
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SHADOW WITHIN

THE RHASLOK CHRONICLES BOOK 1

AMBER FORBES


All characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

SHADOW WITHIN

Copyright © 2022 by Amber Forbes

First Edition: June 2016

ISBN 978-1-386-97282-2 (ebook)

ISBN 978-0-6454201-0-4 (paperback)

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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SHE WAS A SHADOW DANCING through the grass. The lightning storm chased and crackled behind her, with flashes bright and clear. Dusk was her favourite time; with the spitting lightning, and the hills and trees hidden and revealed, as if playing a giant game of hide-and-seek with her. The light glinted on her hair, revealing its deep violet tones, and little flashes of static played on her shirt and pants. It made her laugh, welling up from deep inside and spilling out, tumbling riotously through her young body. The sheer freedom of the wild, electrifying display of nature made her want to run forever, swooping in and out of the tall grasses.

Her short legs pumped harder as she tried to catch the fading sparks from the storm. The clouds moved away, gradually revealing the large gas giant around which Alkath orbited. She flopped onto her back, staring up at the clouds as they scuttled away and the weak rays of the sun tried to break the growing gloom. As the storm disappeared over the far mountains, the colossal bulk of the giant planet loomed across the sky. Red and orange gas storms raged in its atmosphere, larger than the entire moon her people had colonised.

“Kara...” A voice yelled in the distance.

With a start, she sat up. Uh-oh, that was her big brother’s voice, and he didn’t sound happy.

“Kara! You’ll make us late again.” Arlen stood on the hill leading back to their home, impatiently staring down at her. His hair was overdue a cut, again, and the wind played with the violet tips, pushing it into his eyes.

She searched around for her bag, patting the ground and pushing aside the smooth blades of grass. Maybe if she gave him some berries he wouldn’t blab to their mother that she’d been out playing in the storm.

Again.

Finding her bag, she jumped up and ran towards him. “I found some berries, Arlen. Want one?” she said, giving him a quick grin and slipping her hand into his.

He glared at her for a moment before sighing and shaking his head at her. “It’s hard to stay mad at you, Squirt. Come on, let’s get home for supper. Save the berries for later.” He gave her hand a quick squeeze.

Kara sighed. She wished she could stay outside all night in the quiet. She didn’t want to bury her head under her pillow again tonight.

They walked along the dirt track leading back to their home. The hulk of the main construction warehouse rose above the small shacks and family abodes that fanned out around it like the spiral arms of a galaxy. Adults called out to each other, their voices faint over the engines, as they carefully stored the heavy machinery for the night. Everyone on a colony learnt early, and fast, to treat those machines with more care than a newborn baby; they were the difference between failure and success, and life and death, so far out from the rest of civilisation. Maybe that’s why her parents spent more time with the machines than at home; like babies, they needed lots of attention.

Several young Ghelpen watched the nightly ritual through their compound eyes, the many facets faintly glinting in the dusk light. All the while, they tossed a ball amongst themselves, their yellow scales flashing. Arlen waved to them and they waved their antennae in return. Still, the ball flew fast and rapid, never once being dropped. Kara often wished for their dexterity. If she had four arms, she’d be able to catch the lightning.

Looking past the Ghelpens playing, Kara stared up at the terraforming spire. She craned her head back, tracking her eyes along the length and breadth of the bulky grey spire that reached towards the clouds. Several lights flashed periodically all the way at the top. The spire caused much of the lightning as it terraformed the atmosphere, adapting it to support life: it was the heart, the very centre, of their colony. It changed the surrounding air, turning this moon into a habitable home for both Ghelpens and Humans alike. The spire had stood above them for all her life and Arlen’s too. Pride swelled in her little chest. Her father and mother had helped build this spire; they’d transformed this moon. One day she would help this colony too.

Arlen guided her, his grip firm on her hand and they continued on, circling past the domed aquaponics hothouse. This instantly distracted Kara, her whole body drawn towards the clear walls that trapped the heat from the last rays of the setting sun. Inside, the plants would be basking in a balmy warmth she wanted to be in too. She tugged on Arlen’s hand. “I want to see the fish. Let’s go play with them,” she said, staring up at him with big, pleading eyes, as she dragged her feet.

“You know you’re not supposed to go in there anymore, not after you fell in the water tanks.” He kept pulling her along.

“But you’re with me, so I can. They said so.” She stuck her bottom lip out, dragging her heels even more. She wanted to have a few more minutes outside to play with her brother.

He shook his head. “Night’s coming. Mum and Dad have had a long day. Can you please come home?”

She blinked rapidly, staring down at the ground, but nodded.

“Hey, hey, don’t cry.” He shifted nervously and glanced at the Ghelpen children. “We’ll come back tomorrow. I promise. Just don’t cry, please.”

She thought about it, tipping her head to one side. Tomorrow would have better light to see the fish swimming in the tanks under the plant beds. Their scales glittered with prettier colours in the sun. Arlen was a good brother, so she nodded. And maybe it would be fine at home. She skipped onwards, with Arlen now trailing behind her. But she stopped before opening their front door and pressed her ear to it. Her parents’ voices were muffled by the door, but they weren’t shouting. Not yet, at least.

Kara slipped inside on Arlen’s heels and hid in his shadow. She peeked around him. Her father sat hunched over at the table holding his flexible data device, his weathered hand contrasting with the pale matt grey backing of the unit. The display glowed crisp and bright, casting her father’s face in harsh relief. A slight wrinkle pulled his brows together, and he chewed on his lip while he tapped his finger against the screen.

“I still can’t figure out what’s causing the problem with the long-range communication system,” her father said. “And with our luck, we won’t even have the spare part. Even if I knew what we needed.” He tiredly rubbed his eyes.

“We can cope with that, however annoying. At least it’s not life-threatening,” her mother said.

“Yeah, but what if something happens? What then Giselle? Waving our arms in the air sure won’t get anyone’s attention,” he snapped, leaning back in his chair.

“Can’t you put work aside for one night?” Her mother crossed her arms, the fingers on one hand tapping. “It’s not going anywhere. Put your flexi away and spend the evening with our children.”

“I’m the foreman, so this is my responsibility. Are you saying I should forget about everyone else?” He glared at her.

“No—look, would you ask them about their day for once? We came out here so we could have a fresh life, and raise a family. Yet you’ve become more absorbed in work than ever before!”

“This problem needs to be fixed.” Cal pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s not going away on its own. What if there’s another accident, and we don’t have enough meds to repair any tissue or organ damage?”

Her mother opened her mouth but finally noticed Arlen and Kara standing in the doorway. Her arms fell to her sides. “Please Cal, just for tonight?” she said, pasting a hasty smile to her lips.

Kara went to the kitchen area and shuffled her bag of berries onto the bench top. She didn’t like it when her parents didn’t smile for real. They didn’t think she could tell the difference, but they were wrong. Her mother’s grey eyes, so like her own, were flat and tired and she smiled less and less every day.

“Won’t the Imperial Fleet fly in here soon, Daddy? They can fix it!” Kara said. Maybe they could fix her mother’s smile too.

Her mother kissed her on the cheek, but gently shook her head. “Much as we’d like them too, but they’ll not be out this far in the Jade Zone.”

“But why? Aren’t we Imperials too?” Kara asked as she looked up at her mother, her brow crinkling. She wrapped her arms around her mother’s leg and clung on.

“Squirt, your mother’s right. We’re too new of a colony to warrant it. The terraforming isn’t even finished. In a few years we’ll get visitors, maybe,” he said.

“It’s the risk we all took in starting a new world and a new life away from the Onyx Zone and civilised space,” her mother said. Her mouth tightened, but slowly her genuine smile came back. “Now, Kara, go wash off those grass stains. Arlen, help your father with the place settings. And Kara,” her mother gazed at her sternly, “we’ll talk about your habit of playing in the fields.”

Kara climbed onto the little stool by the sink. She sighed, reaching for the soap to scrub her face and hands. She’d be facing extra chores tomorrow, and she’d bet all of them happened to be inside. Hopefully, the fresh berries would work on her mother, and she’d take them to the aquaponics enclosure. She just wished something would distract her mother.

She hopped off the stool and skipped to the table, scrambling up next to Arlen.

“My tooth’s wobbly, Daddy,” Kara said. She tugged on his sleeve and wiggled her front tooth with her tongue to show him.

“Will you look at that, you’re growing up so fast.” He made an effort to smile and glanced at his wife.

After her mother thanked the Eternities for providing food for them and asked for a blessing on their family, her parents lapsed into silence, tired from the long day. The unrelieved sounds of spoons scraping and clinking against their bowls made Kara restless and fidgety.

Arlen shifted beside her and frowned, opening his mouth several times before bursting out. “Dad, why is getting meds so important?” His knuckles were white from gripping his spoon. “I mean, don’t we have enough tech to just fix anyone injured with new parts? They could even be stronger than before.”

“Arlen!” Giselle gasped. “Don’t say such things.” She made a hasty spiral gesture with her hand, the symbol for the Eternities a common ward against evil used out in the depths of space.

“Why not? What’s so wrong with having a bit of hardware in your body? We use the stuff all day long anyway,” he said, glaring at them.

“Cybernetic modifications are illegal,” Cal snapped. “The Fleet would lock you up for having any.”

“How would they know? It’s not like they’re out here to check,” Arlen snapped back.

“They might not find out,” Giselle said, “but the Eternities would. Modifications of the body are not to be done.” She lightly shuddered.

“The Eternities are just a belief,” Arlen replied. “I don’t see that it’d matter to some all-pervasive force if we stopped someone dying by putting tech in them.”

Giselle briefly closed her eyes, her expression set, her lips slightly pursed. “Where does it stop, though? We can already regrow organs and tissue. We have no need for cybernetics, beyond someone’s need for perfection. And that’s a slippery slope.” She paused and put down her spoon. “Several generations ago, Queen Kanda banned them, because too many people tried playing god. Like you said, people thought they could improve on what was already there. Genetic modifications and cybernetics exploded in popularity, but, big surprise, Humans were becoming too homogenised. We risked extinction, and all for what?”

“Your mother’s right,” Cal said. “Which you’d know if you focused on your studies, instead of playing with the Ghelpens all the time.”

“Kara plays all the time. You don’t get mad at her,” Arlen muttered, hunching his shoulders and staring down at the table.

Kara blinked up at her brother.

“But you aren’t her age, Arlen,” Cal said. “You’re fourteen, and old enough to know better. In a few more years you’ll be working full time in the spire, and you can’t be making mistakes because you wanted to kick the dust around now.”

“That’s not fair!” Arlen half rose.

“Enough, Arlen. This is life on a colony,” Giselle abruptly cut in, bringing the conversation firmly to an end. Her hands shook, and her spoon rattled against her bowl.

Cal reached over and cupped her hand, softly stroking it.

Arlen glared at them and hunched over his dinner. Kara snuck her hand over and patted his leg, trying to cheer him up. He gave her a weak smile, and the table fell back into silence.

They’d almost finished their meal when, abruptly, her father stopped eating. He dropped his spoon back into his bowl, clattering it against the side. A small splatter of sauce hit the table. He rose and stared at the door.

“I thought I heard screams. I have to check on it.” The worry in his voice was clear.

“Honey, it’s most likely the Ghelpen children still playing. Sit down and relax for one night.” She shot Arlen and Kara a quick look, her mouth pulled tight again.

“We all need to take care of each other out here, no one else will.” He pulled his jacket on. “I’m going out there.”

“Wait.” She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I’ll get the med-kit and come with you.”

All of a sudden, their front door burst open, slamming against the wall with a harsh crash. A small chunk of plaster drifted to the floor.

A man in body armour, smeared with mud, strode into their home. He brandished a pistol in one hand, and what looked like a simple metal rod in the other. A mask with tusks painted crudely on each side covered his face. As the frightening stranger looked at Cal, Kara saw the tusk on the left side had a single stylised drop of blood dripping from it.

“Dark Raiders,” Giselle croaked, the whites of her eyes stark in her pale face, the calmness of seconds before wiped away.

Cal lunged at the raider in desperation. As his hands came near the gun, the man calmly raised the pistol and fired. The shots slammed into the side of Cal’s body. He moaned as he doubled over, clutching at his side. The Raider raised the pistol again. Kara squeezed her eyes closed, whimpering, too scared to move. The metal handle of the spoon dug into her palm where she held it too tightly. But the second shot still rang out clear and loud. Closing her eyes couldn’t block out the sound, or the gut-wrenching thud of her father’s body falling to their polished floor.

Involuntarily, her eyes opened again.

Arlen jumped up and grabbed a bowl off the table. He screamed, the sounds laden with terror, as he hurled it at the intruder. But the Raider dodged it with ease. He took two long steps and touched the metal rod to Arlen’s body.

Her brother fell to the ground with a small thud, to lie still beside their father.

Kara slid off her chair and slipped underneath the table. Her hands shook. Her eyes were wide and terrified. She should move. She should run and hide, but fear paralysed her.

“Please, oh Eternities please don’t kill them. Not my babies.” Giselle dropped to her knees as she sobbed and chokingly prayed.

The Dark Raider turned on her, laughing. “Too late for your gods. Should’ve stuck close to your pampered worlds.” His voice was harsh, the words falling as stones. The light flashed against the metal on the rod when he lifted it again. He pressed it into the side of her mother’s head and she convulsed and slowly slumped over. Her body continued to shake from the force of the tremors wracking through her.

From outside their home, came the screams of other settlers, but they were faint as if someone else heard them. The Raider’s boots appeared by the table next to Kara’s head and she knew there would be no escape for her.

As the tremors and pain seized Kara’s body, she stared at her mother. Giselle lay on the ground, her body slowly going still while a trickle of blood pooled under her face.

Finally, the blackness claimed Kara. 
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Chapter 2
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THE COLD METAL FLOOR woke her.

Dark walls climbed up, and arched over her head, like a trap closing in. Dimmed lights ran along the edge of the ceiling and revealed people all around her huddled together on the floor. Several softly keened, sunk inside themselves. So many of them children, some younger than her, many older. And so few adults.

She didn’t know where she was. She sniffled, and bunched her hand into her sleeve, rubbing it across her eyes. Where were her Mummy and Daddy? The sniffles turned into tears as she couldn’t see anyone she knew.

She shuffled around, bumping into a young Ghelpen behind her. The Ghelpen glared at her, and pulled her four arms in tighter, rocking her body.

“Mummy? Daddy?” she cried.

There was no response. Yet she kept calling. She hoped they would hear her. She cried, the sobs pulled from deep inside, as she frantically looked around. “Mummy...Daddy...where are you?” she called again, but her throat hurt from the tears.

“Shut up kid,” a Bithran near her snapped, the large bulk of their dark-brown chitin exoskeleton fainting gleaming in the low lights. “Your parents are dead. Like we’re all going to be soon. Dark Raiders don’t take prisoners.” The Bithran tucked his four back legs under him, resting his large chitin abdomen on them. He rubbed the two front ones together in agitation.

She sobbed and hiccupped once. No, he had to be wrong. He had to be. Her parents could change their moon, so they had to be alive. Her daddy couldn’t be dead. She tried to be brave, but she was alone. The sound of her father hitting the floor popped into her mind, and she whimpered. Please, don’t let him be dead.

Kara crawled into a small alcove between the metal struts against the walls and curled up as small as possible. Her eyes drooped from tiredness.

“Kara?” A warm hand touched her shoulder.

She jerked up her head at her brother’s voice. “Arlen!” She lunged forward and clung tightly to him. His arms wrapped around her, faintly shaking. Fresh tears poured down her face, and he rubbed her back in gentle circles.

When the tears died down she leant back. “Where are we? What happened? Who were the bad people?” She sucked in a breath. “Where’s Mummy and Daddy?” The questions tumbled out unchecked, and the last came out as a wail, her voice raised in fear and loss.

But all Arlen could do was shake his head. “I don’t know, Squirt. I don’t know.” He couldn’t stop himself crying either.

They sat together for a long time, huddled against the insidious cold seeping from the large metal trap all around them. Quiet reigned, each person caught in the web of their own fears.

Kara shifted, and her stomach clenched. “I’m hungry,” she whispered.

Who would eat the berries she’d picked now? She fought back a sob. It was her fault Mummy had gone away. She should never have played in the grasses. Then she wouldn’t have wished for her Mummy to not remember she’d gone out when she shouldn’t have. She should never have played.

“I know, but we don’t have anything.” He shifted them, settling her head on his arm. “Go to sleep, Squirt, it’ll be okay. You’ll see. We’ll find Mum...and Dad, soon. Just rest now, please?” Arlen sighed, pulling his jacket over them both.

***
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The floor shuddered, and the walls hummed. The sound grew louder and louder. Kara sank back into Arlen, clutching at his hand. Was the trap going to close in on them?

Lights flared on, blinding them in their intensity. They scrambled up, Kara still clinging to her brother’s hand. The people around them came out of their stupors, shielding their eyes from the harsh lights.

Kara tried to spot her parents, now the visibility had improved. But she was too short; too many people were standing up.

The room shook, and after several long clunks went still. The metal softly creaked, like a monster settling down to sleep. At the far end of the room two large doors yawned open, the interlocking sections revealed like sharp teeth waiting to close and snap her in half.

“We’re in a spaceship...” Arlen said.

The crowd pushed backwards, pulling away from the open doors. No one wanted to be the first to leave this place; it was familiar. Did death lurk for them past that cavernous mouth?

Raised voices called from outside. And the scary men in body armour strode into the spaceship. They pushed and shoved the first row of children and adults out. Kara held her breath, afraid the doors really would snap shut. But nothing happened. Steadily the crowd shuffled forward, with the Dark Raiders prodding them to move more quickly. She held on tight to Arlen. Her hand ached from the tension. The crowd moved behind them, pushing them inexorably closer to the doorway. She wanted to shrink into a small ball and hide.

If only her parents were here. Wouldn’t they protect her?

But they weren’t. And no one came to save them.

Hands clutched together, Kara and Arlen walked down the ramp and onto the parched, red soil. Wind buffeted her, kicking dust into her eyes and mouth, gritty and coarse. Kara rubbed at her eyes and blinked, refocusing her vision. It settled on a low building in front of them that abutted a cliff, which rose high above the landing area. There were no trees, no grasses. Nothing lived here. The harsh red soil and rocks went unbroken by any sign of green. Stark rock formations loomed around them like huge frozen monsters, waiting to pounce if she took her eyes from them for a minute.

The colonists and Dark Raiders were the only things alive out here.

Desperately, she again looked for her parents, but hope slowly died inside her. No more tears would come, her body too thirsty for any to form.

The Bithran from before jostled them, his movements laboured and jerky, his limbs stiff from the cold. Arlen squeezed her hand and pulled her closer. Ahead of them, more Dark Raiders stood, carrying assault rifles strapped across their chests. Hands rested lightly on the stocks, with fingers itching towards triggers.

They separated the colonists into lines. The Bithran was pushed into a small one as only a few Bithrans were out so far from their home nests. They separated everyone else even further. The Humans and Ghelpens shuffled into the lines. So many of the children staggered, sore and tired. Thirst dragged at everyone.

No one cried; the children too scared, and the adults too worn down. Slowly they were weeded into groups by species and sex.

Kara pressed back into Arlen as they came closer and closer to the Dark Raiders. She stared up at her brother, her heart beating faster and faster. His hand sweated. It became harder to hold on to, but she wouldn’t let go. She couldn’t.

They faced the Dark Raiders. The middle one gave them no more than a brief look before pointing Arlen to the right. Kara was waved to the left.

But she didn’t budge.

She shook her head and wrapped both hands around Arlen’s arm. Her heels dug into the hard-packed sand; she wouldn’t leave her brother.

The middle Dark Raider stepped forward and grabbed her waist, jerking her away from Arlen. She screamed and kicked out at him, her little feet drumming futilely against the hard armour. It didn’t stop her from trying, though. He snarled at her in annoyance, letting her go. She leapt up and scrambled towards Arlen, but the Dark Raider blocked her path.

“Get into line you miserable brat. Now,” he said. Behind him, Arlen begged her with his eyes to behave.

Kara couldn’t leave him, she couldn’t do it. Ignoring the warning, she once more moved towards her brother. He was the only stable thing in her whole world; she’d be lost without him. It was the only thought going through her mind.

Without warning, the Dark Raider raised his hand and smacked her across the face. She cried out in shock and pain as her small body crumpled to the ground. Kara didn’t let that stop her. She struggled back to her feet and stumbled to Arlen’s side. Her cheek throbbed, bright red with pain. The Dark Raider raised his hand to hit her again, and she shrank back, but she didn’t leave her brother’s side.

“Stop.” A man ordered, and the command halted the blow. “Leave the child alone.” The new Dark Raider approached them, and he was different from all the others she’d seen. He didn’t wear armour, only a long white coat, which slowly turned orange from the dust.

“She wasn’t getting in line—”

“I gave you an order. Get back to work.” He dismissed the raider with a curt wave. The man in the coat turned his sharp gaze on her. “How interesting. We have a little fighter on our hands. What’s your name, little girl?”

She stared at him in mute defiance.

“Not so talkative now, hmm?” He walked around her, inspecting her from all angles. Fear grabbed Kara’s spine, like a bur of grass stuck inside her shirt. “There’s fire in this one.” He clicked his fingers at yet another raider, before pointing at Kara. “Take her.”

“No, you can’t!” Arlen cried. He stepped in front of her, futilely trying to shield her. “Where are you taking her?”

The man ignored Arlen, turning away and heading for the building in the cliff.

“Arlen!” she screamed. Arms outstretched, she clung to his hands as long as possible, but the Raider slung her over his shoulder, jerking her grip free. He carried her off towards the building, following behind the man in the dusty orange coat.

She kicked and clawed, and scrabbled at the Dark Raider’s armour, trying to wriggle out of his hold. But she was too small. Her strength no match for an adult. She didn’t stop fighting. She couldn’t stop.

Kara stared back at Arlen. They shoved him back into line, but he didn’t stop struggling to reach her. She just had to hold on, her brother would save her.

Wouldn’t he?
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Chapter 3
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HE HADN’T COME FOR her.

Days had passed. Or it could have been weeks. How would she know while trapped within four blank walls? There were no windows in this place. No gardens to play in, no fields to run through. Only unending white walls. One wall blurring into the next, behind the clang of steel doors.

That first day, the man in the orange dusted coat had led her deep into the building. It must have been cut into the cliff since they’d travelled so far away from the entrance. Eventually, they stopped inside a brightly lit room. Strange machines she did not recognise dominated the space. But she would come to know them. Other people in pristine white coats greeted them, and they’d inspected her. Endlessly examined her. With cold, unfeeling hands they prodded, pricked and poked at her.

She screamed for so long that her voice went hoarse. No one quieted her. No one talked to her. Yet she still kept screaming. Screaming until no sound came out, until her throat closed over in pain and anguish.

Finally, the coats seemed to agree. They set the machines down at last and left. All but the first man in the dusty orange coat. He picked her up and carried her to a much smaller room, containing a single, small bed. She slipped between the sheets, too tired to fight any longer. Just before she slept, she heard a lock click shut.

Bright lights woke her and shadowed corners chased her into unconsciousness.

She opened her eyes to loud voices and closed them on soft whispers.

They talked about her, over and over. Loud voices, garbled and confusing. She didn’t understand the words they said.

Sometimes she woke in her small room, to the quiet. She would lie still, clutching the blanket to her, hoping the sound of the lock clicking open would never come. Other times she’d be in that first large room, her eyes watering from the harsh lights overhead. She would scream and fight them then. She hated being constantly observed and measured.

On rare occasions, she would pass other colonists on her way to and from her small room. She would stare, hoping to see her brother. Or anyone from Alkath. But it didn’t happen. And they never gave her a chance to talk to anyone.

But worse was to come.

The man who had worn the orange coat came back to her room, but his coat was just as crisp and clean as all the others now.

His return marked a change.

This time they went to a new room. A padded metal bed was affixed to the floor, dominating the centre of the room, the lights glinting off the highly polished metal surface. The opposite wall was a mirrored expanse, throwing back distorted images of her small body.

She froze by the door. The coats were gone, replaced by masks and caps, and long green gowns.

She slid to the ground and grabbed hold of the nearest table leg. She did not want to go near that bed. Not now, not ever. The green-garbed people scared her. The strange-looking bed scared her.

She longed for her home. Longed to curl up on her mother’s lap and be told this was all a nightmare. Just a bad dream that would fade with the morning.

They dragged her from the floor and lifted her onto the bed. They pushed her flat, but she fought them. Her little nails tearing at their gloved hands, her knees aimed at stomachs. She elicited curses as her body connected with soft flesh.

The orange coat man stepped forward and stared down at her. “Strap her to the operating table.”

Two sets of hands held her still while they strapped her wrists and ankles to the bed. She tried to thrash as fear grew in her when they pulled the machines closer, but the restraints held.

A small sting of pain on her left hand drew her attention. They’d poked a needle into her flesh, and a tube led away from it, snaking up to a clear bag. Panting in choppy, broken breaths, she watched the steady drip from the bag into the tube. Gradually her eyelids felt too heavy and her body too weak to keep fighting. She fell into deep, silent unconsciousness.

This was the start of the pain.

The pain that would haunt her. Stalk her down in the night. Make her wake screaming.

But she didn’t know that yet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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KARA WOKE UP TO A BLURRED world . Her eyes refused to focus on anything. The voices urged her on, but she struggled to make sense of what they wanted.

She slipped back into the murky depths of unconsciousness. Only to be woken again and again. Each time they asked questions she couldn’t remember. But she wouldn’t speak to them, even if she could understand what they’d asked.

So they prodded her, shined lights in her eyes, and wrote endless notes.

She faded in and out of consciousness.

Each time she came up clearer than the last. Words became more distinct, and over and over she kept hearing references to improvements being made.

But made to what?

At last, she woke again to clarity. The mirrored wall stared back at her. She turned away from it sharply, not wanting to see how lost she was. The movement stirred the beast, and pain surged towards her and ripped its sharp, bloody teeth into her. Piercing through her body, making her whimper and cry. Screams tore from her throat, to satisfy the beast of pain.

She tried to get away from it, but she cried out again, the pain too intense. Her voice pierced into her skull. Her head, ten times too large for her body, the pain throbbing, making her acutely aware of every tiny move she made. It churned through her relentlessly, even when she held herself perfectly still. She leant to the side and retched out the contents of her stomach. The bile burnt along her throat, hot and vile. But there was so little to come up, and her stomach clenched in protest at the strain.

Impersonal hands shifted her again, cleaning her. Through her blurred eyes, she saw a needle enter one of the endless tubes attached to her skin. She wanted to yell no, to stop them. She didn’t want to disappear into that dark oblivion again.

She could do nothing, though. Being too little, too lost.

Time and again she would rise and fall, and each time a new part of her burned in agony.

The pain had come.

Disjointed sensations spiked through her body as if parts of her had forgotten how to function.

Once more the pain burnt away the fog in her mind. This time her eyes were no longer unfocused. Instead, her vision had sharpened; the small letters on the machines across the room leapt out at her, even if she didn’t understand what they meant.

Sometimes they would make her walk. Her feet dangled far above the floor, and they would lift her to stand on the floor. Too often she would fall, her legs soft and wobbly like the soup noodles her daddy had loved. The people in green would catch her before she crashed to the cold, bare floor, and put her back on the table. Once again strapping her down.

It was no bed.

Sleep did not wait comfortingly for her there. She had no toy to snuggle and hold during the night. No lazy mornings spent drifting out of dreams. No, it wasn’t a bed. It was an operating table.

She didn’t see the small room anymore. She longed for the blanket to hide under, but they hadn’t let her leave this room and its frightening, beeping machines. They stared back at her during the night. Gloating over her, winking at each other. Whispering their strange secrets in beeps. She was convinced that they knew what would happen to her each day before it came. They were hideous monsters, lurking all around the room. Waiting for a turn to inflict their damage.

The pain became her controlling companion.

She woke to it and slept with it. Lost all sense of time to it, slipping into a cycle dominated by pain.

She could hear them outside the room now, as they talked, as they left her alone. At times their words were as loud as thunder, ringing in her ears, at others, she struggled to hear more than a whisper.

At first, when they made her sit up, when they made her get off the operating table, she struggled. The floor was so far, but slowly it became closer, the drop not so far. Gradually, through the fog of pain, she realised time was passing, more than she thought possible. She could stretch out with the tips of her toes and slip off the mattress onto that cold, bare floor. They no longer had to lift her down.

They would tell her to stand, and she would. Sit, and she would sit. She became a living doll, her eyes vacant as a dissipating cloud.

Why was she even alive?

She lost the will to openly fight them. Surviving the ripping, tearing teeth and claws of her friend, pain, was all she could manage. Her mind turned inward. Each step agonising, but she refused to show them that they hurt her, not right now. It was the only thing she could control.

Her face became the blank mask of that same doll she acted.

Only when they strapped her down to the operating table did she lose that control. The machines stripped it from her.

Occasionally they would only anaesthetise a small section of her body. She screamed when the scalpels bit into her, as they dug inside her, and she could still see. Even if she couldn’t feel the pain of the knife right then, she knew it would come. And she knew what it would feel like. So she forced herself to escape into sleep, leaving her body behind from the pain.

All she knew was that she had to survive. She had to get through this to find her family again. 
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Chapter 5
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WITH DULL EYES SHE looked at the surgical equipment crowding the room, some neatly lined against the walls, others scattered about, indifferently discarded by her tormentors when they’d left the room hours ago.

She drifted. Her mind disengaged from her body, as she floated slightly outside the world, just watching the machines that dominated the room, with their low hums and soft beeps inexorably marking the passing time. She knew what they were now. Could put names to them, knew if they would hurt, or if they were there to measure her, judge her.

An intravenous drip pierced her hand, and on a metal tray near her head lay scalpels, drills, clamps, surgical thread, and needles. So many needles. Needles for syringes, for blood, for bone, for painkillers. Not that the pain ever stayed away for long.

She shifted her head to the left, and her eyes rested on an ultrasound machine and a DNA splicer. So close to the hard bed, she could reach out and touch them.

She could have to, if metal restraints weren’t clamped around her wrists and ankles and across her legs and chest. They held her immobile and powerless.

And the monitors were everywhere. Her breaths became shallow. Everywhere. They seemed to close in as if the world wobbled and shrunk towards her.

She wanted to stop the constant, droning beeps. They set her on edge, made her skin crawl, and she ground her teeth, trying to escape the all-consuming feeling. The insistent noise drilled into her skull, vibrating in her bones, and she wanted to block her ears, but the straps held her wrists; she was trapped. She wanted to scream, but that would only draw attention from them.

Trapped. Trapped. Trapped.

She twisted and turned, struggling to move. To get away from the relentless noise. She couldn’t take it any longer. She couldn’t lie here and just wait for the machines to be powered up and used on her again.
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