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Chapter 1




Jas was having a sucktacular few days, and only a teeny-tiny bit of it was his fault. His commander had said it was a simple assignment, off the books, in and out. 

“It’s a little backwater planet called Earth, simple inhabitants, mostly harmless. Your mission, which you have no choice but to accept, is to find this woman.” 

Shwooommb. 

“To do tha—”

“Wait, wait,” Jas interrupted. “What woman? I don’t see a woman. I mean, I heard the shwooommb, but—”

“Jas, where The Inferno are you?” the commander interrupted tersely. “You were supposed to be in my office half a dial ago! Never mind, do you have your ITCH?” 

“Ah, yes, it’s a bit better now, thank you. I got a cream, really burns—”

“Your InTra Cranium Hologrammer, your I-T-C-H. Do you have it? If so, put it on. NOW! Otherwise, I swear to Good Greatness—”

“No, I do! I’ve got it, I’ve got it, it’s here, I’m putting it on. There, it’s- Ooh! Hellooo sexy mama!”

An animated three-dimensional image of a woman appeared as if standing on Jas’s bedroom floor, projected there by the ITCH.

“I’d shwooommb right on that for sure!”

“No! Not a sexy mama, your assignment! This is who we are looking for. Her name is Evelyn Lock. All you have to do is find out where she is and send me the coordinates. That’s it, two things. Do you think you can manage it, Jas, or is it too complicated?”

“That’s quite rude, Dad; it hurts my feelings when you speak to me like I’m an idiot.”

“I know, Jas, but I’m not speaking to you as your father, I’m speaking to you as your commander. And your commander thinks you’re an idiot. Now, put a little plaster on your feelings and let’s get on with the briefing, okay?”

“Sure, Dadmander.”

“Commander. So, we don’t know where Evelyn is, but we have found her mother, Nora. Hopefully, we can use her to find out Evelyn’s whereabouts. This is her.”  

Shwooommb. The image of an older woman with grey hair appeared before Jas.

“Now, this is where things get a bit fuzzy,” the commander continued. “We think that this boy,” shwooommb - a young man appeared - “is Nora’s grandson, and that Nora raised him after his mother died. His mother was Nora’s other daughter, Evelyn’s twin.”

Shweeemmb, shweeemmb. Dadmander returned to the first image, either trying to confuse Jas or expecting him to already have forgotten her. “Are you following?”

“What’d she die of?”

“What?”

“What did the kid’s mother die of?”

“I... I don’t know, it doesn’t matter. Anyway—”

“Well, it probably mattered to her. And why didn’t Evelyn look after him instead of the old lady?”

“That’s a good question, I don’t know, maybe because Evelyn already had a child and didn’t want another one. I get that. Right, so—”

“What’s his name?”

“Who, Jas? What’s whose name? May I continue?”

“No, I mean, yes, of course, Bossmander, it’s just—”

“Commander—”

“This guy,” shwooommb shwooommb - Jas swiped back to the boy - “Nora’s grandson. You didn’t say what his name was?”

“Did I say you could stroke the ITCH?”

“Soz, Da—”

“His name is Travis. Are you good now? Can we—”

“Yes, cool, Travis, I like it. Sorry, continue.”

Shwooommb. Jas swiped right.

“Jas! This isn’t Flinder! Okay, it seems like you actually kept up, so here’s the plan. We’re going to use Nora and the boy—”

“Travis.”

“Yes, Travis, to find out where his aunt Evelyn is. Nora and Travis seem to have a good relationship, so if you reskin as the boy, you shouldn’t have any trouble getting what you need out of the old woman.”

“Jas! You got that?” the commander prompted, having received no response.

“Yes, Commander.”

“Commander- oh. Okay, say it back to me.”

“No... wait. What do I need to get out of Nora again?”

“Jas, I swear...one one hundred, two one hundred, three one hundred...deep breaths. You need to get her to tell you where Evelyn is, the person we are trying to find, remember?”

“Oh, thank His Greatness! When you said get it out of her, I thought you meant like with a knife or something.”

“Jesuias, Jas, no! No knife, no implements of any kind; all you need to do is talk to the woman. We need information, not internal organs. Fhuk!”

The commander drew a breath and held it. Jas could hear his controlled exhalation.

“I really, really need you to get this right, Jas. If you don’t think you can do it, I need to know. There is no try with this assignment, it’s either do, or I reskin you as a froog. So, tell me now.”

“No, I’ve got it, fo’shizzm; reskin as Travis, interrogate his gramma without implements to find out where her daughter Evelyn is, and then tell you what she told me. Easy.”

“Okay, close enough. Remember, the whole point of reskinning is that you won’t need to interrogate her, just talk to her, discuss, just Travis and Gran, sipping the air. You mustn’t draw attention to yourself, be discreet. And most importantly, this is a secret mission, understand? Nobody must know, esp—not even your mother.”

“Top secret,” Jas confirmed, trying to keep the excitement out of his voice. It was a fine line; if he showed too little enthusiasm, Dadmander would pull him off the job, too much, and he would worry about him doing something stupid.

“Right. Now, I can’t give you a company cruiser; a, because its absence would be noticed, and b, because your flying is a hazard to the budget, yourself, and others. I can’t afford questions about damage to SKYN vehicles.”

Jas pouted, but nodded. It was a fair assessment; his flying skills were a work in progress. He waited to hear what the solution was — hopefully, a chauffeur-driven escort in his father’s luxury ship.

“You’ll take your mother’s A55 Bumble. I’ll say it’s gone in for a service or something, but, Jas, if you scratch it, I will tell her you took it for a joyride, and it will be your skin, not mine.”

Jas’s excitement flatlined. “But... but the Bumble’s not designed for interplanetary travel, it’s a runabout! Is it even allowed on the interstellar bypass? It’s top speed—”

“You’ll be fine, Jas, just take something to amuse yourself on the trip. I’ve programmed the destination, so the only thing you need to worry about is where to land when you arrive. The Bumble is a bit slow, granted, but it’ll get you there without drawing any attention.”

“A bit slow?” Jas failed to hide his frustration. “It’s going to take twice as long as a cruiser from the fleet!”

“Remind me again, Jas, what was the repair bill on the cruiser you landed upside down last week?”

Hic!

Finding no reasonable vent for his conflicting emotions, his body expressed his frustration in the form of hiccups. He was irritated at Dadmander for not giving him a real cruiser while at the same time understanding that this reaction was childish; the circumstances in which he found himself were entirely of his own making. He didn’t know who to be angry at, but that hic! didn’t stop the angry feelings.

Hic!

“Where is hic! it parked?” Jas asked, the hiccups masking his irritable tone.

“In the decommissioned service dock behind the employee parking.”

“Whe-hic!-n do I l-hic!-eave?”

“Now. Are you okay, Jas?”

***

Jas removed the ITCH from his head and threw it on the table beside his bed. It didn’t help that Dadmander had woken him up and launched straight into the briefing before he even had time for a cooffee.

He rectified the cooffee situation and then sat on the edge of his bed, looking out the window at the black void of space. Nothing outside changed. Like ever. No sunrise, no sunset, no seasons, just the same black smugness of the universe leering at him. He tossed a pillow at the viewing portal. “I hate you, depressing fhuking nothing.” 

He walked to the calendar hanging on the wall and paged back wistfully through the moonths to when he had first arrived on the spacecraft. Each page had a picture of O’en, his home planet, depicting green sunsets over rolling blue mountains. When he had boarded the ship six moonths earlier, he had marked the calendar with a smiley face followed by several enthusiastic exclamation marks. The moonths passed, and he continued to mark each day, the smileys becoming less smiley, then frowny, and then angry. This moonth, there were no smileys on the page, just a line scratched through each day like he was trying to obliterate it from existence.

He picked up his pen and drew a large circle around today. Next to it, he wrote, finally getting off this Greatness-forsaken hunk of metal! He smiled and flicked the pen back at the table.

Will Earth have beautiful sunsets and soft, orange grass?

He was eager to find out. He chucked his dirty cooffee mug under the bed, where it clinked against other dirty cooffee mugs, and got dressed. He left his room and went in search of the disused service dock his father had mentioned, apparently off the main docking area, although he had never noticed it. Then again, he seldom had cause to visit this part of the ship. 

He entered and looked around the voluminous space filled with row upon row of neatly parked cruisers. The vehicles closest to the door belonged to senior SKYN employees, cruisers of such magnificence that not touching them was akin to not pressing a large, red button labelled Do Not Press.

He hugged the wall as he made his way to the far end of the parking chamber, trying to avert his eyes - Oh my Greatness, that’s a new edition volcanic red Tossla SpaceEX! - afraid that he might somehow damage one of them just by breathing. Stuff broke when he was around.

He turned his face to the wall to avoid temptation and walked on, coming to a dark passageway. Next to it, a faded sign with dim red lettering on a dusty white background confirmed: Service Dock. 

He entered, expecting the automatic lighting to activate. It didn’t. 

Odd.

He continued, the light at his back casting a distorted shadow as he progressed. At the end was a door framed by light from the room beyond. He placed a hand on it, but the sound of voices stopped him from pushing it open.

Why would anybody be in a decommissioned service area?

If pressed to describe the voices, he might have gone with furtive, but his natural tendency to trust people would at once have caused him to reject the description. They were just talking quietly. In a manner that suggested they didn’t want to be overheard. 

Maybe they were planning someone’s surprise birthday party.

Curious and eager to overhear a secret or some interesting gossip above his paygrade, he pressed an ear to the door and held his breath. 

Damn. The door was too thick to make out most of the words, but he did pick up one that was repeated a few times.

Gaelan.

They were talking about his father. But why? It’s not his birthday.

Dadmander was the head of the company, so perhaps they were just talking business. But why here, and so secretly? He continued to listen, trying to identify the voices. 

If it was gossip about his father, he definitely wanted to know what they were saying.

***

“How did it go?” Colt asked. “Do you think he believed you?”

“Good, I think he bought it.”

“He didn’t seem suspicious?”

“Of course he did, I’d have been worried if he hadn’t. Gaelan doesn’t trust anyone, but I put on a convincing show. I purposely made some of the ‘facts’ a bit blurry for authenticity. But I think the broad outline is good enough for right now, he won’t dig too deep. We’ve steered him clear of Evelyn.”

“And Travis? He doesn’t know who he really is?” Colt pressed.

“I think we’re okay, but if you’re uncertain, just wait a while. If I turn up dead, he didn’t believe me.”

Colt responded with a wry smile. “That would be funny if it weren’t true. Well, at least that’s something, about the boy. If we can keep him out of it, that’s one less thing for me to manage. There are already too many moving parts. Any suggestion that Gaelan is taking action?”

“He hasn’t asked me to do anything, and he hasn’t scheduled any visits to The Farm, so who knows? You know he’s not going to just leave it be, though. We need to move fast. So, what are our next moves?”

“Things are closing in; the race between Gaelan and Tagon is on, and this time, it’s not going to end until one of them is dead. We have to get to her first.”

“So, you’re—”

The door opened, and the two men masked their guilt beneath poker faces forged from years of deceit and poker. Colt tipped his hat in greeting and spoke to his companion. “I’ll head off then. Let me know if there are any developments.” 

He nodded at Jas and left the room.

“Um, sorry to... I just... I’ve come to get my mom’s Bumble?” Jas said.

“Oh? I was wondering why it was here. Why is it here?”

“My dad, you know, Gaelan, left it for me. To pick up.”

“To pick up? What for?”

“Why do you want to know?” Jas asked.

“Oh, it’s just a little unorthodox, leaving a personal craft here in the old dock. I thought perhaps there was something I could help with?”

“Dad’s the boss, I just do what he says. He probably doesn’t trust my flying enough to let me use the real bay. I’ll tell him you offered to help.”

“No, no, no need. Just doing my job!”

The man clapped Jas on the shoulder. “Well, try not to wreck this one!”

Diickhead.








  
  
Chapter 2




Lightning cracked, severing a limb from the Pine tree and tossing it to the screaming wind. 

Misty slept.

Thunder roared before the sky had healed, and the vanquished branch was flung against the squat dwelling like flotsam. The tinkling of shattered glass was an otherworldly titter on the wings of the wailing storm.

And still, Misty slept.

Knuckles of aged bougainvillaea rapped against the windows, twisted by the fervour of the storm, and the cyclone shrieked like a neglected god, demanding sacrifice. 

Misty continued undisturbed in her slumber, the sounds of the storm skimming over the surface of her mind like a stone on a tranquil lake. 

This was not her first weather tantrum.

The stone and mortar building had hunkered down on this stark cliff top for a century, withstanding weather phenomena of historical ferocity. The residence sat fifty meters from the lighthouse and was built to endure the worst that nature could conjure up in her eternal quest to be rid of humans.

The storm held no threat.

Misty’s eyes opened wide, and her body tensed. She registered the cyclone outside, the sound of it a familiar comfort, something tangible, something known.

She looked at the glowing green numerals on the bedside clock.

2:02 am. 

What had awoken her?

She instinctively knew from the goosebumps on her arms that it was not the storm, a sound, or, in fact, any external factor. 

2:02 am.

A presentiment that had been building inside her for weeks had prodded her out of her dreamless slumber, and she trusted its admonishment.

Something was amiss.

The storm took a breath, and for the briefest moment, the air hung in limbo, and in that moment came the unmistakable sound of a floorboard creaking beneath a heavy weight.

Could it be Ma?

She sat up and put her feet on the floor. 

Vibrations.

The house was old, and the wooden boards running the length of it were like individual parts of a single organism; pressing here caused movement there. Through the floor, Misty could feel the vibrations of something moving beyond her closed door.

There was just the wind for several beats and then a barely audible thud, the floorboard beneath her feet jumping as if someone had stumbled.

Was it Ma stumbling around in the dark?

Misty stood, uncertain. In all likelihood, it was just her mother, perhaps unable to sleep, her dreams of old troubling her. An intruder was unlikely. And yet, her presentiment gnawed at her. Something was out of whack.

Shit.

She reached for the door handle and froze as the room exploded with intense light. Her shadow clawed and flickered its way across the wall, dropping to the floor as darkness returned, leaving her momentarily perplexed.

That was not lightning. 

It took a second to retrieve a similar memory, the shadow on the wall that of her ten-year-old self: the lighthouse.

She dashed to the window, knowing it couldn’t be, but it was. 

How is it possible?

Fifty meters away, situated atop a mighty drop into the tumultuous Cook Strait, the lighthouse had borne witness to the ravages meted out to the unwise or unfortunate when Mother Nature was in a pissy mood. It hadn’t operated in over a decade, replaced by new technology that took over the role of saviour of the intrepid adventurer. The beacon of hope was handed over to the elements it had thwarted for a hundred years. At the time, it had seemed like a major event, a crossroads, with Ma losing her income as the only female lighthouse keeper in the country.

And now it was back.

Misty flung open her bedroom door and ran to her mother’s room. She flicked the light switch and shielded her eyes, the blaze reflecting off the walls far beyond the capacity of the 60-watt light bulb hanging from the ceiling. Confusion flared, then dampened as the shadows flipped back into place; the lighthouse beam was completing another circuit.

Her eyes adjusted. Ma was not in her bed.

“Ma!” she yelled, panicked now. “Ma, where are you?”

She stumbled towards the kitchen, feverishly hoping to find milk heating over a blue flame and Ma doing a crossword; couldn’t sleep, love, sorry to wake you, would you like some cocoa?

That was not there. What was there was a memory, or a ghost, for are they not one and the same? 

Ma was handing her the well-worn key, oversized and heavy and, curiously, always warm. 

On the table, cake, tea, two places.

“Why do we have cake, Ma?” she had asked.

“To celebrate. Things are going to be tough for a while, but you must always celebrate change, even if it seems like a bad change. Without it, we stagnate and die.”

“But how will we survive? How will you make money?”

“We’ll figure it out, we still have the house.”

An underground passage connecting the dwelling to the lighthouse had been built half a century earlier after the resident keeper was washed away by a tsunami. Now, together, they had turned the key in the lock, the passageway sealed like a crypt with an audible click, relegated to spiders and other creepy crawlies.

It had not been opened since.

It was open now.

The chopping table that had been pressed up against it was thrust awkwardly to one side. The rectangular slab of light cast upon the kitchen floor was yellow and reflected an otherworldly presence that was explained when she looked through the doorway. Wisps of recently disturbed cobwebs glistened, their shadows on the floor whimsical and insubstantial, like gossamer ghosts.

Misty approached the passage. On the narrow steps leading down, she could make out fresh swishes and swirls in the dust and the imprints of bare feet. What jarred her were the other prints, tread from a heavy shoe or boot. 

From within, a bang followed by a metallic clattering echoed its way to her. 

She threw herself into the gap like it was a portal to another time, which, in a sense, it was.

Was it always so narrow? 

The shaft angled down steeply, and the ground was moist beneath her feet. Sagging wooden beams forced her to duck in places. She stumbled on, avoiding muddy puddles and flicking cobwebs out of her face. At the end, metal rungs bolted to the wall, and above them, a trapdoor, standing open. She climbed the rungs and peeked through, confirming the space was deserted before hauling herself up.

A few steps ahead, she reached the skeleton of the tall structure, metal stairs bolted to the walls that spiralled up and up into the darkness, a rusted railing the tendon binding them together. 

Lightning flared as she looked up the centre of the spiral, and she caught a glimpse of breezy crimson material, the silk sleeves of Ma’s favourite nightgown, waving behind her like a morbid farewell. A third of the way up, the woman was already an ethereal mirage against the black funnel sucking her upwards.

“Ma! What are you doing? Come down!” 

The figure hesitated and looked about as if listening to the wind. 

From above, she could discern whispering.

Did I imagine it?

It felt too surreal. But then, did anything seem real tonight?

Above, movement, sensed more than seen, continuing up into the darkness, a little less eagerly but no less sure-footed.

Misty grabbed the metal railing and propelled herself up the staircase, torn between watching her feet on the narrow steps and keeping Ma in sight. Even though Misty fondly referred to her mother as the old woman, it was, in retrospect, an ironic name; Evelyn Lock was 44 and as fit as Misty herself.

“Ma! Stop!”

The metal structure vibrated and hummed like crystal glasses during a tremor. But there was something else, a drumming rising through the soles of her feet, something heavier than the combined weight of two women; somebody else was on the stairs, somebody who was not barefoot.

“Stop!” Misty yelled. “Ma! I’m coming, Ma, wait! Please!”

She focused on the steps disappearing into the darkness as she pushed each one down beneath her feet, the rhythm of it hypnotic, like the flicker of white lines on a deserted road. The footsteps above her grew louder, the shaking of the structure becoming more frenetic the closer she got.

How close?

She slowed enough to risk a glance upward, stumbling at the shock of her mother’s smiling face not far above her. Smiling! But somehow vacant. The kind of smile someone might have daydreaming of an old lover.

“Ma! Wake up! Stop running away from me, please, Ma! Dammit!”

The whispers were unmistakable now.

Don’t stop, ignore her, almost there, just a little further, keep going, come on, come on, that’s it, there’s the door.

“Shit!”

There was no doubt anymore; Ma was being coerced, or at least encouraged, by someone keeping well out of sight. Misty leaned over the railing further, searching, moving, closing in, hoping to catch a glimpse of the whisperer but getting only a glimpse of a shadow of a cowboy hat for the briefest of moments.

She misjudged a step; her foot slipped out from beneath her, and her shin slammed against metal, pain screaming through every nerve in her body.

She closed her eyes and clenched her fists, willing the pain to subside, demanding that it subside, mind over matter, pain is in the brain. 

The gentle vibration became a strident banging as whoever was coaxing Ma gave up on stealth, their footfalls banging loudly in the chamber as they neared the door to the viewing deck.

What’s his objective? Where is he taking her?

The top of the lighthouse was eighteen meters above ground, and there was nowhere to go from there.

Except down.

Down! Into the storm. Into the ocean.

Channelling the panic and terror, Misty roared louder than the thunder and pulled herself upright. Blood was dripping down her shin and pooling between her toes, but oddly, there was no longer any pain. 

Getting a firm grip on the railing, she was about to propel herself onwards when the storm found her; the door above had been opened. A spiral of wind laden with rain and uprooted vegetation whipped around her as it invaded this newfound territory with glee, pulling the world out from under her.








  
  
Chapter 3




Gaelan was reading a document detailing the number of reports of anal probing at The Farm. He put it down on the expansive desk in front of him and pushed his chair out. 

What is their obsession with the probe?

He couldn’t concentrate, his mind too busy conjuring up the multiple ways in which Jas could fhuk this up. The boy was unfocused and easily distracted, and who knew the number of things that might sidetrack him on his mission, which, no doubt, was some grand adventure in his mind. 

Will he remember to hide the Bumble from Earthlings’ eyes? Will he land close enough to the house, or will he waste a day getting lost and being distracted by shiny things? 

What the fhuk was I thinking?

While Gaelan had many, many, many reservations about his son’s maturity and ability, there was no one else he could have sent. This was personal business, and involving anyone from the company was too risky, especially considering the recent split in allegiances. 

It had taken decades for him to work his way up to chief of SKYN, and whilst it would pain him to be toppled from that throne, it would be nothing compared to the pain of seeing Evelyn reclaimed for rejuvenation and her body given away to some undeserving bumscag. 

He stood and walked across the sizeable office to the door of his ensuite bathroom, where he filled a watering can. On a high shelf outside the bathroom were several black pots, each containing a plant with a single flower on a long stem, with leaves hanging almost to the ground in a cascade of green. The flowers were different colours, not just to each other, but from moment to moment. Shades of red, orange, purple and yellow washed continuously over them like a tinted shadow, ebbing and flowing as if possessed by the spirit of a bipolar chaameleon.

What he had done 23 orbits ago would be considered treason, and being fired was preferable, but improbable compared to the alternative. He had been young and naïve and had not yet honed his mistrust of others. Ultimately, it was his ego that set off the events that led to his current crisis, a typical flaw in young men. 

Not only was it treason, but it was also theft; he had stolen SKYN property. Evelyn would have fetched a record price for the company. She still would, with the rejuvenation and repair laboratory able to restore her youthful appearance.

Although she is probably even more beautiful now with age.

His mind was wandering from more pressing issues, one of which was arriving imminently.

He looked over at his pride and joy, sitting on the informal table in the visitor area. The plant, which he had grown from a seed that he personally had genetically modified, was the only one of its kind. Now standing almost three feet tall, the sight of it calmed him. 

“I am unstoppable,” he reminded himself.

On the wall behind his desk were over three dozen certificates for his botanical creation, each expensively framed in pure Galacium. The last, received at a lavish ceremony just yesterday, stated, “A specimen of such purity and magnificence it pains the eyes to behold. Ouch.”

Piing pong. 

The intercom. 

“Yes?” he said, his sense of calm restored. “What is it, Maldrum?

“Sir, the investor is here.”

Even though he knew the voice speaking to him was that of his assistant stationed outside the soundproof door, it felt like the room was talking, as it was impossible to pinpoint where the sound emanated from. He wondered how many more moonths it would take before he felt comfortable in this office.

“Okay, send them in.”

He put the watering can down on the desk and walked to greet his guest, straightening his tie and running a hand through his dark hair. SKYN was looking to add another laboratory to their fleet and was searching for investors. This one was particularly useful as they ran the largest cruiser production company along the eastern quadrant of Triamber Zeta, which aligned very nicely with his vision of the future for the organisation.

The assistant opened the door to allow the investor in, shutting it heavily as he withdrew. Gaelan was not surprised by his guest’s form as he had researched the species. It was bigger than he had expected, though, taller than his own 6” 8’, if you counted the eyes.

“Thank you for making the trip from Gastronia, I understand it’s a long way. How was your journey?”

The investor extended a hand, or rather, being of the invertebrate species Sluug, the entire outer ridge of the right side of its torso.

“Thank you for inviting me, although the circumstances have been somewhat mysterious. You’ve certainly piqued my interest.”

Gaelan picked a slimy bit of flesh dotted with little pores about a foot below the head to take in his hand and gave it a little jiggle.

“Won’t you take a se...”

Dammit, don’t fhuk this up.

It was unlikely that the investor was compatible with any of the chairs in the office.

“What are your pronouns, if I may ask?” he interrupted himself, hoping his faux pas had gone unnoticed.

“I go by herhim/shehe,” the investor responded. “You can call me Snaailflax. I’ll just take a seat over here in your visitor’s area, if I may.”

Well, that’s clear as sewage. How the fhuk do you address a shehe?

Dammit!

“Can I get you anything, tea, cooffee, water?”

“No, nothing, thank you, I’m retaining water as it is.”

Not very well, Gaelan thought, stepping over the glowing trail across the floor.

He smiled, one most vertebrates found irresistible, although he didn’t know if it worked on gastropods. 

“I’m very excited about this meeting,” he said, sitting next to... them.

He knew how vital eye contact was in creating rapport, but from this vantage point, Snaailflax towered over him, making it difficult. Being forced to look up made him feel less in control of the meeting than he cared for.

Fhuk.

He rose. “Sorry, I forgot my water.”

Returning with a bottle of water from his desk, he sat in the chair furthest from his guest and again tried the eye contact thing.

He smiled, forcing it to show in his blue eyes as well.

“Right, as I was saying, very excited, so let me cut right to the ... the chase and tell you... tell you why...”

Shehe was not listening, they were too busy staring at the plant on the table.

Am I boring you, you slimy slug?

“Is everything alright?” he asked.

“Is that...is that what I think it is? Is it... a tender stem dandelion? Is it for me? How thoughtful!”

Gaelan wanted words to come out of his mouth, but none did, as if he were reading from the wrong teleprompter.

He sputtered as he watched his prize creation disappear, pot and all, somewhere into the facial area of his slimy guest. He jumped up, horrified, mouth agape, not caring how he looked, probably for the first time in his life.

“That was....my...my...priceless!...awards...ugh!”

The pot was propelled from the creature’s maw by a hearty burp and bounced over to land at Gaelan’s feet. He stared at it in disbelief.

“Yuck!” Snaailflax exclaimed. “That was not tender stem dandelion. That was nasty! Why on Gastronia would you have such a horrid thing? Are you trying to poison me?”

He said nothing. He felt nothing, shock robbing him of his ability to accept what had just happened, similar to how he might feel had he just lost a limb in a random, freak shaark attack. His skin prickled with cold, and he lifted a hand to his hearts, almost expecting to feel blood gushing from his chest.

“Would you excuse me for... an indefinite amount of time,” he said, leaving the room without waiting for an answer.








  
  
Chapter 4




Misty woke up with a jolt, a sense of urgency plucking her from the tepid pools of unconsciousness. She tried to focus on what the urgency was, but her brain was off in a corner, licking its wounds. 

She was slumped across three steps in a disarray of limbs, and it took her a second to figure out which way was up. She felt a lump on the side of her head, which explained the headache, and the rest of her body felt like it had been thrown down a bunch of metal stairs. Her shin and foot were crusty with dried blood.

From above, daylight filtered down with a sense of obscene normality. She had been out for several hours, but her clothes were still damp and clingy against her skin.

She gathered her limbs into some semblance of a functional human body and attempted to stand, grabbing the rail as her legs wobbled painfully beneath her. Her head spun, and she leaned over to vomit down the centre of the spiral. She clung there for a while with her eyes closed, trying to piece together fragments of memory and dreams. She felt like she had been drugged.

Was I drinking? Or is it a concussion?

She’d only been drunk once before, and this felt similar, only compounded by a nagging concern that she could not isolate. And the pain. Fuck!

What the hell happened last night?

She remembered a storm. And a dream about chasing someone into the lighthouse.

Her eyes flashed open, and her memory of the night was plucked from its recess.

Ma!

She looked up, hoping to see Evelyn looking down at her with an amused expression, any expression, and the vague sense of panic honed into a focused dread when Evelyn wasn’t there.

“Ma!”

She had never wanted anything so badly as to hear her mother’s voice in that moment. She started clawing and dragging herself up the stairs, the pain an anchor pulling her down. Struggling to see through tears of panic, she forced her aching body upwards, reaching the door and stumbling through it onto the circular metal platform. The oblique morning sun glinted off the water and hurt her eyes as she grabbed for the railing and looked over. 

Far below, her mother’s body, splayed out in a flare of crimson, was not there.

Oh, thank God!

She inhaled what felt like her first breath in minutes and let out a relieved sob.

Keep looking.

Maybe Ma had been washed away by the sea and thrown onto the rocks further out, or perhaps her body was still bobbing on the waves like the ocean’s plaything. 

Misty remembered the binoculars that were stowed in a small cabinet beside the door and retrieved them, scanning tirelessly for a flash of contrasting colour to the white and blue of the sea.

She has to be somewhere?

Making her way around the viewing deck, Misty checked the ground below, but the barren rock was free of corpses, as it should be.

She remembered the other voice she had heard and the glimpse of a hat. Ma had not been alone, so who had been with her? And where was he now? Had it been a lover’s suicide pact?

She dismissed the thought before it was complete. Ma had not had a boyfriend in all the time Misty had known her, twenty-two years, longer if you counted in utero.

She sat cross-legged on the metal floor, still clutching the binoculars, uncertain what to do next. She had a piercing conviction that her mother was alive, a conviction born of intuition but conceived in fact; a more unconventional woman you would probably never meet, and according to Evelyn, many inexplicable things had happened to her.

Should I call the police?

“Yes, they did such a sterling job the last time.” Her mother’s voice echoed derisively in her mind. True, the police had been quite useless the previous time Evelyn went missing, at least according to Evelyn. 

Misty loved her mother. Of course she did; Ma was the only family she knew. But sometimes, most of the time, she felt like she was competing with Evelyn’s younger self for attention as the woman obsessed over reconciling her present with her past. There were things that Evelyn could never explain.

The screeching of seagulls out over the water interrupted her thoughts, and she raised the binoculars. Seven or eight birds were diving and pecking at something near the surface, twice that number hovering nearby, keen to join the fracas. She struggled to see through the flurry of beating wings but could make out strips of flesh in the beaks of some of the birds.

The sound of an outboard motor echoed lazily across the warm morning air, heralding the arrival of a small fishing trawler. As it drew alongside the scavengers, Misty could make out the shouts of the fisherman chasing the birds away from their haul. A net convulsing with tuna was dragged onto the deck, and the boat puttered off without further ado.

She dropped the binoculars to her lap and stared out at the vast expanse of the Cook Strait and the Tasman Sea beyond it, and infinity beyond that. She reflected on their isolated existence, out here on the rim of the continent, where days could go by without seeing another human being. 

With little opportunity to make any genuine connections, Misty had nothing to compare her relationship with Ma to, but she sensed that it was not entirely typical. Ma was not entirely typical. 

Ma is a raging lunatic!

Settle down, that’s not fair. She loved you as best she could.

The more she mused, the more she began to question her sanity. She recalled earnest conversations that would have had anyone else pat Evelyn on the back, saying, “Ha ha, good one, you should do stand up!” The exchange that stood head and shoulders above the rest was when Ma informed Misty that she had no father. Not in the conventional got drunk, screwed some rando, my bad kind of no father, but in the literal no penis was involved kind of way. 

“My girl, whatever happens, I want you to remember one thing: you’re special; you were an immaculate conception. You’re on this earth for a reason.”

Crazy, right?

Ma believed it, not your everyday, religious “higher purpose, son of God” belief, but in a fashion that became rationalised after years of searching for answers, leaving this as the only logical explanation.

Logical?!

Over time, her mother’s unwavering belief that her conception was not of this world settled into an indelible truth. To be fair, religion only exists because billions of people believe in immaculate conception. Who was she to say it was impossible?

She felt raindrops on her face and was forced back to the present and her current situation. In customary New Zealand fashion, the day had gone from cloudless skies to intense drizzle quicker than you can say, “What the fuck do I do now?” 

With Ma in her head telling her not to bother with the police, Misty made her way down the stairs, through the passage, and back into the house. 

She had an idea of what to do next. It involved a box.








  
  
Chapter 5




Outside his office, with the heavy, soundproof door barely shut behind him, Gaelan expressed his grief at decibels that caused the mug on Maldrum’s desk to shimmy off the side and land in the dustbin. 

“YOU FAT SLIMY REPUGNANT NARCISSISTIC PLANT MURDERING BACKWATER FHUKING TUBE OF FHUKING DOONKEY SHIIT!”

His fists were clenched at his sides, and he rose on tiptoes as the eloquent sentence progressed to the point where his assistant thought he would topple over.

Maldrum had taken cover behind his desk, peering over the top. He had never seen Gaelan lose his shiit with a visitor before, and considering the nature of the people who entered that office, it was an astonishing achievement.

Gaelan’s body was so taut that he looked a foot taller, racked and arched with pulsating nerves writhing beneath his skin. Maldrum considered for a moment that his boss might be changing into a werewoolf, as his ordinarily handsome façade was barely visible beneath the contorted features.

Gaelan’s face started turning blue since it seemed he was too angry to draw a breath.

“Is...is... everything okay, sir? Should I call a... a doctor? Or... or... an exorcist?”

“No,” Gaelan answered through murderously tight lips. His words were clipped. “Never before in the universe’s history has anything ever been this un-okay! Get me a bowl of lettuce with salt. Lots of salt. All the salt you can find. I want so much salt that herhimshehe’s fhuking great-great-grandchildren will turn into little dehydrated husks!”

“Um, salt, sir?”

“Yes, salt, it kills slugs.”

“You want to... to... kill the investor, sir?” Maldrum was itching to know what had happened to have this effect on Gaelan.

What could possibly be this terrible?

“Ohh, so very much, yes, I want to murder it, the slower, the better. Actually, forget the salt, just get me a rusty knife.”

“But sir...”

“WHAT?”

Gaelan managed to draw a deep breath, and his skin became a slightly prettier shade of blue.

“Sorry, Maldrum,” he said. “It’s not you, it’s herhim. Where’s that knife?”

“But, sir, you said this deal could double our earnings? What about the company?”

“She-he-it has got to pay for what they did! I am not going to just let this slide, an act this fiendish must be punished!”

“Well, isn’t there, maybe, another way to make them pay, sir? Something a little less... uh... messy? Think about your carpet!” 

For several moments Gaelan just breathed, visibly, in and hold, out and hold. And again. After a while, the vein in his temple faded, and with it came a smile so nasty that Maldrum feared his advice had prompted an even worse fate for the investor. His face was almost back to normal, and he had returned to his original height. 

“You’re right, Maldrum. Death would be too quick, I’ll go for the wallet instead, kick where it’ll hurt for a long, long time. I still fancy my salt idea, but it is a lovely carpet.”


      ***Gaelan returned to his office but didn’t bother trying to charm the slug; he wouldn’t have been able to summon his customary charisma right now if he tried. Just being civil was going to be a challenge, at least for a while, until the fun part of the “negotiations” started.

I am going to fhuk you over so hard that the... little pointy things on your head are going to bleed.

He was too agitated to sit, his frustration fuelled further by the height disadvantage even when standing.

He dove straight into the usual spiel he used for potential investors, only with an uncustomary clipped tone and lack of warmth. He didn’t have to win her over; in fact, he would make sure he didn’t. He could barely hide his excitement at what he had in store for the slug. 

The phrase “Death by PoowerPoint” came to him, and he smirked.

“You’re here because I have an investment opportunity that you won’t be able to turn down,” he said. “Have you heard of SKYN before?”

“No, I can’t say I have. You seem to be keeping it very secret.”

Just checking. 

An illegal organisation couldn’t afford publicity.

“We don’t advertise our work here, and for good reason. Let me tell you what we do.”

He picked up a remote control and clicked a button, causing a large screen to appear in the wall panelling. The SKYN logo appeared on a background showing hundreds of smiling faces.

“Oh, how lovely, everybody looks so happy. Are those your customers?” Snaailflax asked.

“Not exactly. Those are our products. We sell skins, or more accurately, shells. You see, we’ve discovered a plant, I mean planet, that is mostly water, over 70% of its surface.” 

He clicked the remote, and a picture of Earth appeared, showing the vast expanse of the Indian Ocean.

“Even the inhabitants are comprised primarily of water, over 60% of their structure. This planet has the most exquisite human lifeforms, and what we do here at SKYN is select volunteers from amongst its population, fix them up and sell them on.”

The stalks holding each of Snaailflax’s eyes rarely stopped moving, making it difficult to concentrate. It was like shehe had little baby snakes on herhis head, each curious about different things. Gaelan was rushing the presentation and not keeping to the well-rehearsed script. He fought the urge to tap the eye stalks and see if they would retract like the snaails of his childhood. 

“Fix and sell them on, you make them sound like spacecraft!”

“Yes, well, let me put it another way. Due to the high water levels in their bodies, they are very malleable and easy to rejuvenate. That means that the age and condition of the volunteers are of no consequence because we have the technology to tighten them up and reset the clock, so to speak.”

The one eye stopped looking in his general direction altogether and started surveying the rest of his office like a periscope.  

“Surely you’re not still hungry?” he said, failing to hide his irritation. “Perhaps I could get you a bowl of leaves? No salt, naturally. Um, those plants in the orange pots are not for eating; they’re extremely poisonous, and I’m sure not at all appetising.”

“They are fascinating. I’m sure I’ve seen one of those before, but I can’t think where.”

“Oh, you won’t have seen one outside these walls,” Gaelan replied. “They are of my own design; these are the only ones in existence. Botanical science is a hobby of mine.”

“Hmmm.”

“They are genetically coded, only myself and my descendants are able to get them to germinate. It’s a safeguard against someone stealing my work. The seeds are useless to anybody else.”

Gaelan was well-practised at reading people, but when it came to this particular species, he was uneasy at his inability to know what was going through Snaailflax’s mind. When the two eyes drew close together and looked him up and down, he had the nagging impression that it was an indication of thoughtfulness.

“What about illness and disease?” Snaailflax asked.

“This room is completely sterile and sprayed regularly for buugs and aaphids, they’ve never had so much as a mild leaf fuungus.”

Snaailflax laughed and shook like half-set jelly. “No, you silly man, you must pay attention. I was referring to the people, your ‘product’. What do you do if they are ill, do you send them back?”

“That is a good question,” Gaelan acknowledged, put out by the fact. “And no, in fact, we very seldom send them back. SKYN spent many years developing an advanced system that entails placing a metal rod inside the subject, which can analyse every cell in the body and return a full diagnostic. If there is a problem we cannot resolve, we know.”

“Inside them? Surely you don’t stab them with it?”

“No, no, nothing like that, it goes into an existing orifice, and most of them seem to quite enjoy it.”

“And you rarely send them back?”

“Yes, they do have one flaw that we have not yet been able to resolve, they call it cancer. If the rod finds advanced cases of this illness, we wipe their recent memories, leaving the personality perfectly intact, and ship them back. They wake up as if nothing has happened.”

Except for the damn dreams about the probing.

“So, then, what exactly is your product? You sell them as slaves?”

“Ah, see, now it is you who needs to be paying attention. They become shells, or skyns, as we refer to them. We scrape out the existing consciousness and sell the skyns. It sounds more unpleasant than it is.”

“And these creatures volunteer for this, you say? Do they not enjoy owning a consciousness?”

“Well, my dear la... sir... Snaailflax, I use the military definition of the word. They don’t resist, which is tantamount to volunteering, don’t you agree?”

He didn’t expect any moral objection as SKYN could not afford the luxury of dealing with people with scruples, but he paused to see if any would be forthcoming.

He moved to the next slide, which showed three columns.

“So, we have three variations on the product, as you can see here. The prices are in Quasi Universal Intergalactic Denomination. In the first two packages, we keep the original skyn, and the client is rebodied in a cloned copy. This enables us to resell the skyn many times over.”

He walked over to the screen and tapped the first column.

“Here we show the details of our first offering, our most popular due to its affordability. It is the ‘single-use attire’ package. This skyn remains in effect for one rotation, after which the client reverts to their original form. It is popular amongst clients attending high-brow functions or fancy-dress galas who want to look fabulous for the event.”

Snaailflax’s interest seemed to be piqued, both eyes now focused on the screen. Gaelan wasn’t surprised; given what a revolting countenance Snaailflax presented, the idea of a beautiful new skyn must hold great appeal. He wondered how often they had been at a party and suffered the embarrassment of another guest slipping on the disgusting snot trail they left behind wherever they went. He pictured drinks flying into a crowd as the server’s feet swept out from under him, landing him on his ass with the now-empty tray still balanced on his fingertips. He suppressed a smile.

“The second option does not expire, allowing the client a lifetime of enjoyment. They do not, however, get exclusivity rights, meaning, again, that we retain the original and may resell it many times. Significantly pricier than the first, but still very popular, considering the odds of running into someone wearing the same skyn is one in five hundred million trillion, and that’s just counting this galaxy.”

The investor leaned forward eagerly now as Gaelan shifted focus to the third column.

Gotcha!

“Our biggest source of revenue is the ‘exclusive ownership’ package. You get the original skyn for the duration of its lifetime, and when you die, the skyn dies with you. You own it, and we relinquish all rights to it.”

He paused.

“Any questions?”

“Those prices are quite extortionate; do you get many clients?”

“You’d be surprised, madamsir, at the lengths some will go to for a handsome body of the highest quality. For many, it’s vanity, for others, to evade capture by the law. Or perhaps, simply to start a brand-new life free of the past.”

“Well, my goodness,” Snaailflax offered, “that sounds most... intriguing. Can you show me some of your current stock? Just out of curiosity, you understand.”

He moved to the next slide, a rotating series of images of SKYN’s most beautiful stock, male and female, accompanied by a piece of classical music the marketing team insisted would excite viewers. Evelyn was up there too, Gaelan having added her image orbits ago as his own little inside joke. The joke was on him today, a jarring reminder that his little secret had grown into an apocalyptic-size problem.

“Oh, my, those do look marvellous! And I see you offer both male and female. Are skyns able to reproduce?”

Again, Gaelan was surprised at the astuteness of the question; no one else had ever thought to ask it, and it was usually something he kept back to sway the most ambivalent of investors. His irritation, which had just started to subside, bristled afresh.

“That is an option we extend by invitation only since we don’t want to flood the market and risk devaluing our product.”

He gestured around the room.

“This entire craft was financed by just one of those sales.”
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