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PALA STATION LV-895 JANUARY 12, 2202


He dreams of storms and flames, the heat of a thousand suns turning everything into molten nightmare. He screams, but the roar of the superheated beast drowns out his cries. His mother, his father, everything he ever knew consumed by something so hungry it cannot be stopped. Even as far away as he is, the heat blisters his face and burns away the hairs on his head. His tears prism his vision until his small universe is a kaleidoscope of fire.


* * *


The shuttle jolted him awake.


“Welcome to Pala Station,” the pilot announced as the shuttle landed. The announcement could not have been delivered with less enthusiasm. Still, the welcome was a punctuation to a long journey for Dr. Timothy Hoenikker, who’d traveled too many light years, all at the chance of investigating a cache of newly discovered artifacts.


Alien artifacts.


For a theoretical archaeologist, who up until now had depended on modeling in order to advance his research, examining actual components of an alien race’s past was beyond remarkable. This could be, he hoped fervently, the opportunity of a lifetime.


Wiping the dream from his eyes, he shoved the familiar fiend to the back of his mind.


His shuttle partner sighed heavily.


“Back to the shit,” the man said. He’d introduced himself earlier as Logistics Specialist Steve Fairbanks. His eyes were haunted, his gaze far away, and he had the world worn look of someone who’d been in the thick of it, and still hadn’t found a way out. Probably just short of thirty years old, he was average height and had black hair cut close to his bullet-shaped head. His nose was too thin for a flat face, but that wasn’t his fault.


“Can’t be as bad as all that,” Hoenikker said hopefully, hiding his discomfort at being spoken to, and with the information.


“Just wait, sir,” Fairbanks replied. “You’ll see what Pala is about in no time.”


The station was out on the edge of the known systems—but then, weren’t all the places where new discoveries were possible? When Hoenikker had been recruited, he’d convinced himself that leaving the luxury of his cushy Weyland-Yutani corporate job was going to be worth the effort. Before leaving, he’d researched the jungle planet LV-895 and marveled at its exotic life. Sure, the living arrangements might not be what he’d been used to, and the day-to-day luxuries might not be there, but the payoff would be to lay hands on that which he’d only previously imagined.


This could be the opportunity, he knew, to become one of the foremost experts in alien anthropology. His pulse quickened as he imagined the data he could provide to those who would come after, his name synonymous with the greatest archaeologists of all time. Layard. Carter. Jones. Leakey. Evans. Schliemann. Navarro.


Hoenikker.


“Pala Station personnel should be waiting for your arrival,” the pilot announced over the intercom. “One minute until doors open.”


The thrill Hoenikker felt was tempered with a sick feeling that everything was going to go terribly wrong. He’d always been this way—feeling the desire to experience new things, yet dreading that reality wouldn’t live up to his expectations. As had happened all too many times before, was he going to be disappointed, or would this be the greatest adventure of his life?


His friend Stokes, who he’d probably never see again, had argued long and hard for him to take this assignment.


“You might never get this opportunity again,” Stokes had said. “Sure, you could stay here at your nine-to-five, going out for dinner on Fridays, seeing your therapist on Wednesdays. Or you could travel to the edge of the known universe, discover wonders no man has ever seen, and be better for it. Be boring and stay here. Or be dangerous and travel far.”


Stokes always did the dangerous. He’d been a Colonial Marine, then a scientist traveling for the company. Always the center of any conversation. Even Hoenikker looked forward to listening to the outrageous stories the man continually shared—assuming they were all true. This was his chance, Hoenikker knew, to walk in the footsteps of his friend. But in reality, he could never be the person Stokes was capable of being.


The red flashing light switched to green. The rear door of the shuttle opened, revealing a single man waiting for them, holding a pad. He had dark skin, bald, about forty. Part of his right arm was a prosthesis.


Fairbanks was first off.


“Fairbanks. Steven,” he said to the man. “Log. Back from emergency leave.”


After making a few marks on the digital pad, the man nodded, but didn’t say a word.


“Best of luck,” Fairbanks said over his shoulder, then he hefted his duffel and disappeared around the corner.


“You must be Dr. Hoenikker,” the man said. “I’m Reception Tech Rawlings, Victor, and I’ll be inprocessing you. Is that all your luggage?” he asked, nodding to the single large bag on the deck.


Hoenikker nodded. Rawlings stepped over and grabbed the bag.


“This way please.”


Hoenikker followed, noting that the air in the hangar was humid. But that was soon replaced by the cool forced air of the interior, the buzz and hum of environmental equipment immediately making him at home. Facilities he knew. Jungles he did not.


“As you know, Doctor, Pala Station’s existence is classified,” Rawlings said. “I’ve been here a little over a year, and things don’t hardly change. We prefer it that way. So, you’re with the scientists?”


“Yes.” Hoenikker didn’t know how much he could reveal.


Rawlings laughed. “What you all do isn’t a secret to those of us on the station. What with the black goo and all. We just don’t like when your research subjects get loose. You understand.”


“Does that happen often?”


“Once is too often,” Rawlings said. He held up his prosthesis. “I’ve seen enough action. I’m just trying to get my retirement creds now.”


There was the sound of rapid footsteps and three men rushed around a corner. As they did, the third knocked Hoenikker roughly into the wall. The man grunted, but kept going without saying a word. They all held long wooden rods.


“Sorry about that.” Rawlings steadied Hoenikker. “We have a rat infestation. Station commander has us on a schedule for extermination duty, and no one is particularly happy about it.” He nodded toward where the men had disappeared. “Their turn.”


“Rats?”


Rawlings shrugged and gave a good-natured smile. “We’re on the edge of nowhere, on a godforsaken jungle planet. Rats are the least of our worries.”


They continued on their way, and Rawlings indicated several doors as they passed the various staff sections. Staff Section 1—or S1—was Manpower. S2, Security. S3, Engineering. S4, Logistics. S5, Med Lab. S6, Communications. And S7, Fabrications. He counted them off as they passed.


“Being as far out of system as we are, we can’t just order a part. So S7 is in charge of producing everything we need to operate, from a knob, to a screw, to a laser-guided ass missile.”


Hoenikker balked. “Laser-guided ass missile?”


“That was a joke. Sorry, military humor. Just know if you need something, they can make it. Anyway, you’ll be dealing a lot with S7. Just don’t get in the way of their feud with S3. It can get vicious.”


They passed through a door and entered an office like many others he’d seen. The setup was familiar. A desk. Two chairs. A camera attached to a terminal.


“Sit there, please.” Rawlings gestured. “We’ll take your picture, retina display, biometrics, fingerprint, and DNA. Need to make sure you are who we think you are, and give you access to where you need to be later.”


Hoenikker sat in the chair across from the camera, eyeing the cradle made for his hand. He could see several dozen minute needles, almost invisible to the eye, and didn’t relish the idea of embracing it. Still, bureaucracy. He sighed.


“I think it started two years ago,” Rawlings said, oblivious to his hesitation, “when Fabrications ran out of materials and there were no supply shuttles for six months. They were forced to take what they needed from everyone else. It wasn’t that bad really, but Engineering—who feel self-important because they keep the lights and air running—began calling Fabrications by all sorts of names, to get under their skin. ‘Acquisitions,’ ‘Infiltrations,’ ‘Reparations,’ ‘Thieverations,’ and my favorite, ‘Mastications.’”


Rawlings pointed. “Eye here, please. Thanks.”


Hoenikker placed his right eye in front of the reader, and stared into the light.


“I know. I know,” Rawlings continued. “It seems like a small thing, but all day every day for six months became too much. That’s it. Thanks, Doctor.”


Hoenikker leaned back.


“So, when Fabrications had the chance to turn the tables, turn them they did. Engineering needed Fabrications to create a water pump for the commander, which they did—but they put everything in backward so the pump exploded, and then they blamed it on Engineering. Even pulled out instructions they had clearly fabricated—pun intended—to imply a design flaw. Meanwhile, Engineering is completely overwhelmed, dealing with the effects the environment has on the station, not to mention the rats that are getting into the wiring.


“We’re so far away from any supply depot, Fabrications is constantly fixing things that medlab needs, or producing the special glass used in the containment areas for your experiments.” Rawlings rolled his eyes, and Hoenikker thought he detected a note of resentment in his voice. “I could tell you about the other staff sections, but we don’t have that sort of time. Your fellow brainiacs will have to brief you up.”


He gestured at the hand cradle. “Now for this. It won’t hurt at all. I promise. Each needle is coated with a local anesthetic. You just have to press firmly.”


Hoenikker held out his hand, but hesitated.


Rawlings reached out, gently but firmly grasped Hoenikker’s hand, and placed it in the cradle. The reception tech’s prosthesis was cold against his skin.


Hoenikker sucked in air, ready to shout out.


The tech was right. No pain.


Rawlings maintained his grip as he made a few selections on the display with his left hand.


“And don’t get me started on the commander,” the reception tech said, and this time his ire was obvious. “He’s completely useless, spending more time trying to get the hell out of here than trying to do his job.” He glanced over, and nodded as if Hoenikker had said something. “I know. I know. The deputy should step up, but he’s oblivious—too in love with the flora and fauna outside to pay attention to what’s going on.” He sighed. “It’s our own fault, really. We’re all professionals—if we weren’t, the place would really fall apart. The fact is, each section operates on its own, without supervision. It’s not like this is brain science, you know? But no one’s paying attention to the big picture.”


He released the hand, and Hoenikker hoped it meant he could go. So much gossip…


“Alright. You checked out, and you’re checked in.” He handed Hoenikker an ID badge on a fob. “Wear this at all times, and Security will leave you alone. Same goes for the synths, but I doubt you’ll even see them.”


“Synths?” Hoenikker asked, realizing upon hearing his voice that he hadn’t spoken in a long while.


“Sure. You know, ‘state-of-the-art,’” Rawlings said, delivering air quotes. “Special Security Chief Wincotts maintains them, but we’ve never seen them in use. No need, I guess. Probably stacked in a closet somewhere, covered in glass with a big sign that says, Break In Case of Emergency.” He laughed.


“It all sounds a bit intense,” Hoenikker said.


“Oh, no—not really,” Rawlings said, standing and urging Hoenikker to do so as well. “I’ve been in units where the tension is so thick you’re worried someone’s going to pop off a pulse rifle. Or we could be crawling in mud, on patrol on a new LV. Hell, I could be on sentry duty! No thank you, sir. I’ll take the politics of Pala Station anytime.” He looked Hoenikker square in the eye. “Just know where you are and who you’re talking to before you say something you can’t take back.” He patted Hoenikker on the shoulder. “But hell, that’s the same everywhere, no?”


Hoenikker nodded as he felt himself being guided gently out of the room.


“Now, let’s get you situated.”


They passed several more doors and went down enough corridors that Hoenikker lost track. Then they came to a door with his name on it.


“Only you and Security will have access. Just place your palm on the access panel.” Hoenikker did so and realized the numbness had already passed. The door slid open, revealing a room that was large enough for a desk and chair, a bureau, and a narrow bed.


He turned to Rawlings. “Bathroom?”


The tech pointed across the corridor. “Communal. For brainiacs only. Sorry, Doc. If you wanted a private bathroom, you should have applied to be the commander.”


Hoenikker sighed.


“Listen,” Rawlings said. “Unpack. Get situated. I’ll be back to get you in an hour.”


Then he was gone, leaving Hoenikker alone. All he could hear was the pumping and hissing of forced air.


The silence was blissful.
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When Rawlings returned, Hoenikker was sitting on his bed, hands in his lap. He had folded and refolded his sparse collection of same-color shirts, pants, and lab coats and placed them in their appointed places in the bureau. Pulling out his personal display he had placed it in the middle of the desk, hooking up to the station’s comms so he could have access to news, vids, and mail. He’d stripped the bed to check the state of cleanliness, then had remade it.


Now he was ready to get to work.


During the short walk from his quarters to the area that housed the labs, he heard three arguments, saw four rats, and witnessed a man yelling something that sounded like, “I’ve had it up to here with this shit!” So, when he arrived in the quiet contemplative reception room that led to the labs, detecting the familiar antiseptic smell, he grinned inside. It felt more like he’d escaped from the streets into a house of worship.


For Hoenikker, a lab was a house of worship—a place to worship facts, critical hypotheses, and discovery.


A narrow man approached, wearing all black with a severe Mandarin collar. Somewhere between sixty and seventy, he had a white goatee and white hair that ran into a ponytail. He held both hands behind his back, and his chin was slightly raised.


“Dr. Timothy Hoenikker, I presume.”


Hoenikker stood straight and nodded. He didn’t like shaking hands, and assumed by the man’s posture that the sentiment was mutual. The man in black nodded to Rawlings, who returned the nod and walked away, leaving the two men staring at each other. Despite the awkwardness, however, if anywhere was home, this was it. Whether it was in the center of a city or on the edge of the known universe, all labs were alike.


“I am Mansfield,” the newcomer said. “We expected you a week ago.”


“B-but…” Flustered, Hoenikker couldn’t help but stutter. “But I, I have no control over transportation. Weyland—”


A hand suddenly appeared and cut him off by chopping the air. “You will find, Doctor, that we don’t care for excuses around here. We care about results. Now,” he said pausing for dramatic effect, “are you checked in and ready to assume your duties?”


Hoenikker gritted his teeth and nodded. Then he softened. Perhaps the man had trouble dealing with new people. Hoenikker could easily understand this. He had the same problem. So instead of responding with anger, he tried another tactic.


“Thank you, Dr. Mansfield,” he replied. “When you recruited me, offering an opportunity to work with verified alien artifacts, I dropped everything and came as fast as I could. I’m eager to begin…” He cleared his throat. “…and I apologize for being a week late.”


There. That should ameliorate his new boss.


“You are incorrect, and on two accounts, Doctor Hoenikker. To begin, I am not a doctor, although I am the person to whom you will report. And you will not be working on alien artifacts. We have other tasks in mind for you.”


Hoenikker tensed, but tried not to show it. He didn’t want to argue with his boss on the first day, but working with alien artifacts was the primary—the only—reason he had taken the job.


“There must be a mistake,” he replied. “The reason I left my previous position was the promise of working on genuine alien artifacts, to compare them with my archaeological modeling.” Despite the attempt to maintain his composure, his words became louder. “If you knew that I wasn’t—”


Another hand chop.


“Lower your voice, Dr. Hoenikker,” Mansfield said. “I am well aware of the promises that were made. They will be kept. Alien artifacts are closer than you think. However, our mandate is threefold.” He began ticking them off on his fingers. “One, create technology with which to defend against the Xenomorphs. Two, to create related tech which the military can use to actively combat any opponents, including the Xenos. And three, discover the nature of the pathogen to determine if it can be used in a positive manner—for example, to cure disease in humans. As it now stands, we’ve scored some notable successes creating acid-resistant armor. We’re also optimistic about the prospects of Leon-895.”


Hoenikker had heard rumors about strange things happening at LV-895, but no hint of a biological substance that was the focus of their efforts. Before Mansfield could elaborate, however, a thirty-something woman approached. She had brown hair tied into a bun, and a pleasant face. Mansfield gestured in her direction, but she didn’t say a word.


“This is Dr. Erin Kash. She will be your team lead, and will bring you up to speed.” Mansfield stepped back. “Is this all clear, Dr. Hoenikker?” He spoke in a way that didn’t invite an answer.


Hoenikker understood indeed. Bait and switch. He should have known. And this Mansfield was a real piece of work. He pictured Stokes in his mind, and asked himself what his friend would do.


“Move on,” Stokes would say. “Do your best. Be famous.”


Hoenikker nodded once.


Mansfield turned and walked away. When he was out of earshot, Dr. Kash finally spoke.


“Did he ask you why you were late?”


Hoenikker nodded.


She grinned and glanced behind her. “He does that to everyone. It’s his way of establishing the upper hand. Ignore it. He’s simply a bureaucrat Weyland-Yutani put in place to ensure that we create something they can sell. In this case, armor to protect Colonial Marines against the exigent threat of the new Xenomorphs.”


“Xenomorphs?” he said. “Are those the creatures the rumors speak of?”


“You’ve never seen one?” She clapped her hands. “Doctor, you’re in for something special. We don’t have any at the moment, but are due for a new shipment. That said, we do have some interesting experiments currently under way. Come. Allow me to introduce you to the rest of the team.” She led him through a door.


The lab was larger than Hoenikker had anticipated, given what he’d seen of the tight confines of Pala Station. After the reception room came a central area boasting distinctly top-of-the-line lab equipment—though none that he hadn’t seen before. Besides digital testing devices, there were the usual old-school beakers, flasks, and test tubes. Old friends.


Two men worked at the central station, injecting something into a tabletop containment device. One had to be pushing three hundred pounds, while the other couldn’t be half as much.


“We call this central area Grand Central,” Kash explained. “Étienne, Mel, allow me to introduce my new lab partner.”


The pair turned and regarded Hoenikker with good-natured expressions. Reaching out with his hand, Hoenikker introduced himself, as did they.


Biologist Étienne Lacroix was the thinner of the two, and spoke with a French accent. About fifty, his skin was olive and he exuded the confidence of three men.


Chemical engineer Melbourne Matthews was the larger man. Even when Étienne was speaking, Hoenikker noted that Mel muttered to himself and had trouble making eye contact. He was younger than his associate, balding, and white.


“What we’re doing here, Dr. Hoenikker,” Étienne said, “is trying to determine the nature of the pathogen—that’s what we call the black goo—and its effects on various Old Earth diseases. Fun stuff like Ebola and smallpox and shingles.”


“Please, call me Tim,” Hoenikker said. “Or if you must, just Hoenikker.”


“I do like Hoenikker,” Étienne said, making a fist. “It’s quite a robust name. You must be quite proud of it.”


Mel muttered something that sounded agreement.


“Aren’t you afraid you might create a super bug?” Having spent his entire career doing computer modeling, Hoenikker thought it was an obvious question to be asked. To his astonishment, Étienne clapped.


“We can only hope, mon ami.”


Hoenikker pointed to the box. “But I mean, what if—”


Étienne shook his head quickly. “That would never happen. One press of this button—” he gestured, “—and the experiment goes poof.”


There was a cough, and all three men turned.


“Thank you, Étienne,” Kash said. “Thanks, Mel.”


“Mon plaisir, Erin.” He turned back. “Welcome to the team, Hoenikker.” Then he clapped Matthews on the back, and they returned to their experiment, Étienne peering through a lens while Mel input notes on a display.


Beyond Grand Central, through an open doorway, there was a single corridor with what appeared to be two containment areas on each side. Each was roughly ten-by-ten-by-ten and had a floor-to-ceiling glass front. A portion of each front could be opened, to allow personnel to enter and leave, and some of the rooms had doors between them. A workstation stood at each containment area, with a keyboard and various knobs and buttons.


“We call this Broadway,” she said. Then, seeing the look in his eyes, added, “We had a scientist working here early on, a guy named Deneen who had minored in Old Earth History. New York City was a favorite of his. As far as I could tell, these are the names of landmarks there.” Continuing on, she gestured. To the left, nearest them, stood a tall, muscular dark-skinned man who wore his hair in an Afro.


“Here we have Dr. Mark Cruz, testing environmental effects on a pathogen-infected rat.” Inside what was labeled as Containment Room One was a creature that Hoenikker guessed had once been a rat, probably from the station itself. While he had always found rats to be arguably cute, the goo’s effects on this one were unmistakably arachnid, creating a furry beast with gnashing teeth and six two-foot-long spidery legs.


“Dr. Cruz, allow me to introduce Dr. Timothy Hoenikker. Cruz is one of our xenobiologists, and the staffer who’s been here the longest.” Cruz didn’t turn. He seemed to be focused on making entries into the workstation.


“I heard what Étienne said. ‘Robust.’ Gotta love the French.” He shook his head, then his voice went serious. “If you’re going to get along around here, Hoenikker, you need to find something you enjoy doing. I’m not talking about playing cards or whacking off, but something that contributes—that’s beneficial to society.”


Hoenikker didn’t know how to reply. Before he could, Cruz continued.


“Fire and ice. Watch this,” he said, in a way that Hoenikker could tell the man was grinning. He tapped a couple of the controls, and water cascaded onto the creature, causing it to twitch. Then he turned a knob, and the water quickly iced over. The gnashing teeth slowed until they didn’t gnash at all. Frozen.


“Cruz—” Kash said.


“Easy, Kash,” he replied, cutting her off. “It’s still alive. This is the sixth time I’ve done it. The pathogen allows the creature to survive temperatures ninety below zero, maybe more, without cellular deterioration. I’ll warm it up in a few moments, and we’ll re-examine.” With that, he focused on his notes again. Kash guided Hoenikker further along, to a man standing in front of Containment Room Four.


“You might have noticed that Cruz enjoys his work a little too much,” she whispered, her mouth conspiratorially close to his ear.


“I heard that,” Cruz shouted.


“I figured you would,” she shouted back. “Still, it’s true.”


“Remember, Hoenikker,” Cruz said. “Get your pleasure where you can.”


The new man was the youngest one yet, probably early thirties. He was bald and fit like an athlete, with high cheekbones and bright blue eyes. He turned and grinned when they approached.


“I see you’ve met the welcome wagon,” he said.


“Mansfield?” Hoenikker said. He thought a real piece of work, but bit it back because he didn’t yet know the politics. The man laughed.


“I meant our resident psychopath, Cruz.”


“I’m actually more of a sociopath,” Cruz shouted, still without looking up. “It’s not psychopathic if the creatures you enjoy torturing want to kill you.”


“There’s got to be a better word for it,” the young man replied loudly. Then he shoved out a hand. “Mark Prior. I’m the other xenobiologist.”


Hoenikker stared, and almost didn’t respond, but at the last moment shoved his own hand out. He was immediately disappointed in himself when he wet-fished it, rather than returning the strong, confident grip that Prior had presented. When they released, he glanced into the containment room and saw that it was empty.


Prior pointed. “Do you see it? Can you find it?”


“What? Where?” Hoenikker asked.


“Leon-895. It’s in there, I promise. See if you can find it.”


Hoenikker had been curious since Mansfield’s previous cursory mention. Squinting as he examined the ten-by-ten-by-ten-foot room, he saw nothing but the gray interior. Then something shifted, almost imperceptibly. A slightly lighter shade of gray. He blinked and adjusted his position, but in doing so he lost it. Shaking his head, he grinned self-depreciatingly.


“You saw it,” Prior said.


“Only for a moment, and I didn’t really see it. I saw the outline of something.”


“Here. Let me see if this helps. The one problem with Leon-895 is the inability to change color at low temperatures.”


He turned the same knob on his workstation as Cruz had used when lowering the temperature in his containment room. The creature’s outline began to form, then the rest of it as it returned to its natural color. It was hairless, and the size of a housecat, but that’s where all resemblance stopped. It also had six legs and a mouthful of razor-sharp teeth.


“Hoenikker, meet Leon-895. It has the same ability to change color as many of its Earth-origin cousins. This xeno-chameleon has a superficial layer of skin which contains pigments, and under that layer are cells containing guanine crystals. Color change is achieved by altering the space between the guanine crystals, which changes the wavelength of light reflected off the crystals, thus affecting the color of the skin.”


“So, this is one of the Xenos,” Hoenikker said.


“Yes and no.” Prior turned to him. “There’s Xenomorph with a capital X, and xeno with a lowercase x. Big-X Xenos are the gnarly beasts that bleed acid. We don’t have any of them right now, but we expect a delivery soon. Small-x xenos are any creature not of Earth origin. Leon-895 is a small-x xeno.” Recognizing the questions on Hoenikker’s face, he added, “You’ll see the difference when we get our first face-huggers down here.”


“Prior is doing important work,” Kash said. “He wants to see whether the ability to change color increases or decreases with the application of the pathogen. If we could harness the color-changing effect and marry it with the acid resistant armor we’ve already produced, we might have soldiers who are invisible to the human eyes.”


“Where did you get the pathogen?” Hoenikker asked.


“No one knows for sure.” Prior grinned tightly. “It came down from corporate.”


“Rumor has it that it came from a ghost ship,” Cruz shouted. “Found floating in space and of unknown origin.”


“Or it could have come down from corporate,” Prior said, rolling his eyes.


“Or both,” Cruz persisted.


Placing a hand on Hoenikker’s arm, Kash showed him down a side corridor, then another bordered with multiple containment rooms. Other creatures of unknown origin resided in different rooms, scratching at the impenetrable glass, trying to get out. Seeing the monstrosities, he began to realize that he was as trapped as the creatures. He was in a closed environment where there were a lot of things that could kill them. Things that came from outside Pala Station.


He wondered how far he’d have to go in order to finally get hold of the alien artifacts he had been promised.


He wondered if he’d live to see them.
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Night. Everyone who should have been was in bed, except Cruz. He couldn’t sleep. He’d been having more and more flashbacks recently, and rather than lie there staring at the ceiling, he decided to work a little.


No one could ever accuse him of not working. He’d grown up in a ghetto of storage containers on a Weyland-Yutani distribution planet that doubled as an intergalactic trash dump. Most of the residents of LV-223 were destined to search the dump for rare metals or, if they were lucky enough, get a job hauling product into awaiting containers bound for out-system LVs.


Cruz wanted none of that. At the time he’d been proud. Too proud. He’d laughed at his father and mother as they struggled to feed him. He’d told them they were lazy and should have found a way to get off planet, so he’d have a better future. When he became old enough, he managed to stow away, only to be discovered and jailed at his destination. He’d been given a choice then to either remain in prison or join the Colonial Marines.


Not really a choice.


At marine training he’d discovered what it was like to finally work hard, sweating and bleeding in equal amounts. He’d relished turning his body into a killing machine and learning how to use a weapon—a pulse rifle. He’d enjoyed his first and second deployments, each one bringing down an insurrection from a planet just like his own, and people just like his own. He’d seen from the other side the squalor in which they were forced to live, realizing for the first time that they couldn’t leave. They had no means of changing their destinies.


They’d been given their lot and had to make the best they could.


He tried to reach out and speak with his family, to apologize to his father and mother, but all efforts at contact failed.


Then, on his third deployment, he encountered xenos.


He shook the memory away and donned his lab coat. As he entered the lab, the lights came on automatically, attuned to movement. He went immediately to Containment Room One. Cruz wanted to increase the amount of black goo he’d been injecting into his current specimen—what he’d come to call Rat-X. It scowled at him, the front two of its six legs held in the air. He needed to immobilize it, so he turned the temp all the way down.


The others thought he was crazy. Probably even the new guy, Hoenikker. Perhaps Cruz was a little crazy. Anyone who’d seen combat was changed by it, something his fellow doctors had no way of understanding. They’d grown up entitled.


Through a hardscrabble life and being the agent of his own actions, Cruz managed to parlay military service into a collegiate opportunity and finished with a graduate degree in xenobiology.


Crazy? No, what he was doing with Rat-X was as important as anyone else’s experimentation, including Prior’s specimen-of-the-moment Leon-895. Pala team still had a lot of questions, including how to freeze Xenos so their blood was no longer acidic. Would the nature of the acid change with thawing? Could they create a freeze weapon that would make Xenos easier to kill with conventional weapons, while preventing the blood from dripping through a ship’s hull? They were fresh out of big-X Xenos, but they had the rats and they had the goo and they had the time.


Once Rat-X was frozen, he turned off the temperature controls. Before it thawed and awoke, he’d have more than enough time to do what he had planned. Grabbing a biopsy needle from a nearby drawer, and a clamp, he toggled open the containment room door. There was a click, then he stepped inside. A residue of cold made him shiver for a moment. He attached the clamp to a spot along the back wall, then lifted the frozen creature and put it into the clamp, which actuated. Four padded arms enveloped the creature, holding it fast.


Cruz held onto one of the long chitinous legs and shoved the biopsy needle into the abdomen. What he sought was more of a core sample than a blood sample. If he’d wanted the latter, he would have put the Rat-X to sleep using gas. But this was easier and, frankly, made him feel better.


* * *


Suddenly, he’s back in the wretched darkness—a darkness to which he’s returned, over and over. A darkness that won’t leave him. One that lives inside of him and somehow forever avoids the light.


Pulse rifles light up the night, turning the events into an old-time movie. Reality flickering from light to dark to light again over and over as the pulses from the rifles strive to save them. They’d been assigned settlement protection on LV-832. Carnivorous moose-sized creatures with tentacles charge their position. Their hooves the sound of thunder. Their howls like musical horns. Pulses from the rifles illuminate the creatures in nightmarish flashes. The forward observer dies first.


* * *


Back in the lab, he snaps off a chitinous leg.


* * *


The lieutenant tries to be a hero. No one wants a fucking hero. They fire and fire until their rifles choke. Still the creatures come. Trampling.


* * *


Snap!


* * *


Snyder hurls into the air, propelled by the tentacles wrapped around his torso.


* * *


Snap!


* * *


Schnexnader screams as his right arm is bitten off. Blood spurts on all of them as he spins madly.


* * *


Snap!


* * *


Correia is grabbed and slammed repeatedly against a tree until blood and organs explode from his body.


Cruz screams, then cries.


* * *


Back in the lab, he realized he was holding a leg in each hand, ripped from the creature’s body. He was making a low sound like a continuous groan, felt incredibly drowsy, and wanted to lie down.


The rat began to move, then cried out in pain, the sound of a cat caught in a vice. Rat-X writhed and squirmed. Twisting, it freed itself from the clamp and, with its remaining three legs, latched itself onto the front of Cruz’s lab coat.


Cruz madly knocked it off.


It careened to the floor, righted itself, then scrabbled toward him.


Cruz backed away, but the Rat-X grabbed his pants leg. In a spastic one-legged dance as he tried to shake the creature free, Crux made it back toward the containment room door. Rat-X lost its grip and flew against a wall. Then Cruz spied the biopsy needle. He’d dropped it during his blackout. Realizing he still held two of the creature’s legs in each hand, he threw first one, then the other at the creature, which backed away.


Diving for the needle, Cruz managed to grab it, but Rat-X surged between his legs toward the open door. From his knees Cruz reached out and grabbed the monstrosity from behind. The creature gnashed its teeth at him, but Cruz managed to narrowly avoid being bitten. He jerked the creature over his head, slamming it into the back wall. The motions threw Cruz to his knees, and he crawled frantically through the door. Twisting onto his back, he kicked the door closed just as Rat-X faceplanted on the glass.


The creature stared daggers at him as it slid to the floor.


Cruz climbed wearily to his feet, and placed the biopsy needle in a drawer. He’d take care of it later. Pulling aside a button cover, he revealed a big red ABORT button. He pressed it, and the containment room filled with flames from top to bottom. Rat-X squealed for a second, then folded in on itself as it first turned to cinders, then ash. When the flames died, Cruz searched the room for any other debris that might represent the legs.


He thought he’d got them all.


Wearily, he headed back toward his sleeping quarters. The night had almost been a disaster.
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An hour before first shift, everyone else was asleep—but not Logistics Specialist Fairbanks.


Ever since he’d returned to Pala he’d been a nervous wreck. His blood pressure had to have been through the roof. His head ached from the constant pounding, and he couldn’t get his hands to stop shaking. He’d thought that maybe he would have been searched when he returned from emergency leave, but Security hadn’t so much as glanced at him. That had been an immense relief, but still he couldn’t help but wonder if he wasn’t being watched.


Although he knew from his work as a logistics tech that there were only a few instances of internal surveillance, his paranoia made him wonder if perhaps Security had planted some devices without him knowing. Just the thought of it made him want to hyperventilate, so before he was able to do what he’d planned on doing, he had to sit and try to control his breathing.


Finally, he was able to stand, his legs still a little shaky. He believed he’d feel better once the deed was done, yet couldn’t help but feel as if he was doing something terribly wrong. Just the thought of it made him sit again. He wasn’t really an infiltrator, was he? He wasn’t a bad guy. He was a victim—a victim of corporate greed. He was a bullet fired from one corporation to the other.


In this case, Hyperdyne firing at Weyland-Yutani.


What they wanted him to do wasn’t so bad, he supposed. After all, it wasn’t like he was going to hurt anyone. It wasn’t as if someone might die because of what he was being made to do.


Yes. He was the victim. He’d been given a part to play in the Corporate Wars and he’d play it then move on with his life. It wasn’t as if he had a choice, either. He’d threatened to go to Security, to tell them what had happened while he was away. His blackmailer’s response was to remind him how long an arm Hyperdyne had, and how they knew where his family resided—especially his mother. Had it been a threat? Most definitely. So, they had him. There was nothing he was capable of doing except follow through.


Fairbanks stood, reassured about what he was going to do. He nodded to himself, straightened his spine, and strode toward his dresser. Opening the top drawer, he reached toward the back. Beneath his underwear and socks was a thick package. He pulled it free, peeked inside, then closed it.


Still alive.


Good.


Grabbing a pack off the side of his desk, he shoved the thing inside. He slung it over his shoulder, opened his door, and glanced up and down the corridor. Clear. Stepping outside, he closed his door and headed quickly to his left. Three turns later he was in the right corridor. He hurried to the end and stopped alongside an access panel about three feet tall. Checking left, then right, he pulled out a tool and opened the panel, letting it come to rest on its lower hinges.


Inside were several wires and an opening in the ductwork. He slouched out of the pack and rested it on the open panel, pulling free the package and opening it. Inside were three dozen specially designed baby rats provided courtesy of Hyperdyne Corp. He shepherded them into the ductwork, watching as they scampered madly away, probably elated to be free of the dark confines of the package.


Once the last had gone, he put the empty package back in his pack and pulled out a vid display unit. He attached it to some wires, then hammered out a message—code he’d memorized that Hyperdyne would pick up. They’d ensured him that they’d already hacked station comms.


His task complete, he wedged the vid display behind a cluster of wires, used the tool to close the access panel, and placed the tool back in his pack. He was about to leave when a security specialist turned the corner. She stopped and stared in his direction.


“Identify yourself.” She had a hard face and short-cropped blonde hair. Her muscles were twice the size of his. Even if he thought he might try and escape, there was no way he’d be able to get away from her. “I asked your name.”


He stood at attention, his back against the wall.


“Logistics Specialist Fairbanks.”


“What are you doing here?” she asked, eyeing the access panel, then his pack.


Enabling Hyperdyne Corporation to spy on you. He blinked. His mouth was a desert. His head pounded and he wanted to pee. “I thought I heard something in there.” He glanced toward the access panel. “Maybe rats?”


She shook her head. “We have rats everywhere. I mean, what are you doing in this corridor? You have no reason to be here. This leads to the underground.”


“I—I was trying to get some exercise, prior to shift. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was.”


“And the pack?” she asked, pointing to it.


“Uh, have some trash in there. Going to dispose of it after exercise.”


She held out a hand. “Let me see.”


Just his luck to get the most thorough damned security specialist in all of Pala Station. He shrugged out of the pack. She opened it and pulled out the package, checked inside and saw it was empty. Shoving it back in the pack, she pulled out the tool.


“And this?”


“I’m a log specialist.” He shrugged and tried to laugh, but it came out as more of a bark. “I use it every day.”


She tapped it against her hand a few times then, frowning, placed it back in the bag. She handed it back to him. He accepted it with two hands and held it.


“You were the one went on emergency leave, right?”


“Uh, yeah.” He felt his eyebrows raise. “I had to get to a place with better comms.”


“So you could call home?”


He nodded.


Her face softened. “That’s the main problem with being out so far. That, and the knowing that you’ll probably never see your family again.” She stared down the corridor and millions of miles farther. Then she turned back to him. “How was it you were allowed to go? What was it, seven weeks’ travel?”


He thought of Rawlings, and how the reception tech had hooked him up. Just a few fake signatures and a compelling narrative.


“Lucky, I guess.”


She frowned, “I don’t believe in luck.” She stepped close and poked him in the chest. “Now, get out of my section and go exercise somewhere else.”


Just then the sound of something rustling came from inside the access panel.


She shook her head. “Fucking rats everywhere.”


He nodded, then backed down the corridor. When he reached the intersection, he hurried down the new direction, eventually finding his way back to his room. Stepping inside, he closed the door and fell against it, breathing heavily. He hurled his bag onto his bed, then bent over double. He’d never make a good criminal.


Hell, he barely made a decent infiltrator.
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Reception Tech Rawlings entered his office, sporting a grin and a cup of coffee. He took a sip as he sat behind his monitor.


Any day at the ass end of the universe is better than being in the suck. That was his motto for pretty much every occasion. Glancing at his prosthesis, he chuckled. Some do it for the medals. Some do it for the money. “Come. Join the Colonial Marines. See the universe.” Shoot things and break things and we’ll pay you for it. While his left hand ached with arthritis, his prosthetic right one felt nothing at all. The bright side of a dark day.


He took another sip, then dialed up the dailies.


Staff sections had reported a hundred percent. As it should be. If someone went missing, it meant something bad had happened. Pala Station was a closed station. No one was allowed to go anywhere without the station commander’s approval—except of course the deputy commander, who seemed to spend more time off station, hunting and exploring, than he did on duty. Even built a lodge out there. Not many people knew about it.


Nicoli was already at her desk. She was in charge of personnel management and would soon be forwarding the daily accountability to the commander. She also had some disciplinary notes to attach to several personnel folders. It seemed as if the good folks over in Engineering had made their own hooch. Such a thing normally wouldn’t have been a problem, but when one of them coded the station lights to flash on and off to the beat of an old rock song, they went a bit too far.


Brown was also at her desk. Her function was readiness management. It was getting to the end of a cycle, and she had to ensure that team leads entered their employee progress reports into the Weyland-Yutani database. Corporate was always about the lure of promotion. Do well, rat on your peers, use their backs for your own stepping-stone, and we will promote you.


Rawlings, meanwhile, had to prepare for the incoming specimens about to be delivered to the scientists and their personnel. The San Lorenzo had towed Katanga refinery into orbit, and soon they’d have some visitors. It was Rawlings’ job to ensure that all inbound had the correct security clearances and personnel files. This caused him to have interaction with Security, which he didn’t mind at all. Several of them were former Colonial Marines, trading in their knowledge of infantry operations for security operations.


Rawlings spent an hour at the terminal preparing digital paperwork, then once he was finished, he stood.


“You leaving us again?” Brown asked.


“Going to Security, and then to Fabrications.”


“You do know you can just call them, right?” Nicoli asked.


Rawlings grinned merrily. “I prefer the personal touch. No offense to you two ladies, but I do like to see other faces in the flesh, now and again.”
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