t let them in,” he said, referring to the D6 Carrier somewhere in the courtyard outside. “Opening the V-Bay would put Catal at serious risk.”
“What? They’ve just driven halfway across the desert for us, and you say we should leave them out there?” Mai protested.
His voice was low and measured. “I know how it sounds. But if we open the bay, those winds could easily cause a chain reaction, a detonation that would breach the facility. There’s ordnance, heavy machinery in there. Not to mention the danger of letting in a thousand tonnes of infested sand. We cannot risk Catal.”
“Fuck Catal,” she breathed, and his eyes narrowed slightly. “We let them in, board, and leave now.” He shook his head, “It’s bad enough that we might lose our lives. But if we lose the base too, this has all been for nothing. You of all people can appreciate the value in preserving what we’ve learned here.” He was correct, even if he was only saying all this just to preserve his legacy. Those back home needed to know what they’d found here.
“Still… we can’t just leave Tarlo and Ashelyn out there to rot. Not after the risks they’ve taken for us.”
“This storm has robbed us of options.”
“What if we go to them?” Mai asked, furiously trying to think her way to a solution.
“No, rushing out there won’t do us any good. The smartest thing to do would be to hunker down until the storm passes. Then cross whatever bridge is left intact.” He was slumped and downcast, clearly drawing no pleasure from this.
“But for Sol, we can’t just wait this out! We don’t know how long this storm will last, and if it goes for hours or days, we could lose the carrier! And there goes evac!” Mai shot back.
“I know. But it might, no, it should be the storm passes in just a few hours, and we can make the journey as planned. How much charge remains in the D6?”
“As of Ashelyn’s last update, around 40%. Enough for about forty-eight hours with the extra workload.”
“See, we’ve got time. These kinds of storms rarely last a tenth of that.”
Jame’s reasoning was beginning to calm her, but some instinct still screamed that they should run.
“And once this little breeze blows us over,” he continued, “we can let them back in. Run a quarantine, run it right, and be on our way. Safely.”
Mai took a deep breath as the other colonists began filing into the room, bringing tense words and anxious questions, but Jame kept them in order.
She noticed Mury first. Her face was red and sweat-plastered, lined from hours of pain, and a faint, unclean smell emanated from her. Sestry and Velentini had their eyes trained on the glass ceiling, gazing fearfully at the swirling currents of sand above them. Amir shouted for information, while Kermanh and Lavelle glared at Mai as though all this was her fault. Elhanto and Mondes had their hands linked, as usual, the former staring stoically ahead while the latter dipped his brow and murmured some kind of prayer. Yerald, sporting a black-bruised right cheek and eye, looked ready to burst, but a threatening look from Jame kept him quiet.
“As you all know by now, we’ve been hit by a sandstorm. Wind speeds of two hundred twelve kilometres per hour, enough to rival a Category 4 cyclone.” Mai barely knew what that meant, but hoped the statistics would give her some credibility in the mistrusting eyes of her peers. She spoke quickly, hoping not to give them too much time to react or question her. “But the good news is our D6 has returned, courtesy of Ashelyn and Tarlo, and awaits us outside once these winds pass. We cannot admit them into the vehicle bay, given the risks this poses to Catal, via breach or infestation. We are going to have to wait this one out.”
The group stirred, Yerald and Amir the most viciously, but Jame jumped in. “There is no reason to suggest we are in any immediate danger, providing we keep our heads. We all know the hardiness of Moonsalt, and these things have shown they have no taste for it. Until the time comes that we can depart for a safe extraction point, this is the safest place we can be.”
“What about the solar panels? Will the storm damage them?” Lavelle asked.
“Time will tell, but we have seven full batteries to keep us going. They’re built to withstand anything.”
“So you brought us in here… to tell us to do nothing?” Yerald scoffed.
“I like this no better than you. We just thought it right to discuss this together,” Mai replied, resigned.
“We are discussing nothing. You’ve just given us some perfunctory nonsense about the wind speed and filled our minds with fears. Our ticket out of here is just outside, yet you say we can’t take it?”
“You’re welcome to try.” Mai sighed. “Though I doubt they’ll let you in.”
“And what do they make of all this? Comms are down, I’m guessing?” He stomped over to the corresponding console and hammered down a few times. “I’ve let them know of your decision to leave them out there. Set the broadcast on continual loop, so the second the wind clears up, they’ll hear it.”
“Good.” Mai wasn’t taking the bait. “Hopefully they’ll have already realised waiting is all they can do.”
“Excusing, Sci,” Elhanto twanged, “I know you’ve been in here with the… things for a while. Wanted to know if, you know, we are breached. Have you found anything that might help us?”
His prompting encouraged her, while also spurring the beginning of an idea. “Elhanto, thank you, yes, we did find something that could be more than useful. We learned they do not like intense bursts of heat. They flee from it, in fact, and if it gets hot enough, it can actually kill them!” The group responded with a mix of hope and consternation. Did they doubt her?
“And you didn’t call us in to tell us about that?” Yerald shouted, astounded.
“It was only a few minutes before the storm hit, we had every intention,” Mai fumbled. Still, she wondered why she hadn’t led with that information. It inspired hope.
“It’s true.” Jame felt the importance of the moment too. “You’re looking at the bugslayer himself.” He puffed out his chest and saluted. His brevity was appreciated by some, who hollered in support, while others, particularly Sestry and Mury, looked dismayed.
“So we can fight back?” Elhanto asked.
“Against all the sand in the world? Unlikely. But maybe, maybe we can defend ourselves. Somehow. Anyway, that is all from us. You can return to your tasks. Should any of you think of anything useful, you know where to find us,” Jame concluded. One by one, the others shuffled and grumbled from of the room, leaving Mai and Jame alone.
“You know, there is something we can try, should it come to it,” Jame murmured, his voice barely above a whisper.
“Yes?” Mai turned to him tiredly. Holding everyone’s attention had been more exhausting than she’d anticipated.
“You remember what happened when I used the welder on the sample?”
“Yeah, you burned them to all hell.”
“Yes, but no. I mean to you.”
“You did the same to the arm of my suit,” Then it clicked, “The heat dispersion!”
He nodded. “With the welder at one thousand degrees, your suit temp came up to about fifty. But if we hit the suits at four thousand, you’re looking at several hundred degrees. For a few minutes, anyway.”
“So if it came to it, we’d have a fighting chance?” He nodded, though his expression was grim. “It’s an inexact science. If the temperature isn’t just right, that cooldown time gets a lot shorter. Chances are, we wouldn’t get everyone right.”
Mai looked him dead in the eyes, feeling a moment of connection there. Despite their diverse histories in leadership, neither of them had ever dealt with a situation so far from home, so far from help.
“So, if it comes to it, we don’t share that part?” she asked tentatively. Jame gave her a solemn nod before leaving the room. An hour passed, perhaps two, and nobody had seen fit to return to the command centre. Mai was grateful for this, she had no energy to entertain questions or doubts, and at some point, she dozed on her feet.
That is, until the watchtower collapsed. Perhaps the winds displaced enough of the sand beneath the tower to topple the structure. Perhaps they were fierce enough they snapped the viewing balcony clean off. Perhaps it was some other force, malicious or apathetic to their plight, that rent it from the ground and flung it at Catal.
The first Mai knew of it was when it slammed into the eastern side of the base. The entire facility shook from the thunderous impact, which was followed by an additional heavy thud and a half-minute of ungodly scraping, as a large object dragged across the roof of the facility. Mai reflexively crouched to the ground, her hands over her ears in a vain attempt to block the hideous screech, and waited for the end to come. The lights flickered for a moment, but the lack of the death-whoosh of depressurisation meant that she wasn’t about to die. For now. She leapt back to her feet and raced to the diagnostic consoles, but there were no recorded breaches in the exterior of the base. They were safe, somehow. Loud, distressed voices echoed through the corridors as colonists came streaming back into the BCC. “What in Sol-hell was that?” Jame looked alarmed; his precious settlement had been hurt.
“I don’t know, wait…” The graphic depicting their sole watchtower flashed red. “Looks like we lost our tower.”
“Shit. What about base? It sounded like something hit the roof.”
“No breaches. We’re safe, for now.”
“Good. Wait, what’s that.” He thrust a finger at the Elec-tech station, where the Catal power grid was monitored. The screen in question usually displayed an array of shapes and colours, each relating to a battery or solar panel on the facility roof. Presently, it showed just a single square and two blue rectangles.
“What am I looking at Jame,” Mai asked shakily, despite having a pretty clear idea of the answer.
He stared at the screen, pale and weary. “They’re gone.”
“What, like they’re broken?”
“No. Every solar panel we had up there, bar one, is gone. And just two batteries left. Whatever hit them – the tower – it flat destroyed the rest.”
“Oh.” Words escaped her as the colonists anxiously whispered their way back into the BCC. Notably absent was Mury and a couple of the other construction workers. “Are the others coming?” she asked Jame, but he shook his head.
“Sent Amir and Kermanh to do a sweep of the facility. Lavelle and Sestry having a look at the V-Bay. Mury is still abed.”
“Okay.”
He looked her up and down and must have seen how poorly she felt.
“It might be best I handle this.”
She didn’t fight him, and shuffled around the table to stand beside Elhanto. He patted her companionably on the shoulder. “If we were breached, we’d already be dead, Sci,” he offered, and she rested a weak hand on his. It was calloused and warm.
In a few minutes, the other four workers rejoined them in the room, each giving Jame a shake of the head. “Alright. I’m sure you all heard that little knock on the door. I’ll keep this simple. We’re all alive, and the base itself is un-breached. But we’ve been hurt. Bad.” Elhanto’s reassuring smile faded, and a murmur spread through the group.
“Our power panels weren’t just damaged from the impact. Most of them are gone. Batteries too.”
“How many?” someone asked. Mai’s tired mind was already thinking ahead for what was to come, and she almost missed Jame’s next words.
“Most, nearly all. But there’s nothing we can do about that. The system is telling me that we only have enough juice to sustain the lot of us in here for about six hours. Then the base goes dark, with one ninety hours until the sun comes up.”
“Might be the power will hold out until the storm passes, but there’s no way of knowing. What we do know is, the longer we all stay here, the less time we have of functionality. We haven’t the time or manpower to try to rebuild the power grid, and once life support is exhausted, we’re all dead.” Rather than the usual murmurs, this time everyone was silent.
“Couldn’t we wait another hour or two, see what happens with this storm?” Lavelle asked.
“We could. But the longer we wait, the more risks are posed with losing systems, or the whole place coming down on top of us,” Mai replied. “And if the wind can throw around our tower, there’s no knowing how long the D6 will be able to stay safely intact either. But it’s not all bad. We have an idea how to traverse the sands safely. I think there is little value in waiting here any longer.” We need to get out of
here.
“Wait, before you say about that… What about Mury?” Mondes asked.
Mai hadn’t thought Jame’s face could darken any further. She was wrong. He shook his head quietly. “What if… we don’t all go?” Mondes continued.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you said Catal could sustain all of us only for six hours. What if it’s just say, two or three.” Jame turned to the console, but was at a loss of how to calculate such a thing. Mai rejoined him and keyed some inputs.
“If we shut down all non-essential systems, basically everything here in the lab… Take out automated controls, suit and vehicle charges… close off the unused habs and vehicle bay… it is feasible two, maybe three people could survive here until the sun returns and puts some power back into the grid. Any more though would take a whole additional generator system, and halve that time. But remember, they won’t evacuate us from here. Regardless of how long base functionality remains, nobody who stays here is leaving. Ever.”
“I’ve heard enough. Better a quick doom in the elements than a slow death in the cold dark,” Velentini declared, before hopping out of the room.
“We’re not going to force any of you to do anything. You’re all smart, and dealing with the same situation and information as we are,” Jame said. “But I am going to suit up and get the hell out of here.” He had a great knack for knowing when enough words had been said, and his determination elicited obedience from the other colonists. Several followed him from the room, though Mondes and Elhanto remained.
“For people to stay… You said it could be maybe three, right?” Elhanto asked. Mai couldn’t help but notice his tone was oddly hopeful.
She reviewed her calculations. “It’s dubious… but maybe. This thing predicts we’d be somewhere between ten hours over… or ten hours under. Why?”
Elhanto stepped forward. “Sci, if I mays. Mondes and I have been talking. We think we’d like to stay behind, if it’s all the same to you.”
Mai looked at him, stunned. “What?”
Mondes took his turn to speak. “Well, firstly, there’s Mury. She’s made it this far, we feel it’s only right we stay to look after her. And Catal, don’t you think it would be wise and all, to have some ones here to look after the place?”
“We can keep an eye on everything, do our best to keep the base running if anything goes wrong. Maybe get a panel or two up when things calm down again. And if you’re still going to the other colony, we can always call afterwards.”
“Elhanto, Mondes… Binson has already said they won’t evacuate us if they can’t land. If you stay here, it’s unlikely anyone will ever get you out.”
Elhanto smiled philosophically. “We never planned on leaving, Sci. With all that’s went down, we feel more comfortable staying and try making everything right. We know this place as well as anyone, but Jame maybe. And well… if there’s room for it… and we can keep with each other, that’s all we need.”
Mondes nodded, and wrapped his arm around his lover. “We’ve made our peace, is all. Might help the rest of you, we can operate all the doors here, save you a few seconds while you’re on the run.”
Mai thought for a moment. Who was she to deny them the fate they sought? Any command she had ever held had been the intellectual kind, running teams where each member was a highly skilled asset for whom the best support was being left alone. She had never been one for authoritarianism. Having made her recommendations, she wasn’t about to enforce them any further.
“Are you sure about this?” The two noticed her change in tone, and both flashed her wide smiles. “Never been surer, Sci. Now go get your E12 on. We’ll talk through the intercoms if we get a sight of the carrier.”
That was all she needed. Mai approached them both, touching Elhanto’s shoulder while half saluting, half waving. “Ad aeterno.”
Then she left, joining the others just outside the decontamination room. Jame was just finishing his briefing on the E12 heat dispersion. Even with most people suited up, the stench of sweat and fear was rife.
It was so rushed, all this. Maybe there was a way they could have rolled the dice and stayed inside a little longer… But if they wanted evac, they’d need to take the D6 somewhere safe, and the longer they stayed put, the less likely all of that would be. There was something else, an irritable, burning feeling growing inside her, howling that she move, run, act, escape.
“Everyone’s ready. File into the decontamination room.” Jame’s voice blared over local comms. It seemed he had taken it upon himself to lead proceedings from here, and Mai didn’t mind this at all. She’d had her fill of pressure and responsibility.
There was a clicking sound in her ear, as one of the duo in the comm centre messed around with the intercom. “Okay, chews. We think the D6 is close, real close. If we can read these screens right, you just need to take about ten, no, twenty, maybe… no, thirty steps straight ahead and about five to the left. And then you’re there. We’re going to shut the door behind you, let us know when you’re ready.”
“Is that Elhanto? Fuck in Sol is he?” Someone yelled out, but Jame cut them off.
“He made his choice, just how you made yours. Everybody link up. These winds are strong, but all together, our centre of gravity will be stronger. Keep a hold of the person in front of you, and like they said, count to thirty and five.”
Mai didn’t know how, but she found herself at the front of the little room. She realised this was the first she would be stepping out of the comparative comforts of Catal since everything fell to hell. The revelation was sharp and cold.
“Depressurise us, Han,” Jame instructed, diligent as ever. Had it remained oxygenated when they opened the exterior door, the flush would have ripped them apart and thrown them across the desert in an instant. Quickly and quietly, Jame moved between the colonists, poking their upper biceps and lower calves with his welder. One by one, their suits glowed red, and in just a few seconds he was done. Nobody spoke, and the mixture of fear, fatigue, and the baking heat spreading through her suit left Mai light-headed.
“Time is ticking, these things won’t stay hot for long,” Jame called. “Good luck all. Remember, thirty and five, and don’t let go.”
“Open up, Mai.” How did he even know it was her at the front? Suited up, they were all equals. Unidentifiable children, about to throw themselves at the mercy of a planet that cared not for their travails.
A final second passed as she surveyed the room. It was quite a small space, chock full of the eight colonists, all linked together. She locked eyes with the closest visor to hers. It was Sestry, a diminutive but wiry construction worker who Mai realised she’d never directly spoken to. She resolved to get to know them better if they made it through this.
Then her hand found the exit button. She braced herself for the storm’s assault.
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CAHROS HAD ONCE seemed so calm. Empty, boring even, but always calm. Now beset by these gales, cyclonic harbingers of death by a thousand teeth, it was hard to imagine this place had ever been anything other than hell. As soon as the door cracked open, a tidal wave of noise and sand surged into the decontamination room, bringing instant disorientation. The roaring wind made it nigh impossible to hear the voices shouting through the local comms that she “move now!” lest they all be buried, but a shove from Sestry spurred her on.
The only way is forward.
With little idea of where to place her feet, Mai stepped into the storm. The cue was taken eagerly by those behind, and as they bundled out of the small room, their momentum sending her stumbling. If it weren’t for Sestry’s firm arm, she’d have fallen into the whirling abyss.
Somehow, the wind was even fiercer here. What was that, four steps? Already, she’d lost count, and another stumble made matters even worse. Am I even walking
forward?
The disorientation was total. Fear and confusion, compounded by the immediate heat of her suit, elicited a series of panicked physiological responses that Mai was ill-prepared to handle. She was meant to be the calm, measured presence who sat behind the monitor and issued helpful observations, not some frightened, lost shepherd staggering blindly into the field.
Despite the sands buffeting them, they weren’t in total darkness. Perhaps it was the sheer brightness of the stars above, but the world around her was a grey-orange blur. True visibility was minimal, so Mai could see only as far down as her boots and as far back as Sestry’s silhouette. The sand piled quickly at their feet, threatening to swallow them if they stood still for too long, but due to its light weight, was easy enough to kick free. Mai found Sestry’s eyes, wide with fear but bright with life, as they gave her a comforting squeeze.
Again. Mai counted out another five steps when a severe jolt stopped her in her tracks. Suddenly, the wind felt far stronger, and both she and Sestry were knocked a few steps off course. But in which direction? They huddled together for a moment and tried to regain their bearings. Someone in the chain must have let go. Her heart threatened to burst through her chest, and panicked sweat stung her eyes as she desperately tried to pierce the gloom.
A hand emerged from the storm and grabbed Sestry by the helm, and when it let go, Sestry enacted the same gesture onto Mai, bringing their visors together. “They lost Amir. Passed out, according to Yerald. Lavelle told me.” Their voice was faint, fading in and out of the thundering winds.
Mai fought a sinking feeling as she croaked a reply, “We can’t go looking for them, we’ll lose ourselves completely.”
Sestry nodded; they knew this already. They angled their head slightly to their right. Mai nodded back, and they set forth. The storm swirled viciously evermore, and again, Mai wondered if she’d made the right decision. What if it were to cease in an hour? They could have found a way to dig their way out safely, maybe. But it was too late now.
They had to have been at least two-thirds of the way there when another jolt hit them. This time, Sestry came hurtling forward, thrusting Mai to the ground. Sand pooled around them quickly, threatening to bury them, and Mai thought of the last time she’d been comfortably asleep. The sand might have been a blanket, gently smothering her so she could at last rest and—
Sestry shook her back to the present, and they struggled up to their knees. They held each other close for a few seconds, bracing against the storm, before Mai realised they were alone.
“He just disappeared,” Sestry cried. “I had him tighter than anything, I don’t know how.” A sob shuddered from them, and compassion swept through Mai as she realised it was their lover, Lavelle, who they’d been holding on their other arm.
“I lost him.”
“We may find him and everyone else again yet,” Mai said, barely believing herself. “But we must continue.” The sand was gathering so quickly around them it had almost concealed their tracks, but they worked together using flicks and points to estimate the way forward. Rising back to their feet was a trial, as what felt like multi-directional winds forced down upon them, and overheating warnings flashed in their visors. Exhaustion gripped Mai, and she wondered if she had it in her to make it the rest of the way. It had been so long since she’d slept… But Sestry, a stranger until a few minutes ago, kept pushing them forward, both arms wrapped around her waist. At times, dark shapes twisted around them, too large to be human, too thin to be real, but Mai paid the illusions no mind. They had to be getting close now.
But they weren’t close enough. The combination of heat, dizziness, and exhaustion had taken its toll, and Mai’s vision narrowed as her body began to shut down. At some point, Sestry took on her weight and walked for both of them.
When they reached thirty paces, Sestry pulled them up and twisted a barely conscious Mai in the new direction, shaking some awareness back into her. Just five more paces. Mai thought she made out a large shape in the gloom, flitting in and out of the orange waves. The hope restored her a little, and she began kicking her legs again.
Sestry noted Mai’s improvement and loosed their grip, so they were linked only by one arm. Two more steps, she could see it now for sure. Her arm slipped, but she held Sestry’s hand firmly as she fell against the D6. Its breadth shielded against the wind, which Mai realised had been coming from a single direction, and she hammered against the side panelling with her free hand.
After an infinite pause, the door began to open. The van must have been depressurised, as there was no wave of suction, and its apt positioning against the wind prevented too much stray sand from flying in. Relief washed over Mai and she turned, triumphant, to celebrate their success and thank Sestry for ensuring her safety.
Then she realised that all she held was an empty glove, and Sestry was gone.
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“SOMEONE’S HERE!” RELIEF washed over Tarlo when he saw a shadowy, humanoid mass stumbling through the haze. He’d been sitting tensely at the rear of the D6 for the best part of an hour, scanning the storm for any sign of life.
“Check their helm light before admitting. As we discussed,” Ashelyn said brusquely, her voice echoing down to him from the front of the vehicle.
At first the shadow seemed large enough to contain two people, but it streamlined into a single grey-clad colonist as they drew nearer. They moved out of his visual range and thudded into the side of the vehicle. Tarlo shuffled over and peered through the small side-viewport. The colonist outside had turned around, as if they were looking for something, or someone, giving him a clear view of the back of their helmet.
“Green.” He let out a great sigh. “I’m getting them in.”
Ashelyn nodded and activated the door. Great winds thundered all around him, threatening to sweep him into the nether, but Tarlo focused on latching his gloves to the hapless colonist outside. They fought him at first, weakly, but he managed to hoist them into the vehicle. Ashelyn wasted no time closing the door behind them, quieting the sounds of the storm but magnifying the hysterical screeching of their new companion.
“Keep an eye on the outside, I’ll handle this,” Ashelyn instructed, and waded down the vehicle towards them. Tarlo returned to the larger viewing port at the rear of the vehicle but listened with half an ear. “Identify yourself,” Ashelyn said firmly, but it had little effect; the colonist was in too much distress. Tarlo noticed them gripping an extra glove tightly to their chest, and his heart sank.
“Do you think anyone else…?” He couldn’t finish the question, and Ashelyn couldn’t answer.
“Mai?” she said, before repeating herself a few times, trying to get through to their gibbering companion. “We can’t get you out of your suit yet. For quarantine purposes. And because there’s no air in here. Sol, your suit is almost overheated.”
Still Mai wailed, and their haunting cries sent shivers down Tarlo’s neck.
“Just sit tight okay, four three four on the breaths. You’re safe.” Ashelyn could speak so gently when she wanted to.
A second impact hammered against the side panel. Tarlo moved back to the side-port, and watched closely while the colonist outside gesticulated and flailed about. Eventually, he caught a glimpse of their helm, and confirmed a green light. A small trickle of hope started to spread. If two people made it through the sands… maybe that meant they found a way…
“Stupid fucking Scis.” An aggravated voice shook the delicate carriage as they clambered inside the D6. Mai, just starting to calm, let out an abrupt squeal as Yerald continued his rant.
“They don’t like heat, they say. Let’s cook our suits, and run out into a fucking deathstorm!”
“Yerald, quiet!” Ashelyn snapped.
“Oh fuck me, of course you’re still alive,” he retorted. “But no, I won’t be quiet. The bitch you left in charge, your bitch, has blood on her hands! Lavelle, Kermanh, Amir, Jame, all—”
Another thud disrupted his flow as another two colonists reached the van. Tarlo imagined Yerald’s mouth gaping midsentence as he opened the door once more. Jame was the first to charge in, shaking the van with his impact, but the other figure lagged behind.
“Think it’s the squaddie,” Jame said between breaths. “Thought I lost her, she stopped and tended to each of the others who fell. Don’t know how she caught back up.”
Before Jame could say another word, Tarlo leapt from the safety of the D6, landing in the cold sand with a clumsy thump. Miraculously, the winds around him calmed, opening a clear path towards Vel. A vivid beam of starlight gleamed through the mist, casting a halo around them. He stepped closer, but she held out an arm.
“You cannot save me this time, brave one.” Their space of calm held a radius of about ten metres, around which the storm continued its fierce raging. Whatever phenomenon had granted them this peace, it would be short lasting. With her arm held forth, Vel could have been a cosmic spirit, holding back nature itself.
“Vel… how do you know who I am?” Tarlo couldn’t muster the words to ask her what had happened.
“You are the only one it could have been… All can be well, Tarlo. Look how the heavens shine just for me.”
“Vel… I’m sorry.” A tear ran down his face, soaking immediately into the fibres of the suit around his neck.
“Remember our last discussion, Sci. Do not readily trust these people. Amir would tell you if he could.”
Was now really the time to be cryptic? Tarlo could have screamed in sadness and confusion, but these were her final moments, he would not have them spent on interrogation.
Vel looked to the stars above and pirouetted blissfully, and Tarlo caught a glimpse of the back of her helm. Orange. “They have me.” Her words chilled him, but there was something strange about her tone. She sounded… euphoric.
“Blissah cah taneh. This storm’s eye will not long be open. Flee, friend.” Even as she spoke, the winds swelled around her, causing tendrils of sand to wrap around her legs and waist. Then the great storm returned in force, and a second later, she was consumed.
Tarlo staggered backwards towards the D6, thrills of fear rushing through him as he realised his suit had been exposed to the sands, even if it was only beneath his boots. He made it back to the vehicle just as the storm returned to its vicious peak. Jame was waiting by the door and yanked him in by the arm. The momentum propelled Tarlo into the far side of the van, almost landing on the spluttering Mai.
“There are no others,” Jame murmured, barely audible, and his gloved hand slid from the access button to hang limply by his side.
They waited in the quiet for a few minutes before Ashelyn initiated the oxygenation process.
Once the light flashed green, they de-suited. It was cold, sitting in the carrier barefoot and lightly clothed, and the vehicle’s default white-light added to the cold tension in the room.
“That’s five deaths on our hands,” Jame said, angling his head towards Mai. She was still sobbing, her usually smooth face furrowed with wrinkles. “Why didn’t it work?” she whispered, clenching and unclenching her fists over and over, burying her head deep between her elbows and knees.
“Why didn’t what work?” Ashelyn asked, giving Jame a hard stare. In as few words as possible, he explained their hurried plan to heat the suits.
“We thought we were onto something,” he concluded, raking his hands through his grey hair. “What sick irony that we are the ones who survived, when those who trusted us fell?”
“Speak clearly, Jame. What did you do?”
“We found that the… bugs”—he spat the word—“didn’t like it hot. So we tried to raise the temperature of all our suits, that we could brave the storm. They trusted us!” He slammed a fist against the panelling behind him, leaving a small but noticeable dint.
“Control yourself,” Ashelyn reprimanded sternly. “Whatever you did, it at least half-worked. Three of you made it here.”
Jame said nothing, letting his clenched fist fall to the floor.
“The weight of command hangs heavy. You’d have condemned everybody if you stayed,” Ashelyn continued. “And their trust was not idly offered. You did the best anyone could have.” Jame nodded once, but neither he nor Mai could not meet anyone’s eyes.
“I’ll see to it you’re all marshalled for this,” Yerald said. His aggression was a poison to the tributary moment they might have otherwise shared.
Tarlo studied the man for a moment. Yerald was shaking, and behind his bluster, was clearly very frightened. He looked so small, sitting in his undergarments, and Tarlo almost felt pity towards him for a second. They had lost so many people, surely those remained would be drawn together?
But alas, noticing Tarlo’s look, Yerald spoke again. “Did you two have fun out there? You might have got here before the storm and prevented any of this if you weren’t so busy doing Sol know what, probably fucking—”
“Just stop!” Tarlo had never been one for confrontation, but he could take no more. His voice quavered, but he continued, “The people we have lost were far more worthy than you or I, do not disrespect them with more of your pointless hate.”
“I’ll report myself for marshalling, dolt,” Jame added. “But if you want to survive long enough to see that, you’d best change your tune.” His words carried the menace of a man with little left to lose, and Yerald knew it.
“You said five. Were there not others? Three, yes? What of them?” Ashelyn asked. “They decided to stay back, and forsake their right to evac,” Jame replied.
“Hmm. And you let them?” Ashelyn sounded more curious than anything.
“We should leave here,” Mai finally spoke. Tarlo glanced her over. She looked slightly more composed, though her hands still shook.
“It is obvious those things are active even in this storm. There is no value in waiting for them to find a way in here.”
“Where to?” Ashelyn asked.
“What do you mean?” Jame said.
“We saw a distress signal go up, from Casarabe. That’s what they named the other base,” Tarlo rushed to explain. “We wondered if you had heard from them.”
“Not a word.”
Ashelyn and Tarlo exchanged a look. While they had waited in the D6, they had formulated a plan on where to go next. The only thing to do now was convince the others. “Then we must head to the formation.” Jame, Mai, and Yerald snapped their heads in unison, but Ashelyn waved them silent.
“The rocks will provide better shelter from this storm, and are thrice as close. We know Casarabe has used their terraforming equipment already, which means water in the sands. And a distress call means they ran into trouble.”
“The formation is all rock, which means no tardigrades,” Tarlo added. “There is equipment there, too. Providing we can make it safe, it might well be the only valid evacuation option on the continent.” He looked across the others nervously, wondering if they would see through their reasoning. But why would they? For all they knew, it was just a bunch of rocks.
Yerald spoke first. “The less time I have to spend in here with any of you, the better. I concur.”
“I have made enough poor decisions for a lifetime. We do what you say,” Mai said.
It was only Jame who hesitated. “Do you think we should give up on… Casarabe so readily?”
Tarlo made to reply but a look from Ashelyn quieted him. It was well she did, as Jame had more to say. “But that is four to one. We’ll do it your way.” Ashelyn guided Mai to the front with her, and Yerald plonked himself at the back of the vehicle, as far from the others as possible. This left Jame and Tarlo in the middle of the van, and Jame gestured Tarlo sit at one of the wall-mounted seats. Before joining him, Jame rummaged through a satchel he’d had attached to his suit, whipping out a small wooden box. Tarlo was amazed, and a little comforted, when he realised what it was.
Jame set it up on an empty seat between them. “How about a game?”
He began to precisely lay out the Shōgi pieces on the ban, built-in magnets keeping them from shaking loose whenever a fiercer gust rattled the vehicle. He shuffled a fuhyō playing piece forward and looked up expectantly. But Tarlo couldn’t return the gesture. There was something about the smooth wooden chips that took him back to another time, one of anxious excitement, optimism, expectation. And
safety.
Then the tears came.
He wept for Jontie and Carlyle, and all the others whose lives were snuffed out during those fateful moments after the first sunset. He cried for Sel, Terrus, and Morgen, lost in the confusing dark. He cried for those who had fallen now, barely a few metres away from safety. These recent deaths hit harder, reopening wounds that had barely stopped bleeding, and silencing any hopes that they might find a way out of this.
He cried for Velentini, the one who’d shown him so much warmth during their brief moments together. Vel, who had helped him discover his bravery and spurred him to action thereafter. With her death, it all seemed so pointless now, from the vainglorious exhilaration of her daring rescue, to acquiring the samples and exploring the caves. He was no hero, nor had he ever been. He was still alive, sure, but that was due to neither value nor providence. There was a time where Tarlo had felt unfairly lucky to have survived all that had happened. Now, it felt like a sick joke.
Shamefully, he knew that beneath it all, he wasn’t really crying for any of those who had passed, not even Vel. No, the person he truly cried for was himself. He cried for the optimistic young biologist who had signed up for a wonderful adventure, to make history on a beautiful new world. For the man who deserved the credit of the first discovery of extraterrestrial life, whose ceremony had been robbed by the catastrophic failure of the mission thereafter. For the man who had seen dozens of friends and colleagues die, while all who survived were irrevocably changed. Jame patiently waited for his tears to dry up, before reaching a strong arm to Tarlo’s shoulder.
“It’s been a lifetime in a day.”
Tarlo nodded, tenderly gripping a pawn piece of his own. He delayed his placing, enjoying the feeling of the smooth, cool wood in his hand, a brief reminder of home. What he wouldn’t give to go back to that park bench, to feel the light rain on his face while he dreamed of a new life.
“I know it’s probably pointless to ask,” Jame said, the last words choking in his throat, “but I must know. Do you think… Do you think Sel suffered?”
Tarlo couldn’t meet his companion’s eyes. He and Ashelyn had agreed, they would not talk about what happened… but Jame deserved to know, everyone deserved to know. He took a shuddering breath and opened his mouth to reply, but Jame cut him off again.
“I understand. Let us speak on that no more.”
Silently, they played the game, almost in slow motion. They both made several blunders, their minds so far away from the board, but equally lacking the presence of mind to capitalise on the other’s mistakes. As the trip went on, little conversation took place. Tarlo was grateful for the quiet, sombre as it was, and the combination of gentle breathing, whirring of heat and life support, and fierce but unthreatening winds made for a comforting ambience.
Tarlo’s mind drifted back to his last moments with Velentini. He thought of her strange warning. Surely she spoke of Yerald, but her words had suggested more than just oppositional cantankerousness – it had sounded like she implied sabotage. His blood ran cold as he recalled the bizarre euphoria that consumed her, reminding him of the twisted grin he’d seen on Carlyle’s face after he fell victim to the little feeders. Whenever Tarlo blinked, he saw Carlyle’s grin imposed on Vel’s caramel features, twisting in a silent shriek as she sank to her knees and faded away into this insatiable and unforgiving desert.
It might have been another hour they played Shōgi, absently tapping their pieces around, before finally Jame raised his hand to initiate a silent handshake. It took Tarlo a few moments to realise why.
For the first time in a hundred games, Tarlo had won.
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IT HAD ONLY been twelve hours, but Terrus already feared that nobody would be coming for him.
The thought had first entered his mind shortly after he woke up, still on the roof of Casarabe. The low-battery warnings in the corner of his visor brought him to the present, where he was quick to notice the dazzling sheen of stars above. Unfortunately, his flare had burned out, and thanks to his earlier efforts, he had no way of safely launching another.
Terrus began to wonder if the colony had been evacuated by air already, and perhaps there were fifty people sitting cramped in a shuttle directly above him. It would explain the lack of tracks, for one thing. He’d considered re-suiting, grabbing a T-4 tranq, and going out for a half-kilometre sweep of the area. Act swiftly, his conditioning dictated, but that didn’t translate well into a situation like this. Whatever had happened here was not just out of the ordinary, it was downright unprecedented. Blindly rushing out was at best a folly, and at worst an invitation to a death he’d been only half a step ahead of for too long already.
Thus, he’d fought his rash instincts and remained inside. “Better to focus on my recovery,” he rationalised. The quiet was already driving him insane, so he “appropriated” someone’s rec-tab and blasted some syno-punk while he ghosted around the facility. As he worked at gradually restoring his H2O and nutrient levels, Terrus completed a series of “meditational calisthenics” to a soundtrack of rapid drum-kicks, an acoustic plucking instrument, and four high-pitched, harmonised voices. Then he cleaned the dorms, made the beds, and tidied the area he had drenched with shower-water. Finally, he inventoried the whole facility, counting eighteen fresh suits, three T-4 tranqs, and enough sustenance for one man for over a year. He shuddered at the thought.
“Excellent, must be nearly midnight by now,” He chirped to himself, but to his dismay, his efforts had barely chewed through an hour.
The loneliness was getting to him now, too. Terrus had never been one to delight in his own company, and it had been almost a full cycle since he’d enjoyed the stimulation of another human being. His ears rang – there was only so much syno a man could endure – but he dreaded the return of silence.
He found himself staring into one of the mirrors in the dorm. He looked good, considering it all. Frustration struck him as he thought of everything he’d been through going to waste. He’d survived so much out here… Sol, he’d been directly exposed to the Cahran surface, and still, not a soul knew about it. What torment was this! Barely a minute later, all sorts of terrible thoughts were pummelling through his mind. Being the only human in this settlement was bad enough, but what if… he was the only human left on the planet?
“Hmmm. No thank you,” he muttered to himself, and before he knew it, he was stood in the hallways outside the punctured V-Bay, all suited up. He grabbed a T-4 tranq and opened the door, stumbling into the hangar-like room with the great suction of air. He threw back an arm to the closure-button and regained his composure. Terrus was tempted to sprint straight out into the sands, screaming and shouting into the void, but he thought better of it and climbed back up to the roof of the facility. Once there, he surveyed the area, noticing the many strange mounds of sand around the base. There had been no such dunes back at Catal, and he doubted the terraforming equipment had anything to do with them either.
When he’d unwittingly sent the flare through the tower, detritus had scattered all around, and a large slab of it had smashed into the sides of the largest dune, perhaps one hundred metres away. Its impact had misshapen the mound and displaced a large portion of sand, and it was in one of these depressions that he noticed something strange.
The Moonsalt that made up the tower was easily recognisable due to reflecting the starlight quite brightly, but halfway up the dune protruded a much darker shape. Even with his vis-mag, the viewing angle made it impossible to determine what he was looking at; he would need to get closer to inspect it properly. Again, he considered a blind charge into the desert, but again he thought better of it. He ducked back into the base, readied a supply pack, and jumped into the newly recharged BBF Buggy – wheeling it inside was among the first things he’d done during his frenzied chores.
Terrus shot out to the dune, parking the buggy right at the base. He popped the cockpit and had barely stood upright when he realised what lay before him. Large gunmetal-grey panelling extended deep into the sand, connected to three dark, elongated cubes and a large pair of black exhausts. This was no debris from Casarabe, it was the remains of the Boreas shuttle! Terrus’s heart skipped several beats at the revelation. “Fuck… guess that means no evac.”
He wanted to climb out of his vehicle and explore the derelict further, but a cold dread held him back. A familiar weight returned to his left shoulder as his thoughts raced over possibilities. “No vehicles in the shed… means they tried for the air-vac first… then when the shuttle was grounded, they’ve gone for the overland option. One D6 and some buggies wouldn’t have fit all fifty… so that means we had some deaders. Buried them, maybe? Or abducted… As for the rest…” He turned towards the west. “Catal. But no tracks. Was it the wind? No, it wouldn’t have covered everything so neatly. For something to take down the shuttle… They must have been attacked.” Suddenly paranoid, he ducked back down into the BBF and checked the scanner, but it had detected nothing. This offered little reassurance, as it seemed neither the colonists nor the pilots had detected any danger either, at least not until it was too late.
He peeked back out and surveyed the shuttle, noticing the right-side exit had been breached and was still accessible from the outside. It was half-filled with sand, suggesting the great mound had been formed after the crash. No emergency lights flickered, but Terrus swore he saw a dancing shadow just beyond the doorway. He blinked and shook his head, but he hadn’t been mistaken. A gloved hand shot from the darkness and a suited colonist propelled themselves from the entrance. The steep incline of the dune put paid to any chance of keeping their balance, and they tumbled down the hill. As they fell, Terrus noticed something off about their limbs, which flailed limply around their body and made no attempt to cushion or slow their fall.
The hapless colonist came to a halt just a few metres from the vehicle, where they lay motionless. “Hello?” Terrus called, but the body remained still. He fought the temptation to rush to their aid, but a strange suspicion held him back.
“Are you okay over there?” They were close enough for him to get an idea of the problem with their limbs: it seemed both their legs and one of their arms were broken. The suit appeared to be undamaged, and Terrus winced as he realised they must have somehow pulled the suit on after incurring the trauma.
“Stay back,” a strained voice echoed into his earpiece.
Terrus poised on the edge of the buggy, torn between his desire to help and the prudence of caution. “Fucken storm, came from nowhere and crashed us.” A guttural cough scraped the inside of Terrus ears. He’d heard that kind of cough before. Punctured lung. “I’m finished. Just didn’t want to die in there. Mariakis… hanging over me.”
Their voice was familiar… it was the ensign! Terrus had heard it a thousand times, announcing their progress on the journey to Cahros.
“Martens! What the hell happened?”
“The hell are you? I’ve got seconds left, you want me to waste them explaining—” Another vicious cough tore from Martens’s chest, causing his helmet to jerk.
“I’m from the other colony. I only got here after… everything…” Terrus fumbled through the words, still trying to process what he was seeing and hearing.
“Fuck this. They called us down. Can’t believe we listened. After everything, just pissed my life away. Said we should wait, but Mariakis wouldn’t have it. Should have had more sense, like Binson. Told people were infested with… parasites or something. In the sands. Might all die if we don’t… All died anyway. Fuck it. Just as we’re about to land, sandstorm. Don’t know about—” Martens let out a single cough, and went silent. After a minute, Terrus realised he was dead. There were no dramatic last words, no poignant revelations… one second he’d been talking, and the next he hadn’t.
Terrus sat on the back of the BBF, at a loss. So the crash had been an accident, at least. But… parasites in the sand? He hugged his legs to his chest and slid back into the cockpit, jamming the dome back down around him. “If this happened here… what about Catal?” he wondered. Considering the lack of response to his flare, what were the chances they were any better off? The ensign had said something about Binson having more sense… A stabbing pain gripped his heart as he thought of his friends. He could try his luck, now he felt a little better. Try to drive all the way back… but another surge of pressure on his shoulder disrupted his train of thought. “Whatever I do, I need to get out of this ghost town.” He floored the accelerator. The steering wheel was red from his frenzied punching last time around, as were some of the consoles, and he shook his head, feeling a pain ring in his wrists. “No more of that, Terr.”
He drove aimlessly for a short while as he considered his next move, facing somewhere between the formation in the south and Catal in the west. After all this time alone, he wanted to see his friends more than anything… but Catal was so far away. And if there were storms about, not to mention those stranger, nameless forces that compelled him to Casarabe in the first place… There was only one place to go. Terrus closed his eyes and allowed the weight on his chest to guide him home.
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Jame   -   ET: 2046hrs
CD: 05-04-2220   -   CT: 020:46
THEY ARRIVED AT the campsite after close to four hours of driving. Perhaps three of those hours had been spent in the clutches of the sandstorm, and even once they’d emerged out the other side of it, the navs and comms blackout had persisted. Ashelyn had warned them this was likely, but despite the nuisance, her sense of direction never wavered.
Jame had never fully trusted the doctor, and he feared what true intent she had in taking them back to this strange formation. This feeling only deepened as their journey continued, and a numbness spread through his hands and feet, his breaths grew heavy, and his mind became foggy.
Jame rarely felt his age, but during that trip, he felt like he’d been lifting bricks for a century. These feelings persisted when they pulled up at the great cave mouth and made something of a home out of the campsite that awaited them. Yerald, for all his insufferable flaws, was the one who identified an intact signal beacon among the abandoned gear around the site. A terse discussion had ensued.
“It’s in working condition, but useless here with all the interference,” Yerald said, smacking an open palm on the semicircular dish at the top of the device.
“So, we take it somewhere where it will work,” Jame barked. “Back out there.”
“You don’t get it. You can’t just throw this thing out the side of the D6 and drive off. It has to be installed, calibrated. So whoever does it, they’re looking at direct contact with the ground, and the sand. No way around it.” The group stood around the device, five melancholy points of a pentagram.
“When will we have been through enough?” Mai bemoaned, turning and pacing away. She still hadn’t really calmed down; her vast mental power was caught in a vacuum of self-accusation. Yerald too stepped back, as if hoping nobody would try to send him out there.
“What’s one more trip out in the sands?” Tarlo forced a laugh. “I’ve survived this many.”
“I will do it. No leader should send their charge to a task they wouldn’t do themselves,” Ashelyn said stonily. Jame cocked his head, surprised. He hadn’t spent much time with the doctor before the long, quiet drive, but he hadn’t taken her for one to lead from the front. Then again, she’d returned with Tarlo and the D6 all in one piece. Maybe he’d misjudged her.
Ashelyn crouched at the base of the signaller and strained to lift it from the ground. She was too proud to ask for aid, but Tarlo dropped to a knee and gave his best to assist. Watching the two of them barely get the thing off the ground, Jame felt a burst of protectiveness. Barely half his age the both of them, but what kind of hells had they borne witness to in the last twenty-four hours? Neither of them deserved to die alone in this wasteland. “Put it down. Silly kids,” he grouched, before muscling between them and lifting the thing all on his own. To be fair, it was heavy, and by the time he reached the D6, his arms and back burned more than he cared to show. “None of you will be able to carry this on your own, and there’s no point risking two lives on this. I’ll do it.”
“No, Jame, that isn’t—” Ashelyn protested, while Tarlo made similar noises.
Jame laughed. “It’s just good sense. Besides, with what you’ve said of this place… maybe I’ll be the lucky one. Remember what Mai said about the sharks? Missed attraction bias?”
“Misattribution bias,” Mai corrected in a low voice – she just couldn’t help herself.
“There! I won’t be using any water and such, there’s no reason these things could lie in every single grain of sand out here.”
His logic was sound, and his words seemed enough for them, but deep down, he doubted he’d make it back.
Ashelyn nodded and extended a hand, and he clasped it with all the strength he could muster. Mai rose up as well, and gave him a fragile embrace, bumping helms awkwardly. This close, he saw her haunted, red eyes. Yerald said nothing, in fact, he was nowhere to be seen. That left Tarlo. Jame stood before the young man, his friend, before wrapping him in a firm embrace. On an impulse, Jame fished out the Shōgi board from his belonging and thrust it into Tarlo’s gloves.
“Don’t tell anyone that you beat me.” He grinned. “And don’t give up.”
And that had been it. Another hour had passed, and the systems in Jame’s D6 – the one initially from Casarabe, that was down to its last fifteen percent – flashed to life.
This would be as good a spot as any to watch the world end. He’d driven north, through an area that seemed untouched by the rampaging sandstorm. The land out here was tranquil and quiet, the white-grey sands brightly illuminated by the tapestry of constellations above. Where others had been quickly bored of Cahros, Jame always found a beauty in its grand simplicity that reminded him of his previous deployments. Asteroids, Mars, and Cahros all shared a similar quality, being vast and barren places where one wrong move spelled death, and Jame had always preferred this to the pulsating, overstimulating, safe environments on Earth. Living somewhere that didn’t require a spacesuit just seemed too easy.
He heaved the signaller out onto the sand, losing his grip just as it was about to hit the ground. Luckily, there was nowhere for it to roll, and he jumped out of the D6 to reorient it. Getting a connection might have been a problem – it ran on the same software as the comms in base – but Yerald had scribbled some equations for him before he left. It was still a grave annoyance, as he’d been driving for slightly longer than predicted, but a few adjusted decimal places later, Jame had a clear line with his old foe, Binson.
“This is Fleet. Signature tells us this a mobile communicator from Casarabe. Identify yourself.” After the events of the last several hours, the sound alone of Binson’s voice was enough to aggravate, but Jame took a breath before giving his best attempt at professional tone.
“This is Construction Officer Jame Talwyn.”
“I see. And how are we hearing from you, chew?”
Jame was certain he detected disdain. “I’m using equipment that was abandoned by the Casarabe expedition. My location is irrelevant and likely compromised, but I’m radioing in a location where you can complete safe evac.” Jame read out the coordinates of the formation.
“The landmark. And how many are down there?”
“But four. Enough they wouldn’t strain your resources too much while you wait for the cavalry.” Jame’s jaw twitched. Now wasn’t the time for sarcasm.
“Coords Received. What about you?”
Something huge and dark stirred on the horizon. It was hard to tell exactly what it was, but it looked from here like a gigantic wave. Jame felt nothing as he realised it was likely another storm front.
“I doubt you’ll be hearing from me again.”
“Understood.”
“Fleet Officer… they are good people still alive down here. And important information. More than what you can get from rushed written reports and corrupted records. I imagine there will be great… benefit in being the one who rescued them. I’d advise acting promptly on collection.”
“I’d advise you to leave the decision making regarding Fleet assets to those in the fleet. Is there anything else?”
The wave, or front, whatever it was, continued its approach at great speed, now obscuring a lower fifth of the starscape.
“Right. That will be all then.”
“Chew? Scanners showing large disturbances near your location. I trust you will do nothing to compromise the pickup.”
“You won’t have to worry about that.”
The line was quiet for a long moment. “Respectfully, chew. You’ve done a good thing,” Binson stuttered.
Jame shut off the signaller, and a sudden burst of rage overcame him. Death may have been moments away, and his final conversation had been with his least favourite human in the known universe. It has all been so brief, so blunt. Jame had no interest in fanfare, but he hadn’t expected the noble concept of sacrifice to be so… understated?
He kicked the machine, hard, the base of his foot cleaving several panels loose with a series of sparks. “Respectfully, go fuck yourself.” He continued cursing as he kicked the communicator again, and before he knew it, he had stomped it into oblivion.
Jame had spent decades in environments where the threat of death was constant, and it had been years since he’d felt any kind of fear about it. Out on the frontier, things always went wrong, and often the only thing separating life from death was dumb luck. And the thing with luck was, eventually, it always ran out. He knew it was fanciful, but he wished he could have spoken to Sel one last time before it all ended. She’d laugh, and say something about how once the bugs got a taste of him, it would be them that fled.
His thoughts turned back to the Sunfall, and his grand jests of how they had conquered this place. “This planet was never ours,” he murmured, as the storm drew ever closer.
It was fitting that he’d come to his end this way. Of course, he could get back in the D6 and try his luck, but he felt the pull of no such “forces” as what Ashelyn and Tarlo had described, and would just as likely get lost as anything else. Besides, what was the point?
He hadn’t been compromised yet, at least. He chuckled, thinking that if the others had come out for this task, they might have made it back alive thanks to their strange “senses”. Instead, his would just be another pointless death, even if it was one caused by caution rather than hubris.
His bones ached and he was weary of it all. Maybe the coming dark wouldn’t be so bad.
But the stars, they were really something. The wave of sand now dominated the landscape, a natural monstrosity spurred by forces beyond comprehension. Jame climbed to the top of the D6 just as he had all those hours ago, and a forlorn tune floated through his mind, as if borne by the infant winds that heralded the oncoming wall of death.
Forgive me mother, for I have
failed
no charted lands lay where I
sailed
no sunrise lines this forgotten
shore
just a grave for mine misbegotten
core
and so may I die beneath uncaring
skies
with dried up lungs and bloody
eyes
as the chorus of lies and unheard
cries
fill the emptiness of unsaid
goodbyes
Jame chuckled. It was all so dramatic, wasn’t it? All they were really up against here was just bugs, sand, and ill-preparedness. In a few years, the next generation would arrive, with better suits and electromag-proof navigation systems, and it was unlikely a single person would perish.
Ideas bounced through his head of how he might survive this new dilemma. The main problem was, Jame wasn’t yet sure if he wanted to. What he did know was that he wouldn’t be heading back to that formation. Something about the place had made him sick to his stomach in a way he’d never felt before. The others could talk about gravitational physics and anomalies all they liked, something about it just felt plain wrong.
Given it was also the place of Sel’s passing, the arrival there had inspired a reckless hopelessness in Jame, which he reflected had probably been the main reason he volunteered for this task. But now that he had some time to think about it all, he wondered if she would have approved of him letting his life go so meekly.
“Do not go gently into that good night,” she’d goad, and perhaps rightly so. In a way, joining her in death would only make her demise more pointless, as it was one less person to carry on her memory. Jame squinted at the dark wall on the horizon. It didn’t look like a storm anymore – massive as it was, it didn’t stretch high enough to be the product of the atmosphere. No, it looked much more like a blast front, the kind generated by a sub-surface detonation. It was moving comparatively slower, too… and the closer it got, the more the illusion of speed faded.
Whatever it was and however it had formed, he had more options than he’d first realised. Still, Jame was torn between the ease of letting go, and the shame of giving up. He watched quietly as the strange phenomenon drew ever closer; an unforgiving, inexplicable wall of dread and death. Should he sit and wait for fate to claim him, or fight the odds once more, for old time’s sake?
Jame shrugged. At least he still had another few minutes to decide.
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Tarlo   -   ET: ∞ERROR∞
CD: ∞ERROR∞   -   CT: ∞ERROR∞
“ALL WE’RE MISSING is a campfire.” Upon discovering the abandoned research gear, Mai’s spirits had lifted, though her tone was still a little shaky. Tarlo had also felt a strange sense of calm upon returning to this site, although that may just have been due to the lack of deadly sand here. The formation seemed to have had the opposite effects on Jame and Yerald however, the latter who now paced the outskirts of their site while Ashelyn and Tarlo sat inside the remaining D6.
“Do you think they’ll come?” Tarlo asked to nobody in particular.
“They said they need a safe landing site. We’ve found them one. But I don’t know… We can’t even know if Jame got the signaller up and running,” Ashelyn said.
“He did it. I know it,” Tarlo replied quickly.
Mai dialled in from across the campsite, “Tarlo is right. He’ll get the job done.”
“And if he doesn’t?” Yerald snapped from somewhere in the rocks nearby.
“Don’t ask stupid questions,” Ashelyn retorted. “You well know what that will mean.”
With little else to do, they traded in tense questions and strange silence for a time, and Tarlo was just starting to wonder why that strange haze from before hadn’t descended upon them yet when a pair of bright lights reflected off one of the gigantic, tower-like rocks. A gentle rumbling followed, and in surged a BBF Buggy, parking beside their vehicle. Tarlo barely had time to stand up when the driver popped the vehicle and leapt out, screaming with excitement.
“Praise Sol, Zeus, Ra, and Allah! I had it in my head I was the last one on this dusty dirthole!”
Terrus covered the ground to Tarlo and wrapped him in an enthusiastic embrace, almost bowling him over. The energy and warmth in his body was a tonic, and Tarlo felt a rush of joy.
“Who is this? And how many of us are there?” the trooper asked giddily, noticing Ashelyn hovering cautiously at the entrance to the D6.
“It’s Tarlo. There’s four of us… well five, with you. Sol, Terrus, where did you come from?” Tarlo couldn’t help but share in Terrus’s excitement. Terrus had never been more than a kind acquaintance, but this moment felt like a reunion of a long-lost family friend, or maybe… something more. The butterflies always made a home in Tarlo’s stomach when he least expected it.
“Five… is that all? Who is here? Is everyone else…?”
Tarlo updated Terrus in as few words as possible. It was strange how easily they came, as though he was narrating something out of a newsfeed. He’d just finished describing their experience in the sandstorm when Terrus sank to his knees, clutching at his helmet.
Ashelyn jumped to her feet and rushed over, but Terrus had reoriented by the time she reached him. “Don’t you worry about me, Doc, just had some migraines since my exposure,” he drawled casually.
“Exposure?” Joining them at the D6, Mai spoke with a mixture of alarm and suspicion.
“Oh, did I not mention it?” Tarlo wouldn’t have though it possible to puff up one’s chest while suited, but Terrus found a way.
“Just a minor setback I ran into back at Casarabe.” He was clearly enjoying their confusion. “Helmet was out of order. So I had to go for a little run.”
“Sol, Terrus, you were exposed to the Cahran air?” Mai’s words tumbled out all at once, “You might have haemorrhaged!”
“Relax! It was almost a full cycle ago.” Tarlo knew he was acting flippant on purpose. Tarlo knew that he was probably just being flooded with a hormonal overreaction, a result of hours of trauma and loss and sadness, but Sol damn it, there was something so attractive about Terrus in this moment. He tried to stop himself from swooning while the others interrogated Terrus about his symptoms.
“I’m fine! I woke up pretty rusty, but I’ve been hydrating well and got some rest in! Just a bit of a headache is all.”
“That could be a sign of a blood vessel rupture, or worse,” Ashelyn cautioned, “but you are right. If it was immediately serious you’d be well dead by now.”
“Just like that, ayeee Doc?” a familiar, antagonistic voice leered. “No quarantines this time?” It was Yerald, and he was armed.
“There’s no point, Yerald. Nowhere to put him anyway. Keep your distance if that’s your prerogative,” Ashelyn replied.
“Might say the same to you,” he waved the T-4 tranquiliser at the four of them, the slender silver cartridge gleaming in the starlight.
“Oh Yerald,” Ashelyn said, without a trace of frustration, “in this place, we are the least of your concern.” Then Tarlo saw what she was talking about. Emerging from the cave, silent and ominous, came a procession of the dark, bird-like entities they had seen before. Mai and Terrus were next to notice, gasping and cursing in fearful surprise. Finally, Yerald realised they were not reacting in fear to him and turned towards their new visitors.
There was a dozen of them, in two lines of six, and one by one, they took up positions in parallel lines leading from the cave entrance to the camp. None of them moved, none of them spoke, but their message was clear.
ENTER.
Tarlo felt that familiar fugue return, eroding his free thoughts and replacing them with simple desires to follow the instructions before them. He was the first to make a step, oblivious to the cries of his fellow colonists behind him.
“Tarlo, stop!”
“Hideous fucking things! It’s not real, it’s a trap!”
“Sol save us…”
Tarlo stopped just in front of the closest entity. Here, the shadow of the large rocks obscured the stars above, offering no clues as to what these enigmatic shades really looked like. Despite his closeness, their features blurred together, and the closer he looked, the less he saw. There was one difference though, in that this time, their presence was accompanied by no sense of horror or peril. These creatures were not threatening them, they were inviting them in.
“We have to leave! Slow one to spare the rest.” A series of heavy footsteps echoed behind Tarlo, and he turned just in time to see Yerald, bringing the T-4 to his eyeline and taking aim—
Before being rammed to the ground by Terrus. Tarlo stood frozen as the two of them wrestled, and it quickly became apparent that Terrus had the better of the smaller, less-athletic scientist. What he wasn’t counting on however, was Yerald having a second weapon. Just as Terrus had him pinned, Yerald brandished a small, sharp black rock – Huronium – and jabbed it into Terrus’s left arm. The movement surprised the trooper, and Yerald took the opportunity to wriggle free. Ashelyn came running, and, seeing he was now outnumbered, Yerald scrambled to his feet and fled past Tarlo into the dark.
Finally, Tarlo could move again. He dropped to his knees at Terrus’s side, but the trooper merely laughed. “Just need a bandage and some duct tape,” he jested, his right hand firmly planted on the entry point.
“You were breached, trooper. Again. Better hope there’s nothing in the air here,” Ashelyn said, concerned. “Tarlo, get the aid kit from the D6, there should be some smart-fab in there.”
“Were you injured as well?” she asked behind him, but Terrus just laughed again.
“Barely a scratch. Nothing to worry about. When I get my hands on him though… better keep that medkit handy. For him, I mean.”
“Enough is enough. Yerald is now neutralise-on-sight,” Ashelyn agreed.
Tarlo found the kit and rejoined the two of them. The scuffle had kicked up some of the pebbles, but otherwise made no impact on the immediate area. He peeked back at the entourage before them, but not a single of the twelve dark entities had moved throughout the ordeal.
“Like… to incapacitate?” Tarlo asked.
Ashelyn took the kit from his hands and swiftly applied the patch to Terrus’s arm, exposing him to the air for barely half a second in the process.
Then she turned back to face Tarlo. “You are aware he just tried to leave you for dead?”
Tarlo shook his head, trying to comprehend it all. He saw the glint of the T-4, imagining the electrical burst of it impacting him. He thought of Terrus leaping to his aid, and a wave of guilt washed over him.
“Terrus… thank you.”
“It’s not a thing, Tarls.”
“Tarlo, look at me,” Ashelyn insisted. “Yerald is now N-O-S. You with me?”
Tarlo nodded, though he doubted he would have it in him to fight back if attacked again.
“Vel said something, before she passed,” he said quietly, wishing the words weren’t true, “She said that someone may… that there might have been foul play, when they were running through the storm. Sabotage.”
“And you see fit to mention this only now?” Ashelyn said. “Tarlo, what were you thinking?”
“I didn’t know who… she said it could have been anyone of those who made it back.” Thinking that his hesitance may have cost Terrus his arm, or even worse, tears welled in the corner of Tarlo’s eyes.
“You heard him about slowing one to spare the rest! He must have been responsible for those in the storm!” Mai exclaimed. “We were all so close together… Oh my, that explains everything! Our idea with the suits, it did work, it was just that fucker playing sacrifice… He needs to die.” Her tone changed peculiarly as she spoke, moving from distressed, to relieved, to angered. Tarlo wondered if she was more concerned by the vindication of her plan than the terrible acts Yerald was being accused of.
“I’ve heard enough. He’s finished.” Terrus was back to his feet, shaking ever so slightly in the process. “I’ll see to it this is done.” With that, he darted into the cave, oblivious to the spectres around them.
Turning back to the silent, still shadows, Tarlo felt cold, weak, and confused. How had it come to this?
“The entities. They await,” Ashelyn whispered.
“We cannot leave him to do this alone. Yerald has the advantage of darkness and surprise,” Tarlo said, inspired by his guilt more than any real hope to be of use.
“Should we not wait for the shuttle?” Mai asked. “We are no use to anyone if we lose ourselves.”
“You are right, it would not be prudent to follow,” Ashelyn replied, “but we must. Do not ask me how I know this, but these things mean us no harm, and somewhere in this place… we will find answers.”
“Answers?”
“To how all this came about. I just know it.”
“I don’t want to go in there.”
“Would you rather stay here alone?”
“Ashelyn, please…”
“Trust me, Mai,” Ashelyn said serenely. “We would be ill placed should we offend our hosts.”
“Okay… but… the last time I walked through the dark, I said I wouldn’t let go, and…”
Ashelyn laid a gentle hand on Mai’s shoulder. “This will be different. There’s no sand here, like before. We are so close.”
Mai nodded, and with that, the four of them made for the entrance, and passed over the threshold of reality once more.
They lost one another immediately. Tarlo braced himself for an assault that never came. The compact grey sand beneath his feet remained firm, and no visions of twisting mouths of prismatic lights tormented him. Instead, the passage retained the form of a simple dark, underground tunnel. What’s more, the Thesian Wool still stretched out alongside him. He attached it to his left arm and continued into the dark.
Time passed… or it didn’t. Tarlo counted fifty steps where not a single detail of his surroundings changed. It was different to before, a little lighter, as though whatever messages this place had once sent him were being supressed.
Suddenly, he came to an intersection, a perfect cross in the path. He stood still, surveying his options. To the left, pure darkness, a sickening squalor. Straight ahead, the faint glow of starlight, a suggestion of a way out… but shouldn’t that have been behind him? The tunnel to his right was just as dark as his left, but from the depths of this darkness shone some small, grey-blue bulbs of light; suggestions of a purer glow.
Then, a sound, like the scratching of a thousand rats in the passageway behind him. Danger! He turned just in time to see a creature, four-limbed and bow-legged, with disjointed kneecaps and a sickly, pink-grey hue, scuttling right for him. It connected with him, and an explosion of shapes and colours filled his vision as they slammed into the ground. Its back legs pinned his ankles, and front ones pinned his wrists, severing him from the Thesian lifeline and sending a surge of red pain through the left side of his body.
It lowered itself to him, at last revealing its face. Melded into the glass-prene sphere of an E12 helm was the suggestion of twisted human features – a single squinting eye, a contorted grin, an ear where a nose should be, and a slab of hideous, pockmarked skin. Magenta tendrils slimed between the holes in the creature’s flabby cheek, binding them together and threatening to break through the glass and puncture his own fragile ecosystem.
Something was inside his suit, constricting around his chest, worming its way up his throat. With each breath, it tightened, and his vision darkened as all fight left him. There was nothing he could do to defend himself, and this time, there was nobody here to save him. He choked down a final breath, his vision reduced to a single rotting-pink tendril as hope faded.
THIS SHALL NOT BE THE
END.
A dozen golden spears split the being from the inside out, shattering it to pieces and freeing him from its grip. The golden rays didn’t just carve, they burned, consuming every aspect of the hateful entity and restoring breath to Tarlo’s lungs.
A few moments later, he came back to himself. On the floor beside him lay a broken body, perhaps the one that had besieged him. He thought of rolling them over, checking for who it could be… but the thought of touching them repulsed him. What if it was Terrus… or Ashelyn? He rose to his feet and took a tentative step to his left.
FOLLOW THE
GLOW.
He continued, each step easier than the last. Before long he was running, guided by ever-brightening bolts of turquoise. Energy flowed from the soles of his feet to the tip of his skull, powering him forward too fast to make sense of his surroundings. All that mattered was he followed the glow.
At last, he made it to the circular cavern at the heart of this place. A thousand azure lights beamed from crevices in the cave walls, lighting the room all the way to the centre.
Ahead of him, the piles of human refuse held their place, though it looked like their number had increased. The row of larger skeletons around the Huronium at the room’s centre, however, had vanished. In their place, four dark blue slabs rose from the ground, corresponding with each corner of the central altar. Before three of them stood his companions, each holding their left arm out, poised an inch or so from the six-foot monuments. Between them all and hovering above the altar was a single, giant entity, just like the ones that he’d seen all over the planet. It beckoned to him with its left arm, held aloft in the same manner as his companions.
JOIN.
He floated to the final rock and took his position before it. It held a deep shade of lapis lazuli that upon closer inspection gave way to a swirling series of images. For now, they were unfocused, but the instructions from the being above were clear.
Tarlo reached forward and pressed his left hand against the rock.
HEED THE CALL OF ETERNITY. THAT WHICH NONE SHALL
RESIST.
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i: The thinker who erred:
She didn’t know how she got here. The darkness had swallowed them all so quickly, and her attempts to flee back to the surface only drove her further into the depths. Then, at its darkest, coldest point, she had sensed the glow, and stumbled through to the chamber. Now, she stood awestruck before the deep blue rock, her hand raised to caress its smooth surface…
She soared over a verdant planet, millions of bright green trees passing beneath her. A soft, warm wind guided her as she basked in the midmorning sun, bearing witness to a spectacular oasis of emerald and jade. The forest grew unchecked in all directions, and as the time passed, she noticed large, jet-black shapes punctuating the mess of vegetation, contrasting the free-flowing branches and vines with their rigid geometry.
She came to realise these were structures, vessels of a civilisation that called these greens home. Immense, vertical, and onyx, there were only ever two at a time, but as she flew, she observed more and more of them propagating through the forests.
An eon passed, and much of the forestry had given way to the Blackrock, still erected or grown in pairs, but with smaller and smaller distances between each monument. As the space between each structure reduced, conflict and competition became rife. Resources were consumed with abandon as factions strove to deny their rivals, and the once-populous structures crumbled upon themselves until there were only a few distant vessels left. This did not bring relief for the ailing wilds, as a new threat was born somewhere in the south. Horror gripped her as the winds failed, sending her plummeting down towards this hellish former paradise.
She fell, and the green gave way to a dull orange dust, as all that was once beautiful gave way to eternity.
ii: The fighter who lost:
He didn’t know how he got here. He’d barely set foot inside the cave and already was presented such wondrous sights, sights that banished his thoughts of pursuit immediately. Calmly he strode to the altar, guided by the gentle entity above. When he’d raised his arm to the blue-rock, olive-green pain shot through his shoulder, but contact with the surface soothed it quickly.
He surged beneath a fading forest, gnashing and squirming through sandy dirt. Around him, the momentum of countless brothers and sisters was strong enough to thrust him forward with little effort, but instinct still drove him to strive with all his might.
There was no before, and no after, all that mattered was to consume. They came upon ferns, twigs, and leaf matter, stripping it to nothing in moments. The trees, gigantic, sprawling brownwoods that had stood strong for millennia, were next. They took longer to chew through, but tasted the best, their vibrations of pain and despair only adding to the currents of force around him. Then, something new. Something that did not sit idly and wait to be consumed. Something that reacted to him with fear, disgust, and hate, that fled when he and his kind came upon them.
It did not matter, for they had nowhere to run. They flew, where they could, but in this changed world, nothing could protect them from the hunger. They tasted… stronger, their fluids and flesh elevating him to a new power and viciousness that was matched only by his desire to taste them once more. He learned how to move with his brothers and sisters, to read the shadows as the things came down to land. He learned to slide over their tough claws and burrow into the softer parts, chewing until he was caught in a warm stream. There, he would wait until the time came to bite, bringing the greatest bliss one could ever know.
But their prey became fewer and cleverer. It learned that it could take refuge in its unnatural, impenetrable black towers, which brought death and failure to any who tried to chew through. He returned to his feasting on the greens and browns, but the hunger only grew. They would have to be patient if they were to taste such bliss again. But there was time. There was always time.
The greens and browns disappeared, for his siblings knew only to consume, not to create. The prey creatures died off too, their rocky walls crumbled and drove them out, directly into a million hungry mouths. His siblings told him there were only a few left, then all the food would be gone. They turned on each other, feasting on the old and weak, but this only made them hungrier. Then, they turned on the young.
Fear. There was no food here anymore. A command came from within, a primal directive to preserve what lives they had left.
The time to feed would come again. For now, it was time to sleep.
iii: The leader who doubted:
She found the chamber quickly this time, retracing her footsteps with ease. She didn’t know why it was so much easier for her than everyone else; or why only she could see these bright pathways in the night. She placed a firm palm on the blue-black surface and welcomed the visions. She stood in a dark, cool chamber, flanked by two of her peers. To her left, the senior’s beakish claws were wrapped around a crozier-like staff, the last relic of their kind. To her right, the junior bore the devices. Over the last century, her kind had utterly regressed, but this invention would outlast the eons to come. It required no grasp of language or technology, yet would communicate clearly to any the nature of their demise. Activated only by pressure, and powered only by the lifeforce of those around it, all it needed was a user.
One by one, they erected the four beacons, encased in the more malleable blue relative of Blackrock. Then it was time.
The last of their companions filed into the room, forming a circle around the altar. Their dark, billowy skin twitched; they were nervous. They were all doomed, they had been for a long time, but death was not such a bad thing when compared to this strange new fate they’d chosen.
Once they had been leaders, and it was their fault that it had all come to this. Over and again they ignored the warnings, and their hubris had condemned their species. Those gathered in this chamber were the last of their kind. There was a means of escape, using the powers of these life-giving rocks, but they had unanimously agreed to forfeit this right, in penance for the mistakes they had made. There would be no running from this. The senior took their position in the centre of the room, and all in the room lowered themselves to the ground. They raised the relic high over their head and hummed the final words of a dying race.
Excruciating pain surged through the room as each entity’s essence was ripped from their bodies. A thousand lightning strikes would have been more pleasant, but this was the price of their folly, and a necessary sacrifice to ensure their story lived on.
The pain was over in seconds, and she was freed from her body. She looked down, and terror came from the sight of her lifeless body. Around the altar, the bodies of her ten fellows, and their leader, lay in crumpled heaps. She couldn’t see the others now, but this was to be expected, it was only in true death they would be reunited. Coldness set in as she realised such reunion would never come. Her fate was to wander this shell of a planet, to guide the next visitors if and when they arrived.
Time moved slower in the core of the Blackrock, it always had. Time passed slower still for an entity devoid of company, sensation and hope. The only solace was the knowledge that her suffering would allow for the continuance of some small legacy.
A millennium passed by, seeing nothing, feeling nothing. She watched the world end as the last of its natural beauty was consumed by the enemy, before it turned its appetite onto itself. Such is the fate of a thing that knows only destruction. She watched the sun rise five dozen times, casting its sobering light on the desolate sands over and over again.
She would have fallen to madness had there been the cognition to fuel it, but the heavy fog of un-life kept her in a docile fugue, unable to act, unable to feel. Then, they came. The smaller ones, in their little ships and white buildings, with their soft grey suits and tender ignorance. She followed her directive, as she knew her invisible fellows would be, and did all she could to draw them towards the safety of the Blackrock, but only a small group came. Even then, something went wrong, and when they came to witness the end, it broke their minds and bodies, and they stripped themselves of their suits and welcomed a clean death.
The second group were here now. Two of them had been here before, they were given a taste of the powers of this place. Maybe this time would be different. Maybe this time would be better.
iv: The feeler who numbed:
He saw five planets cast across the universe. Despite being separated by the length of a galaxy, an ethereal bond flowed between them. Golden and spectral, it curved and stretched around reality, linking them together as though they were siblings.
The first must have been Cahros, for it was a desert waste, ever calm but for its nocturnal sandstorms.
IT WAS TOO LATE FOR
THEM.
He mourned for what could have been. The second, third, and fourth planets were shrouded in shadow, unknown to him or those who had left this message. He wondered what had become of them, and what significance bound them to this place. The fifth planet was impossibly familiar. A blue oasis, decorated by white-grey clouds and brown-green continents. Freezing revelations swept through him as he realised that this planet, his planet, was known to this place, these things, and somehow bound to it!
Tarlo withdrew his hand and fell to the ground. Around him, Terrus, Mai, and Ashelyn did the same, each of them collapsing under the weight of their discoveries. They sat together around the altar, unable to speak while they fought to comprehend all they had witnessed.
THAT IS ALL. GO.
The cave walls began to rumble with a strange menace, and the bright blue lights adorning them pulsed and shimmered. A moment later, they gathered into a large mass and began oozing to the ground.
“These creatures may feel the same hunger as the ones outside,” Tarlo gasped. “We need to get out of here.”
“There is no way out!” Terrus replied. “Unless we run through them…”
He was right, the bright blue mass congealed in a circle all around them, blocking their way out.
“Look,” Ashelyn said calmly. As always, her connection to this place was deepest. They turned their eyes from the slowly approaching mass, back to the altar in the centre of the room. The entity had disappeared, but in its place rose the large black slab of Huronium, now upright. The four smaller Blue-rocks pulsed at once, lending their energy to the central piece, which surged to life. Bright white-yellow streaks coursed through it like a lightning storm, but the surface of it wavered like water.
GO.
Tarlo approached the Blackrock. The others were close behind him, clearly compelled by the same force.
“They are closing in,” Mai said. “We cannot go back.”
Tarlo looked back at her, recalling her favourite phrase, but Ashelyn beat him to it.
“The only way is forward.”
Tarlo leapt right at the rock, and as he expected, he passed straight through it. His vision went black and his suit went dark, but the space around him fizzled with fierce electric energy. He was weightless, and frozen in step, his arms slightly raised, and felt a strange sensation as the lightning struck him, blinding him and igniting his skin with white-hot pain. He felt like he had been thrown from a great height, buffeting between great winds coming from all sides, while still being unable to move, scream or cry. Then it was over, and he fell face-forwards to the ground. His gloves sank an inch or so into a wet, muddy substance, and his vis-light restored, illuminating a brown surface altogether different to the pale sands inside the Cahran cave.
He heard an impact to his right, and a thud to his left. After a slight delay, a fourth weight dropped in just behind him, but he did not turn around. He launched to his feet, his boots struggling for traction in the mud, and stumbled forward.
Tarlo couldn’t see anything yet, but the suggestions of a beautiful sound tickled his ears. He kept slipping over, but kept at it as fast as he could, half running, half crawling through the muddy, rocky sludge. It was dark, moist, and slippery in here, a strange contrast to what he had grown used to.
The sound washed through him again, bringing a sense of calmness and safety he hadn’t felt in weeks. Still confused and disoriented, he couldn’t identify exactly what it was that he was hearing, but his desperation to find out spurred him on.
A few more stumbled steps… and he was free of the small cave. The first thing he noticed was the dazzling starscape, easily as bright as the last he’d seen, but strangely different. Where before the stars had cut most brightly through the centre of the sky, here they were spread much further and wider, and shone in clusters particularly notable in the northern and southern quadrants.
He surveyed the area around him, and everywhere he looked was covered in a wet, muddy sand, occasionally punctuated by sharp-looking grey-black rocks. He stared out at the horizon, and at last, he understood what he had been seeking.
Tarlo was standing at a great beach, and the sound he’d been chasing was the comforting roar of crashing waves.
TO BE CONTINUED IN BOOK TWO,
DARK
TIDES
COMING IN 2026.
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