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THE SCREENPLAY


            

         

         Open on:

         INT. INTERROGATION ROOM

         Lena is seated in the interrogation room.

         Lomax and two scientists are standing. Facing her.

         Behind glass, more scientists observe.

         A beat, before Lomax speaks.

         
            LOMAX

            What did you eat?

            LENA

            … I don’t remember eating.

            LOMAX

            You were inside for nearly four months. You had rations for two weeks. You must have eaten something.

            
               Lena pauses.

            

            LENA

            I suppose time refracted along with everything else. Josie would have appreciated that. I think she was the one who understood it best.

            LOMAX

            Josie Radek?

            LENA

            Yes.

            LOMAX

            What happened to Josie Radek? 

            
               Lena pauses.

            

            LENA

            I don’t know.

            LOMAX

            What happened to Ventress? Sheppard? Thorensen?

            LENA

            I don’t know. Dead, or …

            LOMAX

            Or?

            
               Lena shrugs. Not obstructive. Helpless.

            

            LENA

            I don’t know.

            
               Silence.

            

            LOMAX

            What do you know?

            EXT. OUTER ATMOSPHERE – NIGHT

            
               A meteor burns in the outer atmosphere. It races towards the planet.

            

            EXT. LIGHTHOUSE

            
               Blaze as it hits the ground by the lighthouse, lighting up like phosphorous …

            

            
               … and drills into the earth.

            

            
               Cut to:

            

            
               An utterly alien form.

            

            
               It has tendrils. It shimmers with iridescent colour. It has immense fractal complexity in its shape. And it’s moving. Gently, like a sea anemone in a swell.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

            ANNIHILATION

            
               A cell, through a microscope lens.

            

            
               Then we hear a woman’s voice.

            

            WOMAN

            (out of shot)

            This is a cell.

            
               As we watch, the cell starts to divide.

            

            Like all cells, it is born from an existing cell.

            
               The creature is now halfway through the division, separating into a mirror of itself.

            

            By extension, all cells were ultimately born from one cell. A single organism, alone on planet Earth, perhaps alone in the universe, about four billion years ago.

            
               The creature completes its division –

            

            
               And immediately its two halves start the same process again.

            

            One became two. Two became four. Then eight. Sixteen. Thirty-two. The rhythm of the dividing pair, which becomes the structure of every microbe, blade of grass, sea creature, land creature, and human. The structure of everything that lives –

            
               Cut to:

            

            INT. JOHNS HOPKINS MEDICAL SCHOOL/SEMINAR ROOM – DAY

            
               Professor Lena Kerans:

            

            
               Thirty-one years old. Recently completed her doctorate, now teaching a seminar class of first-year medical students.

            

            LENA

            – and everything that dies.

            
               Beat.

            

            As students of medicine, as the doctors of tomorrow, that’s where you come in.

            
               She gestures to the screen behind her – which shows the electron microscope images that we have been watching.

            

            The cell you’ve been looking at is from a tumour. Female patient, early thirties, taken from her cervix. Over the course of the coming term …

            
               Lena pauses.

            

            
               A couple of the med students look up from their note-taking, aware of the silence –

            

            
               And see that their tutor has been momentarily distracted.

            

            
               Her head is turned to the window, where outside, above the treetops, a full moon hangs in the blue sky.

            

            
               The image of the moon in daylight is gently surreal. Arresting, because the sky is so cloudless and clear.

            

            
               Absently, Lena’s hand goes to her neck, and her fingers lightly touch a silver locket that hangs from a slender chain.

            

            
               As the silence extends, the students exchange a glance.

            

            
               Then Lena becomes aware she has zoned out.

            

            
               She picks up the thread.

            

            LENA

            Over the course of the coming term, we will be closely examining these cancer cells in vitro, and observing autophagic activity.

            INT. JOHNS HOPKINS MEDICAL SCHOOL/CAMPUS – DAY

            
               Lena walks through the campus, joined as she walks by one of the faces from her seminar: Katie, an earnest young med student.

            

            LENA

            Hey, Katie. 

            KATIE

            I read the John Sulston paper last night.

            LENA

            You’re working too hard, Katie.

            KATIE

            I keep feeling I’m not working hard enough. Like I’m behind the other students. I think they find everything easier.

            
               Their exchange is watched by a man in his mid-forties, waiting ahead. Daniel Maitland.

            

            LENA

            You aren’t. And they don’t.

            KATIE

            I’ll read it again this evening anyway.

            LENA

            Katie, it’s a Friday night. You’re at college. Go out. Have fun. Or I’ll fail you this quarter.

            
               Katie smiles.

            

            KATIE

            … Okay.

            
               Lena notices Daniel.

            

            
               Katie peels off.

            

            
               Daniel smiles in greeting.

            

            DANIEL

            Lena.

            LENA

            Dan.

            
               Lena doesn’t break stride, so Daniel falls in step beside her.

            

            DANIEL

            I keep looking for you at lunch, but you never seem to be around. 

            LENA

            I’ve been catching up on some writing.

            DANIEL

            All work and no play. It’s not healthy.

            
               Lena keeps walking.

            

            I wanted to ask. Do you have plans Saturday?

            LENA

            … Saturday.

            DANIEL

            Sarah and I have a few people coming over. A garden party, while the weather holds.

            
               Lena gives the neutral frown of someone prepping a polite excuse.

            

            LENA

            You mean tomorrow?

            DANIEL

            Yes.

            LENA

            Actually, I do have something planned.

            DANIEL

            Are you sure? I think it’ll be a lot of fun. We’ve asked Amir and Jenny, and –

            LENA

            (cuts in)

            Thanks, Dan. I appreciate it. But I was going to paint our bedroom.

            
               Lena corrects herself immediately.

            

            The bedroom.

            
               Daniel looks at Lena.

            

            DANIEL

            It’s been a year, Lena. You’re allowed to come to a barbecue. 

            
               He reaches out, and catches Lena’s arm.

            

            It’s not a betrayal. Not an insult to his memory.

            
               Beat.

            

            LENA

            I’m going to paint the bedroom.

            
               Daniel gives way. Removes his hand.

            

            DANIEL

            Home improvements.

            
               Lena smiles perfunctorily.

            

            LENA

            Yes.

            EXT. SUBURB – DAY

            
               Bright, flat sunlight pushes through tree tops.

            

            
               A broad road. Detached houses. Green lawns. Two children on pushbikes glide down the sidewalk.

            

            INT. HOUSE – CONTINUOUS

            
               A quiet house, with stillness in the rooms.

            

            
               Photographs in the bedroom show a couple: Lena, with a man in his early thirties, Kane.

            

            
               One of these images show both Kane and Lena in military uniform, in a baked landscape of rock and dust.

            

            
               Kane smiles easily at the camera. Full of life in these frozen snapshots.

            

            
               Another of the images shows a wedding. Lena in white. The couple embracing.

            

            INT. HOUSE/LIVING ROOM – CONTINUOUS

            
               Lena sits on the sofa, legs curled beneath her. 

            

            
               In one hand, she holds her silver locket.

            

            
               It’s open. Inside is a photo of Kane.

            

            
               She gazes at it.

            

            
               We can feel Lena’s effort to modulate her breathing. Inhaling and exhaling through parted lips.

            

            
               Less controlled, tears spill down her face. Down her cheeks and neck. Into the corner of her mouth.

            

            
               Title:

            

            ANNIHILATION

            
               Then, into the quiet and stillness, Music intrudes.

            

            
               Cut to:

            

            INT. HOUSE/BEDROOM – DAY

            
               The speakers from which the music is playing.

            

            
               The framed photographs of Lena and Kane, which are now off the walls, and stacked on the landing.

            

            
               A plastic sheet as it rises up, billows, then settles over the double bed.

            

            
               A flathead screwdriver pushes under the rim of a tub of paint and pops the lid.

            

            
               Lena runs a primed roller over the wall. Leaving a fat white stripe over the old colour. Flecking her shirt and face with paint. Smearing it off her forehead with the back of her hand.

            

            
               Repainting the room is an act of moving on.

            

            
               She is energised. So focused –

            

            
               – that she doesn’t see the figure that appears in the doorway of the bedroom.

            

            
               Kane.  

            

            
               He seems different to the photos. In uniform, but bloodless in his complexion. Clean-shaven. Neat hair.

            

            
               He watches Lena painting. Oddly blank. Not announcing his presence –

            

            
               – until she turns, needing to reload the roller –

            

            
               – and sees him.

            

            
               First, she jolts at the sight of the figure.

            

            
               Second, she recognises him.

            

            LENA

            (whispers)

            Oh God.

            
               The roller slips from her hand.

            

            
               Lands with a wet slap on the floor.

            

            
               She walks towards Kane.

            

            
               Puts a hand on his cheek, in the way she might touch a clear window to see if it holds a pane of glass.

            

            
               Then she grabs his face with both palms. Kissing him as she talks.

            

            LENA

            Oh God, oh God – I thought you were gone – gone forever – forever.

            
               She’s crying, laughing.

            

            
               He isn’t.

            

            
               Her passion is completely unmatched by his. He is glazed and distant. No more than compliant.

            

            
               Until finally she has to acknowledge it.

            

            
               She breaks off. Hurt, confused.

            

            
               And as she breaks off, he then leans forward, not apparently reading her expression, and kisses her once on the lips.

            

            

            
               It feels wrong. Emphasises the strangeness.

            

            LENA

            … Kane?

            INT. HOUSE/KITCHEN – NIGHT

            
               Kane sits at the table.

            

            
               In front of him is a glass of water. He stares at the clear liquid, but doesn’t drink it.

            

            
               Lena stands by the counter. Her confusion has transformed now into frustration and anger.

            

            LENA

            You must be able to tell me something. Vanished off the face of the Earth for twelve months! I deserve a better explanation than no explanation.

            
               Kane doesn’t answer.

            

            No one knew anything about your unit. I contacted everyone. Everyone I could. The other wives and partners knew as little as me.

            
               Beat.

            

            Was it covert?

            KANE

            … Maybe.

            LENA

            What does that mean: ‘maybe’?

            KANE

            Okay, yes. Covert. I think so.

            LENA

            Pakistan again.

            
               Beat.

            

            Yemen?

            KANE

            I can’t tell you.

            LENA

            So it is classified.

            KANE

            I don’t know. Where it was. Or what it was.

            LENA

            How can that even be possible? Was it hot? Was there snow? Did the people speak Swahili, or Portuguese, or Pashto?

            
               Kane says nothing.

            

            
               Lena processes. Fighting back the strangeness of the conversation. Trying to assert reason.

            

            LENA

            How long have you been back?

            KANE

            I don’t know.

            LENA

            Well – how did you get back? Which base did they fly you to?

            KANE

            I don’t know.

            LENA

            What about the rest of your unit? Did they return with you?

            
               For the first time, we see something tangible in Kane. A helplessness. A dimly understood fear.

            

            KANE

            Does it matter?

            
               Silence.

            

            
               As Lena suddenly understands: her husband is profoundly damaged. His body has returned to her, but not his mind.

               

            

            
               She takes a seat opposite him at the table.

            

            
               Then takes his hand. He doesn’t resist.

            

            LENA

            Kane.

            
               He looks at her.

            

            LENA

            How did you get home?

            KANE

            I –

            
               He breaks off a moment.

            

            I was outside.

            LENA

            Outside the house.

            KANE

            No. Outside the room. The room with a bed. The door was open, and I saw you. I remembered you. Your face.

            
               Silence.

            

            
               Then Kane detaches his hand from Lena’s.

            

            
               He reaches for the glass of water. Takes a single sip. Then puts the glass back down.

            

            
               Reveal: in the water, a strand of blood hangs. Suspended.

            

            
               It can only be from inside Kane’s mouth.

            

            
               Kane looks up at Lena.

            

            I don’t think I’m very well.

            
               Cut to:

            

            INT. AMBULANCE – NIGHT

            
               The interior of an ambulance, driving fast through the night streets. Siren howling.

            

            
                Kane – strapped to a stretcher in the back, rolled-back eyes, half raised – coughs blood.

            

            
               A Paramedic tries to support him with one arm while speaking urgently into a radio.

            

            PARAMEDIC

            Male, thirty-one, haemorrhage, in seizure.

            
               Kneeling by Kane, Lena wipes at the blood on his face. Tries to hold his lolling head.

            

            LENA

            Baby, baby, stay with me –

            PARAMEDIC

            Prepare emergency team for ETA in six minutes –

            
               Suddenly the Paramedic is interrupted by a second siren joining the first. Then a third and fourth.

            

            
               Blue lights start pulsing through the windows.

            

            
               The Paramedic shouts to the Ambulance Driver.

            

            You call for a police escort?

            AMBULANCE DRIVER

            They aren’t police!

            PARAMEDIC

            What the hell?

            
               The Paramedic looks out of the window, and as he does so –

            

            
               The interior of the ambulance is flooded with blinding white light and a roar of engine noise.

            

            
               From Lena’s bleached face, disorientated by the horror and sensory overload. Cut to:

            

            EXT. STREET – CONTINUOUS

            
               The street outside the ambulance, where the reason for the noise and light is explained.

            

            
               The ambulance is flanked by three black SUVs, and above it a helicopter, metres off the ground. Shining a spotlight straight down at the front windscreen.

            

            
               Cut to:

            

            INT. AMBULANCE – CONTINUOUS

            
               The Ambulance Driver –

            

            AMBULANCE DRIVER

            Jesus!

            
               – dazzled, slamming his foot on the brakes –

            

            EXT. STREET – CONTINUOUS 

            
               – sending the vehicle into a skid –

            

            INT. AMBULANCE – CONTINUOUS

            
               – which slams Lena and the Paramedic hard against the wall of the vehicle.

            

            
               The semi-conscious Kane is held fast by the stretcher straps.

            

            EXT. STREET – CONTINUOUS

            
               The ambulance skids to a stop, and the SUVs expertly slide to halt around it.

            

            
               They immediately disgorge uniformed armed men. Black gear, stubby semi-automatic machine guns. Spec Ops.

            

            
               The Spec Ops soldiers pull open the rear doors of the ambulance.

            

            
               Drag out Lena and the Paramedic.

            

            
               Above, the helicopter hovers. Obscuring our vision, and deafening us.

            

            
               Through the obliterating rotor-blade wash, we can hear Lena.  

            

            LENA

            (screaming)

            What are you doing? Let him go! Let him go!

            
               Cut to:

            

            
               Lena, fighting as two of the Spec Ops try to hold her.

            

            
               The Paramedic and Driver being dragged out of view.

            

            
               Kane pulled on his stretcher from the ambulance.

            

            
               Something jammed into Lena’s neck. A one-hit disposable syringe.

            

            
               The tranquilliser drops to the floor, as the fight bleeds out of Lena. Then consciousness.

            

            
               Black screen.

            

            
               Caption:

            

            PART ONE – SOUTHERN REACH

            
               Cut to:

            

            INT. HOUSE/LIVING ROOM – NIGHT

            
               Lena and Kane, on the sofa.

            

            
               Lena is sitting at one end.

            

            
               Kane is sprawled at the other.

            

            
               Lena has a book in her hands, but is not reading. She’s gazing into middle distance.

            

            
               Kane is watching her not reading.

            

            
               Beats pass.

            

            KANE

            Hey.

            
               There is a delay before Lena reacts.

            

            
               Then her head turns to him.  

            

            
               She smiles slightly distantly.

            

            LENA

            … Hey.

            
               Cut to:

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/INTERVIEW ROOM

            
               Lena. Sleeping.

            

            
               She’s been cleaned up. She’s been changed out of her bloodstained clothes into an orange jumpsuit.

            

            
               She stirs. Wakes. Opens her eyes.

            

            
               Reacts.

            

            
               Reveal: Lena is in a cell-like room.

            

            
               There is the bed, on which she lies. There is a single chair. There is a steel sink, attached to the wall.

            

            
               And opposite there is a glass door, through which there is what looks like a corridor – and an armed Spec Ops Guard, watching her.

            

            
               Seeing that Lena is awake, the Spec Ops Guard turns and speaks to someone out of sight. Inaudible to us, through the soundproof glass.

            

            
               A moment later, that person appears.

            

            
               A woman in her early fifties. Glasses. Suit. Holding a small plastic bottle of mineral water:

            

            
               Dr Ventress.

            

            
               Lena sits up on the bed.

            

            
               The two women observe each other for a beat through the glass.

            

            
               Lena trembling slightly. Adrenaline jamming the drugged sleep out of her mind.

            

            
               Then Dr Ventress unlocks the door. The sudden noise startles Lena.

            

            

            
               A beat.

            

            DR VENTRESS

            Hello.

            
               The doctor enters the room and closes the door – which locks behind her.

            

            I imagine you feel dreadful. It’s the hangover from the sedative you were given. Queasy. Nasty metal taste in the mouth.

            
               Lena looks at her.

            

            Would you like some water?

            
               The doctor holds out the plastic bottle.

            

            
               Lena hesitates.

            

            
               Then, with slightly uncertain fingers, takes it.

            

            
               Returns the woman’s gaze.

            

            LENA

            Who are you?

            DR VENTRESS

            My name is Dr Ventress. I’m a psychologist.

            LENA

            Why am I talking to a psychologist?

            
               Dr Ventress ignores the question. She takes the chair opposite Lena, and sits down.

            

            LENA

            Am I in a psychiatric hospital?

            DR VENTRESS

            No.

            LENA

            Then what? Where am I? And where’s my husband?

            
               Again, Dr Ventress ignores the question.  

            

            DR VENTRESS

            You’re a biologist.

            LENA

            So what?

            DR VENTRESS

            You served in the military for seven years before returning to education. You completed a doctorate at Johns Hopkins. Your research area was the genetically programmed life cycle of the cell.

            
               Lena leans forwards. Enunciates.

            

            LENA

            Where is my husband?

            DR VENTRESS

            Yes. I’d like to talk about Sergeant Kane. When did he arrive home?

            LENA

            That depends on how long I’ve been here.

            
               Dr Ventress gives nothing.

            

            DR VENTRESS

            Did he explain how he reached your house?

            LENA

            No.

            DR VENTRESS

            Had he contacted you at any point over the last few months?

            LENA

            No. He left on – whatever he was doing. Whatever specops mission. That was the last I heard until he reappeared.

            DR VENTRESS

            What did he tell you about the mission he had been on?

            LENA

            Nothing. 

            DR VENTRESS

            What about before he left? Did he ever mention what he was doing, or where he was going?

            LENA

            He never said. I never asked.

            DR VENTRESS

            But you made regular requests for information about him to his unit CO until six months ago. Then you stopped. Why was that?

            
               Lena takes a breath.

            

            LENA

            Because we had an agreement. Between us. Six months of radio silence meant I was to assume he was dead. And move on.

            DR VENTRESS

            It’s not easy to move on.

            LENA

            I didn’t.

            
               Silence.

            

            LENA

            You’re CIA.

            
               Lena sits back in her chair.

            

            LENA

            You’re CIA. And Kane was on some kind of covert operation for you.

            
               No reaction.

            

            I think I’m done answering questions. It’s your turn.

            
               Beat.

            

            DR VENTRESS

            Your husband is in the same building as you. And I should tell you, he’s extremely ill. 

            LENA

            Ill in what way?

            DR VENTRESS

            We don’t actually know. He doesn’t test positive for any known condition. But objectively, his body is haemorrhaging and his organs are failing.

            LENA

            He’s dying.

            DR VENTRESS

            Yes.

            
               Lena swallows. Stays composed.

            

            LENA

            Those symptoms. He must have been exposed to something. Radiation. A virus of some sort.

            
               Dr Ventress adds nothing.

            

            You have to tell me where he’s been and what was he doing. I might actually be able to help him.

            DR VENTRESS

            I can’t talk about that. You understand.

            LENA

            Clearly, I don’t!

            DR VENTRESS

            You understand that I’m not going to talk about it.

            
               The doctor stands.

            

            
               Outside the cell, the Spec Ops Guard unlocks the door in anticipation of her exit.

            

            I’ll be back later.

            LENA

            You still haven’t told me anything about what’s going on or what I’m doing here!

            
               Dr Ventress has reached the door. 

            

            DR VENTRESS

            We’ll speak again.

            
               The door closes. Locks.

            

            
               Cut to:

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/CORRIDOR

            
               The Spec Ops Guard. And his view of Lena.

            

            
               Cut to:

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/INTERVIEW ROOM

            
               Lena.

            

            
               Washing her face in the sink.

            

            
               Trying to get clarity into her mind.

            

            
               She lifts her face.

            

            
               Above the sink there is a small mirror.

            

            
               In it she sees the confines of what is clearly her cell.

            

            
               The red mark on her neck from where she was injected.

            

            
               Her fingers go to it for a moment.

            

            
               She closes her eyes.

            

            
               Breathes.

            

            
               Opens her eyes. Meets her own gaze.

            

            LENA

            (quiet)

            No.

            
               Cut to:

            

            int. southern reach facility/corridor

            
               The Spec Ops Guard, watching as Lena approaches the glass.

            

            
               She looks directly at the Guard. Her gaze flicks momentarily to his belt. Then back to his face.

            

            
               Then she speaks. Then knocks on the glass.

            

            
               He hears nothing.

            

            
               He taps a comms button on an earpiece.

            

            
               Talks into a radio.

            

            SPEC OPS GUARD

            She wants something.

            
               Beat.

            

            Copy.

            
               The Spec Ops Guard reaches forward.

            

            
               Unlocks the door.

            

            
               It slides open.

            

            If you require food or water, or are feeling nauseous, we can attend to that.

            
               Lena takes a half-step forwards.

            

            LENA

            I just want to know if you can tell me anything about my husband.

            SPEC OPS GUARD

            Stop there, please, ma’am.

            LENA

            I just need to know what’s happened to him.

            SPEC OPS GUARD

            Step back into the room, ma’am.

            
               But rather than take a step back, she takes another step forward, towards the soldier.

            

            
               Her eyes brim. 

            

            LENA

            Please.

            SPEC OPS GUARD

            Ma’am.

            
               A tear spills.

            

            
               Her hand touches the soldier’s arm.

            

            LENA

            If you know anything at all, can’t you just –

            
               It’s a ploy.

            

            
               With her other hand, Lena has reached to his belt – which holds a clip containing two of the one-hit syringe vials that were used to sedate her.

            

            
               In a moment, it’s unclipped, up, and jammed into the soldier’s neck.

            

            SPEC OPS GUARD

            Ah! Bitch –

            
               His hand claws at the vial. Knocks it out.

            

            
               All too late. He exhales. Folds. Falls.

            

            
               Lena stares at him, as if trying to absorb and comprehend what she has just done.

            

            
               Then she reaches down. Takes the man’s handgun.

            

            
               Lena can now go left or right. Each direction is blocked by a ward door. But to the left, a Nurse can be seen through a glass panel in the door, in conversation with someone out of sight.

            

            
               She heads right.

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/CORRIDOR – CONTINUOUS

            
               Lena runs through the facility. Padding on the linoleum floor in her white sneakers.

            

            
               Cut to: 

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/SECURITY DOOR – CONTINUOUS

            
               A yellow frosted-glass security door.

            

            
               On the door, a sign reads:

            

            WARNING! YOU ARE LEAVING THE QUARANTINE AREA NO EXIT WITHOUT CLEARANCE

            
               Lena attempts to push it. Pull it.

            

            
               Inevitably, it’s locked.

            

            
               A frozen beat: Lena, hyperventilating slightly in the silent corridor. Staring at the frosted security door, with the Spec Ops Guard’s sidearm in her hand.

            

            LENA

            Oh shit. Oh shit.

            
               She suddenly lifts the gun and fires at the middle of the glass door.

            

            
               The noise is deafening. The glass collapses.

            

            
               A moment later, an alarm starts to sound.

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/LOBBY – CONTINUOUS

            
               Outside the quarantine area is a lobby with an elevator.

            

            
               Lena enters the elevator –

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/ELEVATOR – CONTINUOUS

            
               – and once inside, hurriedly scans for a control panel, but there is nothing. No buttons, no input device. Just a glass panel on one wall, with an outline of a hand etched onto the surface.

            

            
               A biometric palm reader.

            

            
               She touches the pad.

            

            
               An error code sounds –  

            

            LENA

            Come on, please.

            
               – and the elevator door closes, muffling the sound of the alarm.

            

            No, no, no …

            
               A terrible sense that she has managed to escape from a small locked room into an even smaller one.

            

            
               Then suddenly –

            

            
               – the elevator starts moving.

            

            
               Upwards.

            

            
               Lena waits, trying to stay calm.

            

            
               Wipes sweat off her forehead.

            

            
               Positions herself against the side of the car, knowing that someone must have called the elevator, and will find her inside.

            

            
               Then –

            

            
               – there is a slight lurch as the elevator stops.

            

            
               Lena holds her handgun behind her back.

            

            
               And a beat later, the doors open –

            

            
               – revealing a man in a white lab coat. A Scientist of some sort. His head is dropped, reading through a sheaf of forms.

            

            
               He steps inside, not looking up to Lena.

            

            SCIENTIST

            Hey.

            
               Lena gulps back her fear. Controls her voice.

            

            LENA

            … Hey.

            
               Lena can either stay or go.

            

            
               Outside the lift doors, there seems to be daylight.

            

            
               She makes a snap decision, and exits just as the doors start to close.  

            

            
               The movement makes the Scientist look up, and he glimpses Lena, in her bright orange jumpsuit.

            

            
               From his puzzled expression, cut to:

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/OBSERVATION AREA – CONTINUOUS

            
               The elevator doors closing behind Lena.

            

            
               The daylight that silhouettes her is bright, burnished, gold. As if the sun is low in the sky, and shining directly to her.

            

            
               Half blinded, Lena can hear noise. People and activity; a hum of electronics; tapped keyboards; quiet conversation.

            

            
               For a moment, Lena hesitates.

            

            
               Then she steps forwards –

            

            
               – into a large space.

            

            
               It’s as long as a train platform.

            

            
               One wall is missing. No glass, no concrete, open to the elements.

            

            
               Along the entire length of the room is an array of strange machinery. Objects that look like satellite dishes, and radio masts, and telescopes. Around them, less interpretable shapes. Industrial lasers, turbines, and glittering screens of fine gold mesh, hanging like sails.

            

            
               And all the objects are oriented in one direction: towards the missing wall. Towards the light.

            

            
               Lena stops again.

            

            
               There’s something strange about the sunlight. It’s moving. Dancing slightly.

            

            
               On the wall behind Lena, it casts ripples of brightness, like sun reflecting off water.

            

            
               Around her, Scientists work the machines. Men and women in lab coats.  

            

            
               One, nearby, sees her. Rises, challenging her.

            

            SCIENTIST

            Who are you?

            
               He tries to block her path.

            

            
               She lifts an arm, revealing her gun.

            

            LENA

            Get out of my way!

            
               Panicked, he sidesteps, jumping out of Lena’s path.

            

            
               Lena starts to run.

            

            SCIENTIST

            (yells)

            Security! Over here!

            
               Ahead of Lena, further down the room, Spec Ops Soldiers appear.

            

            SPEC OPS SOLDIER 1

            (into radio)

            We’ve got her – she’s on the observation deck.

            SCIENTIST 2

            You! Stop!

            
               Lena ducks between machinery.

            

            She went down there!

            
               Knocks directly into a female scientist. Sends them both crashing to the floor.

            

            
               Someone else tries to catch her arm.

            

            
               Lena pulls away from them.

            

            
               More Spec Ops appear from the other end of the space.

            

            
               Lena has nowhere to go except into the sunlight. 

            

            EXT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/VIEWING PLATFORM – DAY

            
               Lena manages only five or six steps into the brightness.

            

            
               Then stops.

            

            
               Partly because she has run out of road. But also because she has been arrested by the sight in front of her.

            

            
               First reveal that Lena is standing on a viewing platform. Essentially a massive balcony, three storeys above the ground.

            

            
               And the facility from which she has emerged turns out to be a kind of gatehouse structure – like a medieval castle, dragged into a brutalist twenty-first century.

            

            
               Either side of the facility, a concrete wall extends. Massive, buttressed, punctuated with watch towers. It looks designed to contain or defend against something mythic in scale.

            

            
               This would be a stunning sight in its own right – but it’s the view from the platform that stopped Lena in her tracks.

            

            
               Now reveal the landscape, behind which the sun sets.

            

            
               A stretch of bare ground, for a few hundred yards beyond the concrete wall, leading to a dense forest.

            

            
               And in front of – or permeating – the forest, there is a shimmer.

            

            
               Similar to a heat haze – it gives a glassy liquid quality to everything seen through its prism.

            

            
               But unlike a heat haze – and like a prism – it splits light.

            

            
               So, through the shimmer –

            

            
               – the sun distorts into a deliquescing orange orb, fringed with chromatic aberrations of blue and green.

            

            
               – the colours on the clouds split into a full rainbow spectrum, spread across the sky like psychedelic Northern Lights.

            

            
               – the trees in the forest distort gently, as if pushed by a gentle wind that eases the trunks into movement, as if they were as light as leaves.  

            

            DR VENTRESS

            I can imagine how confusing this is to you.

            
               Lena turns at the sound of Dr Ventress’s voice.

            

            
               She sees the older woman standing behind her, and a man in his early forties: Lomax, the chief of Southern Reach.

            

            
               Behind them is an arc of three Spec Ops Soldiers, pointing their guns at Lena’s head.

            

            
               Dr Ventress takes a step towards Lena.

            

            SPEC OPS SOLDIER 2

            Sir!

            
               Dr Ventress waves the man quiet.

            

            DR VENTRESS

            You must feel as if you’re in a dream.

            
               Lena stares back at Dr Ventress.

            

            LENA

            … Am I?

            DR VENTRESS

            No.

            
               Dr Ventress takes another step towards Lena.

            

            May we focus on the immediate? I don’t want this moment to unravel. Would you please drop the gun?

            
               A beat.

            

            Lena.

            
               Lena looks back at the melting landscape.

            

            
               Then, as if letting herself be overwhelmed by the strangeness of it all, she lets the sidearm slip from her hand.

            

            
               The Spec Ops immediately rush her. One kicks her pistol away, while another forces her to the ground.

            

            
               Dr Ventress turns to Lomax. 

            

            
               Lomax gazes down at Lena dispassionately. Considering.

            

            LOMAX

            What do you think she knows?

            DR VENTRESS

            Nothing.

            LOMAX

            But she’s seen it now. Can’t see us letting her leave.

            DR VENTRESS

            … No.

            
               Then gives a slight nod.

            

            LOMAX

            Might as well get her up to speed.

            EXT. THE SHIMMER/TREELINE – DUSK

            
               Sequenced images of the shimmering treeline.

            

            DR VENTRESS

            (out of shot)

            A religious event.

            
               The images rotate through different filters.

            

            An extra-terrestrial event.

            
               Long-lens, infra-red, thermo, solarised.

            

            A higher dimension.

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/VENTRESS OFFICE – CONTINUOUS

            
               Reveal: we are with Lena, watching the filtered images on a monitor in the office of Dr Ventress.

            

            DR VENTRESS

            We have many theories. And very few facts.

            
               Dr Ventress stands behind Lena. 

            

            
               Behind Ventress is a landscape window, looking over the deforested area towards the forest.

            

            It started around three years ago. Blackwater National Park reported that a lighthouse on the coast was surrounded by something they termed a ‘shimmer’. One of the wardens entered to investigate. Never returned.

            INT. MONITOR SCREEN – CONTINUOUS

            
               On the monitor screen we see a silent feed from a helmet cam: a continuous first-person point-of-view, showing a group of seven men and women walking across an open area of ground, towards the boundary of the Shimmer.

            

            DR VENTRESS

            The event was immediately classified. Appropriate government agencies and allies were informed.

            
               Three of the group are soldiers, and armed. The rest appear to be scientists, carrying scanning equipment. Their faces show a mixture of fear and excitement.

            

            DR VENTRESS

            (out of shot)

            Since then, we’ve sent in drones, animals, radio-waves, particle-streams –

            
               As the group enter the boundary point of the Shimmer, the image starts to digitise and fall apart.

            

            – and teams of people.

            
               Then the distortions become unrecognisable.

            

            But nothing comes back. Crossing the boundary is a oneway trip.

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/VENTRESS OFFICE – CONTINUOUS

            
               Pure abstraction on the monitor screen.  

            

            DR VENTRESS

            Moreover, the boundary is expanding. Three metres a day. So far, eating into barely populated swampland, which we evacuated on the pretext of a chemical spill. But that won’t stand much longer. In a few months, the area will have reached where we are right now. After that, we’re talking about cities, and states …

            
               Lena gazes at the static. Absorbed.

            

            … and so on.

            
               The monitor flicks back to a view of the Shimmer.

            

            You okay?

            
               Lena processes a beat. Then turns.

            

            LENA

            One question.

            
               Beat.

            

            LENA

            You said nothing comes back. But something has.

            DR VENTRESS

            … Yes.

            LENA

            Will you let me see him?

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/MEDICAL CENTRE – DAY

            
               Kane lies on a bed. Surrounded by the tubes, lines, and the machinery of life support.

            

            
               His skin is ivory. Steam wreathes his mouth as he gently exhales.

            

            
               Kane is being tended by a Nurse in a full biohazard suit.

            

            
               Lena and Dr Ventress watch from behind an observation window. The edges of the glass are frosted with ice crystals. 

            

            INT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/MEDICAL CENTRE – DAY

            
               On Dr Ventress and Lena’s side of the observation window:

            

            DR VENTRESS

            I want you to know: missions into the Shimmer are volunteer basis. It was his decision to go in.

            LENA

            Induced coma, life-support. None of that will save his life.

            DR VENTRESS

            I’m afraid not.

            
               Beat.

            

            Lena – we need to come to an agreement about what to do with you. I’d rather not lock you up again.

            LENA

            But you’re not going to let me go home.

            DR VENTRESS

            Do you want to go home?

            
               Lena looks to Kane, vignetted through the frosting on the edges of the glass.

            

            LENA

            I want to stay with him.

            DR VENTRESS

            Then I have a solution. You’re a biologist. We sequestered you from Johns Hopkins. This is your first day at Southern Reach.

            
               Dr Ventress watches Lena.

            

            LENA

            I join you here? At this place.

            DR VENTRESS

            I don’t actually see an alternative. For either of us. 

            EXT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY – NIGHT

            
               The facility is picked out in the moonlight.

            

            
               A row of floodlights along the perimeter wall illuminate the wasteground and the tree line.

            

            EXT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/ROOF – NIGHT

            
               Lena stands on the flat roof of the Southern Reach Facility, leaning against the guard rail.

            

            
               She’s holding the silver locket containing Kane’s photo in her hand. Gazing at it.

            

            
               There are a few others from the facility dotted around the area. Talking in small groups, or standing alone.

            

            
               One of those small groups, seated around a table sharing a beer, is made up of three women.

            

            
               They are:

            

            
               Anya Thorensen: a handsome woman in her early thirties. Close-cropped hair, wearing a white vest that shows muscled arms. She has a very distinctive tattoo encircling her forearm, depicting an ouroboros – a snake eating its tail.

            

            
               Cass Sheppard: late thirties, glasses, hair tied back. No pretension, no glamour, no ostentation.

            

            
               Josie Radek: mid- to late-twenties, but feels younger. She has the sheltered quality of people who passed straight from school to college to doctorate. She wears long sleeves, pulled over her hands, with arms crossed. A picture of self-defence.

            

            
               Thorensen is watching Lena.

            

            
               After a couple of moments, she detaches herself from the other two, and approaches.

            

            
               Lena, gazing at the locket, doesn’t notice.

            

            THORENSEN

            Hey. 

            
               Lena looks up, and closes the locket with a soft snap before Thorensen can see the image inside.

            

            LENA

            … Hey.

            THORENSEN

            Am I intruding?

            
               Lena slips the necklace back over her head.

            

            LENA

            No, not at all.

            
               Thorensen smiles.

            

            THORENSEN

            Cool. So, I was working one of the scanner stations when you ran by, breaking land-speed records.

            LENA

            … Ah.

            THORENSEN

            Then I saw you here, alone. And I figured you were feeling weird and awkward.

            LENA

            Somewhat, I guess.

            THORENSEN

            Right. But don’t. This place is freaky. One in ten here get the orange jumpsuit. The ice-cool professionals you see here? On the inside they’re curled up in foetal positions, making cooing noises.

            
               Lena smiles.

            

            
               Thorensen holds out her hand.

            

            I’m Anya.

            
               Lena shakes.

            

            LENA

            Lena. 

            THORENSEN

            Good to meet you. Come join us.

            
               Thorensen gestures towards Radek and Sheppard.

            

            Say hi to my crew.

            EXT. SOUTHERN REACH FACILITY/ROOF – CONTINUOUS

            
               Thorensen brings Lena to Sheppard and Radek.

            

            THORENSEN

            Guys, this is Lena. Lena, meet Josie Radek –

            RADEK

            Hi.

            THORENSEN

            – and Cass Sheppard.

            SHEPPARD

            Actually, we already met. But it was a little hurried.

            
               A moment of realisation for Lena – Sheppard is the female scientist she sent crashing to the floor in her run through the observation area.

            

            LENA

            Oh, I knocked you over, didn’t I? I am so sorry.

            
               Sheppard laughs.

            

            SHEPPARD

            It’s already forgotten. Come on, sit.

            
               Lena pulls up a chair, while Thorensen reaches beside the table to an ice-box.

            

            THORENSEN

            What do you want? I got beer. Say beer.

            LENA

            Beer’s good.

            
               Thorensen hands Lena a bottle.  

            

            SHEPPARD

            So first day at the Southern Reach.

            LENA

            Have you all been here a long time?

            SHEPPARD

            Right from the start. I’m a geologist. I’ve been testing the magnetic fields around the boundary, which is like using confetti to test a hurricane. But I stayed on.

            THORENSEN

            Me: ten months. Paramedic, Chicago. Joined an NGO, and my application got flagged, and Southern Reach got in touch.

            
               Lena looks to Radek.

            

            RADEK

            Only two months. I’m a physicist. I came here straight from my Cambridge post-doc.

            SHEPPARD

            She’s very smart.

            THORENSEN

            But never been kissed.

            RADEK

            (to Lena)

            I have been kissed.

            THORENSEN

            Never been kissed.

            
               Sheppard changes the subject.

            

            SHEPPARD

            So what’s your story, Lena?

            LENA

            I’m from Johns Hopkins. Biologist.

            THORENSEN

            A biologist? Damn. 

            RADEK

            Ha!

            SHEPPARD

            Told you she was smart.

            LENA

            I don’t follow.

            SHEPPARD

            We had a bet on your profession. Josie had biologist.

            
               Thorensen takes a twenty out of her pocket and slides it to Radek.

            

            THORENSEN

            You’re uncanny.

            SHEPPARD

            I had law enforcement. But maybe that’s just because you knocked me on my back.

            THORENSEN

            And I had you as single.

            
               Thorensen winks.

            

            In case you want to put me on my back too.

            SHEPPARD

            Anya, stop hitting on everyone.

            THORENSEN

            Fuck that. Under the circumstances, I think I’m more than allowed a few last rolls of the dice.

            
               Lena takes a sip of her beer.

            

            LENA

            Under what circumstances?

            
               The other three women exchange a glance. And the sudden pause seems to provide the answer to the question.

            

            
               Even before Sheppard answers, we know.  

            

            SHEPPARD

            Yeah. Crazy as it sounds –

            THORENSEN

            Crazy as it is.

            
               Sheppard nods towards the floodlit treeline.

            

            SHEPPARD

            – we’re headed that way.

            
               Put so simply, it’s as if the temperature of the conversation suddenly drops.

            

            LENA

            You’re going into the Shimmer?

            THORENSEN

            Six days and counting.

            
               Beat.

            

            LENA

            You three.

            RADEK

            Four. Ventress.

            LENA

            Dr Ventress?

            SHEPPARD

            Team leader.

            LENA

            All women.

            RADEK

            Scientists.

            SHEPPARD

            The previous teams have been largely military.

            LENA

            What do you think happened to them?

            THORENSEN

            There are two theories about what goes wrong inside the Shimmer. One, something in there kills them. Two, they go crazy and kill each other.
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