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Dedication




To G, C, L, and S,


who love horror more than they probably should











  
  
Content Warning




Dear Reader, 



This is a horror book. It deals with a number of difficult and potentially disturbing subjects. If you’re familiar with my writing, it’s not significantly more graphic than my other books, but it does include a number of topics that could be triggering for some people to read, including: 

-alcohol consumption/intoxication

-animal deaths (mentioned)

-blood/gore

-death (including death of a child)

-misogyny/misogynistic slurs

-PTSD/trauma

-starvation/dehydration (including children)

-suicide

-violence (including gun violence)

If any of those topics are difficult for you, feel free to take it slow or skip this book altogether. Take care of yourself, friend! <3 








  
  

Chapter 1

Prologue





It was hot—absurdly, oppressively hot. 

It was always hot this season, worse every year, it seemed, but today was particularly bad. The dirt on the pathways cracked into curled shards from the heat, the animals sprawled in a heat-stupor under the shelter of whatever shade they could find, the stringy plants that had been trying to grow along the sides of the waterlines, roots grasping at the moisture that leaked out between the joints in the pipes, wilting and crisping in the unyielding glare of the sun. 

The hot breeze off the desert made the shade Lalli had set over the door twitch, but she knew better than to look to it for cooling. The settlement, at least, had the benefit of living things—people, animals, plants, even wilting and dying as they were—to cool the air a bit. Out in the desert beyond town, the sun baked the world into something hard and iron and unforgiving, and the breeze was the formed breath of it; the whispered threat of what happened to those who strayed too far, lost themselves in the endless expanse of sand and cacti and the sharp, brittle rocks that cut the land. 

Besides, there was something about the breeze that came in off the desert—something wild and strange and unknowable. The desert was old, so very much older than their attempts at terraforming and settling and taming, a wild, deep, desolate place where everything you met was sharp and poisonous and deadly, and the beauty of it cut through you like a knife.

For all of her fifty-three years, Lalli had loved this place and feared it in equal measure. It called to her somehow. Sometimes, when she closed her eyes at night, the hot breeze seemed to be whispering something, words that rustled on the edge of her understanding. She could feel them shiver up her spine and perch, strange and unsettling, in the corners of her consciousness. 

She loved the desert with a hopeless, destructive yearning. 

It didn’t love her back. It was too old and untamed to love her back. And it would kill her if it could. 

She shivered, even in the heat, the soft hiss of the sand pulled in off the desert scraping against the edges of the house with a sibilant whisper that set her nerves on edge. 

It was just the heat getting to her. The heat and the unsettling stillness of the place in this oven of an afternoon when even the flies had ceased to buzz. 

The scream broke the silence, splitting it like an overripe fruit—a shrill, gasping, horrified thing that went on and on and on before finally choking out. 

Lalli recognized the voice. 

She dropped her cleaning rag. “Elees?” 

She was already halfway to the door before the rag hit the floor, panic moving her muscles like the heat hadn’t already seeped into them, sapping their strength. “Lees, what’s wrong?” 

She was out the door and across her small, gravel-covered yard to the fence between their houses, pulling the gate back. “Lees!” 

They had houses next door to one another, she and her daughter. She’d always wondered a little, secretly, how she’d deserved that. Elees had been a wild child, as wild as the desert that had raised her. She’d gone on the supplies runs on the off-planet ships as soon as she was old enough, and each time, Lalli had held her breath, a fear lighting in her chest that had never really gone away since the moment the child came, wet and wailing, into the world—that her daughter wouldn’t come back, this time, or maybe the next time, or maybe the time after that. 

But she always had. The desert had always called her back, just like it had Lalli. And when Elees moved into the old house next to Lalli’s and started fixing it up, Lalli had waited, like she waited when watching one of the wild desert creatures, heart trembling in her chest, for her daughter to turn and run. 

It still gave her a little thrill of wonder that Elees had stayed. 

“Lees!” She could hear the crack of panic in her own voice as she slid through the gate and into her daughter’s yard. 

She hadn’t put on shoes, and the hot gravel burned the soles of her feet through her thin slippers. “Lees, what’s wrong? Answer me!” 

There was no answer. There’d been nothing since the scream. 

She fumbled with the latch for a moment, the metal hot against her skin, and finally yanked the door open. “Lees!” 

She almost expected to see her daughter coming down the stairs with that sauntering gait of hers, a wry smile on her face. 

But the stairs were empty. 

There was no one in the kitchen, no one in the small sitting room. 

The breeze had picked up. The sound of sand against the walls of the house hummed in her brain, burrowed under her skin, a restless, frantic whine. 

“Lees!” 

Upstairs. She’d be upstairs, probably. Lalli took the stairs two at a time, her breath rasping in her chest, lungs already too tight from panic. 

Elees’s door was cracked open. 

Lalli stopped for a moment at the threshold, an unnamable dread gripping her. 

“Lees?” she whispered. 

Her voice skittered across the still air like the sand off the desert. 

There was no answer. 

Lalli closed her eyes. 

Her chest ached, and her muscles felt like water from the running and the heat. Behind her, she was leaving a sticky trail of blood; the gravel outside must have cut through the soles of her slippers and into flesh as she ran across it. 

She hesitated, her hand on the door trembling. Then, slowly, she pushed it open. 

It was the shallow pool of water that caught her eye first, oddly enough, the drips and splashes trailing from it. The light from outside danced off them, making them glimmer like jewels, casting prisms of light through them to form rainbows on the floor. 

Water was so scarce here. It always had been, but more so lately, with the crops dying in the fields and the animals panting from the heat. Water would always pull at the senses of someone from the desert. You could smell it in the air, a hint of cool freshness that seemed to belong to some other world. It smelled like hope. Like life. 

And there was so much water on the floor here, like someone had upturned a bucket, unheeding of the desert’s ravenous thirst. 

And then her eyes dragged, unwillingly, to the shape beside the incongruous puddle. 

A figure lay on the floor, face up, body twisted, eyes staring sightlessly from the gruesome mask of her face.

Lalli’s heart stalled in her chest, her lungs fighting for breath that she couldn’t draw in. 

She was on her knees. She didn’t remember how she came there, but she was on her knees beside her daughter’s body. 

“Lees,” she gasped. 

The body itself was hardly recognizable. If it hadn’t been her own daughter, the woman she knew as instinctively as she knew her own self, she might not have recognized it at all. Lees’s flesh was shrivelled, like she was older than Lalli. Like she was older than the settlement itself. Her brown eyes, usually so bright and alive, were wide and blank in death, her face pulled back in a horrifying, rictus mask. 

Once, when Lalli was a small child, a storm had come through the desert, leaving destruction in its wake. It had torn through the settlement’s small cemetery, and Lalli had seen, before her parents had pulled her away, one of the bodies—desiccated by the hot desert sand into something not quite recognizably human. 

Her daughter’s body looked like that.

Lalli couldn’t breathe. 

“Lees,” she whispered again. “Lees, it’s me, it’s Mama.” 

Her knee was wet. When she glanced down, she saw some of the water soaking into her long dress. 

She moved aside instinctually. You didn’t waste water, not here where the desert would suck you dry to the marrow of your bones. 

Like it had sucked Elees dry.

Her chest ached with a sharp, insistent pain, and she realized she still hadn’t breathed in. 

She wasn’t sure she remembered how. 

“Lees.” The last of the air left her lungs like a whisper, and her body pulled air in automatically. 

There was a slight tingling in her knee, where the water soaked through the cloth of her dress. She moved her hand reflexively to rub at it. The tingling spread to her fingers, like she’d touched something sticky, and she glanced down, unseeing. 

Elees was dead. Nothing else really seemed to matter. Elees was dead, and she felt oddly guilty, rubbing her damp fingers together. 

Her hands shouldn’t be wet when her daughter’s body was so dry. 

How was it so dry? This was wrong. Something was wrong. She’d seen people who’d died of thirst, their tongues thick and black and swollen in their mouths, bodies emaciated. Elees didn’t look like that. 

She looked like the desert had simply…consumed her. 

The tingling had moved up Lalli’s fingers, an odd feeling, almost painful. She couldn’t place it. 

Why was there water in the room? There shouldn’t have been water on the floor; there was never water here. The heat would suck it up before it had a chance to pool. And the air… There was an odd shimmer to it she didn’t recognize. Like a heat-mirage off the desert but more beautiful somehow, silver and liquid and strange. 

People died easily in a place like this—the unrelenting heat, the drought, one of any number of the venomous creatures that snaked into their houses and scuttled under their floorboards, seeking some relief from the sun. But this death was wrong. Everything about this was wrong. Elees shouldn’t be dead, she couldn’t be, she’d been alive just a few minutes ago. And the water on the floor, the strange, impossible shape of the body…

Cold crept down Lalli’s spine, an icy realization that cut through even the choking grief.

This was what had been happening. She’d heard the rumours—that the bodies hadn’t looked right. That there’d been something unnatural. But there had been so many deaths so close together, and no one had had the energy to question too deeply why the bodies hadn’t been laid out for viewing. 

But Elees hadn’t been the first to die like this. Lalli was suddenly certain of it.

She had to go back downstairs. She had to tell Cuddy—he’d know what to do. He’d been the settlement doctor since Lalli was a child, treated all the strange ailments brought in from the desert for as long as she could remember. He needed to know that whatever had been killing them, it wasn’t over. 

The sibilant hiss of the sand whispered through her mind, the unheard words dancing on the edge of her hearing. 

She had to go. She had to tell him. 

But she couldn’t seem to move. She couldn’t seem to lower her daughter’s body to the ground and stand. Because as long as she was here, on the hard floor of the upstairs room, her daughter’s body in her arms and the strange tingling working its way up her hand and wrist, up her leg from where she’d knelt in the water, she could tell herself this wasn’t real. 

As long as she was here, she could pretend that somewhere, somehow, Elees was still alive.

It was only the hint of cold along the back of her spine that made her remember. 

Lees had gone out with the supply ships. Lees had traveled faster than light. 

And no one could grow up in a settlement on a dying resource planet like this one without trauma. 

Slowly, she lowered her daughter’s body to the floor. 

Slowly, she turned. 

The cold radiating off the ghost was almost welcome in this heat. 

It was watching her, eyes fixed on her with a predatory gaze. 

It wasn’t Elees. Ghosts took nothing from the dead other than their shape; they were a mindless echo of trauma given form by the cellular degeneration caused by faster-than-light travel, and they retained nothing of the memories or personalities or emotions of the dead. 

But the face was Elees’s face. 

Lalli closed her eyes for just a moment, her chest tight and aching. 

If she was perfectly still, there was a chance—a small chance, but a chance nonetheless—that the ghost would move on, slip through the open door and be carried by the breeze out into the desert to join the nameless, haunting horde of them that circled the town at night. 

She could let the others know what had happened, warn them that there was something here she’d never seen and didn’t understand. Warn them to be careful. 

But it was so hot, and so dry, and Lees’s body lay on the ground behind her, the water sucked out of it along with her life. And the ghost was watching her with Lees’s eyes, Lees’s way of cocking its head. 

For a moment, neither of them moved. 

Then, slowly, Lalli pushed herself to her feet. 

The ghost’s eyes snapped to her, its attention taut and hungry. 

“Lees,” she whispered. 

The word hung in the air for just a moment.

Then the ghost sprang, mouth opening far too wide, fingers elongating into claws. 

Lalli didn’t close her eyes.

The last thing she saw, as the ghost tore her open, was the ghostly echo of her daughter’s face. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Thaddeus





“Thaddeus.” His father had never been an emotional man. The slight tremble in his voice made Thaddeus’s heart contract with dread. “I’m sorry to contact you while you’re on duty, but…we just received news. It’s…it’s about your sister.” He cleared his throat. “Your mother and I will be waiting at the port when you dock.” The line clicked off, leaving Thaddeus standing in the ship’s comm room, panic flickering through his nerves like electricity, dread tightening inexorably around his chest. 

He could still picture Natalie’s face, the second-to-last time he’d seen her, her grin, the way she’d almost glowed with excitement and pride. 

The bloody ruin that had no longer been recognizable as a face, the last time he’d seen her.


      ***The bang of the gangplank hitting the hard earth outside the ship made Thaddeus jump, jolting him out of his memories. 

“You alright, Leveller?” Knives’s voice was sharp, and he couldn’t tell whether her tone was concern or mocking. 

He bit back a retort and drew in a long breath through his nose. 

Thirteen years ago today. The anniversary of his life changing, irrevocably and completely, in ways he’d never expected and never wanted. Ways that every damn breath he took on Puppy’s ship was betraying … 

He was a long damn way from alright, truth be told. 

The landscape revealed through the open airlock door was as far from the damp, foggy Level as Thaddeus could possibly have imagined—an arid, barren expanse of sand stretching out under the steel-blue dome of the cloudless sky, the occasional twisted remnant of a dead tree stretching black branches upwards as if begging for pity from a pitiless sun. A tendril of a breeze wafted in, carrying with it the unsettling whine of sand on sand and a dry heat that seemed to suck the moisture from Thaddeus’s lungs. 

This place didn’t want them here. 

He shook his head. He had no idea where that thought had come from. 

“Thought someone would come meet us, at least, after we traveled an entire damn week to get here,” Shine grumbled. 

Thaddeus glanced over at him. 

Shine’s posture was tense, a scowl on his handsome face, and there was something in the way he held himself that reminded Thaddeus once again that whoever the man was, he was damn dangerous. He was from the Stacks, and he was no doctor—he was currently acting as their pilot and, from what Thaddeus could see, their general security. He’d made it very clear he wasn’t interested in discussing his previous life, and there was something about his easy charm and his exaggerated friendly helpfulness that made the back of Thaddeus’s neck prickle. 

“Well, perhaps they’re all busy.” Puppy’s voice was clearly attempting to be bright. “But Shine’s put us down just a few minutes’ walk away from the settlement, so no harm done.” 

Puppy looked as cheerful and mildly dishevelled as always, his curly brown hair falling into his face and his brown eyes wide and interested. 

“We still have time to leave,” Shine muttered. 

Knives, their resident surgeon, stepped forward. “Shine doesn’t have to come if he’s afraid,” she said. “I’ll take the lead.” She was holding a pistol in one hand and a sparker in the other. Even without weapons, she would have made an intimidating sight, with the knotted muscles in her shoulders and back standing out under her pale skin, the old knife-scar across her face that pulled her lips up into a permanent sneer, the indefinable air of violence that clung to her like a fog. 

“Knives. I’m certain Shine is only trying to look out for everyone’s safety.” Puppy’s tone carried the gentle reproach that Thaddeus had come to expect from the man. 

Their small crew had been trapped together on the medical ship for almost a week now, ever since they’d taken off from resource planet X17 to answer the urgent distress call from the settlement they’d just put their ship down beside, scarce though its inhabitants had apparently made themselves. Shine had been quiet, with an unsettling, moody silence that was almost worse than if he’d been grumbling. Knives had hardly spoken a word either, only answering in curt monosyllables if she was forced to interact with any of them. Jem—scientist, researcher, and perhaps the most unintentionally chaotic person Thaddeus had ever interacted with—had spent most of the trip holed up in her room. And Thaddeus had spent the time trying to shove down the ever-increasing claustrophobic paranoia of being on a ship with four people who he increasingly was coming to realize he knew next to nothing about. People who didn’t know his secret, either—that he’d been in the navy before he’d become a doctor, had traveled faster than light, and carried in his cells the potential to turn ghost when he died. 

People who would possibly try to dump him out the airlock if they did know. 

Shine narrowed his eyes at Knives, his voice taking on that false charm that always made Thaddeus assume he was contemplating homicide. “Yes, Knives, some of us are more concerned for the well-being of everyone on this damn ship than about proving how tough we are.” 

Puppy glanced between them, his forehead creased in concern, and opened his mouth, but before he could say whatever kind, understanding thing he’d been going to, Knives sighed heavily, rolling her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “If you’re not afraid, Shine, why don’t you take the rear? That’ll make it easier for you to run back to the ship and save your own skin if something comes for us.” 

Shine’s expression darkened, and Puppy stepped forward, taking his arm. “That’s an excellent idea. Shine, I know I can rely on you to keep watch for anything that might be following us. But if you’d prefer not to, I’m sure I could…” 

All four of their eyes met. 

Puppy…meant well. He’d never shied away from danger for as long as Thaddeus had known him—which, in fairness, had been about two weeks. But he was clumsy to the point of absurdity, naive, credulous, and utterly hopeless with a weapon. Most of the last mission had been spent by the four of them trying very hard to keep Puppy alive while avoiding letting him know that so as not to hurt his feelings. 

“Fine. I’ll take the rear,” Shine said, still with that dangerous faux charm. “The rest of you, stay between Knives and me. Stay together; hold onto your weapons.” He held up a hand before Puppy could say anything. “You don’t have to fight anything, but you need to damn well hold onto the billy club that Knives gave you, and if something’s trying to kill you, damn well hit it.”

Puppy nodded, but Thaddeus could see the man’s visceral discomfort at the thought by the slight stiffening in his posture.

Reluctantly, Knives stepped out the airlock door and started down the gangplank. Thaddeus stepped out behind her; he had trained in the navy, much as he been very careful that no one here should know about it, and he could use a pistol and cutlass with some skill if it came to it. Jem came behind him, standing close enough that he could sense her trembling, and Puppy behind her. Shine took up the rear, a pistol in his hand, his face set.

Thaddeus kept his hand on his own pistol as they walked down the ramp, his eyes scanning the planet around them for signs of a threat. His nerves were so far on edge that his stomach ached with it. 

It didn’t help that he still woke at night to creeping, horrifying dreams of the last planet they’d visited, dead-eyed people bashing in heads and crushing bones with rocks and sticks as their terrified victims fled screaming. Judging from the haunted looks on the faces of the rest of the crew, he guessed the memories were a common ailment. 

Only Puppy seemed unaffected by the entire thing—or, Thaddeus amended, he was affected, certainly, but not frightened. No, he was just as kind and friendly and sincere as always, and if he’d been quieter than usual, it was only an open, unashamed sorrow for the people they hadn’t been able to save, both the ones who’d been injured or killed, and the ones who’d hunted them down and tried to kill them in the most brutal way possible. He didn’t seem to differentiate. 

Sad and… Thaddeus shivered. 

For a brief moment, back on the planet, when the government doctors had arrived to take over care of the injured and dying … 

Furious. 

For just an instant, Thaddeus had seen a spark of fury under Puppy’s mild expression, and the memory still tugged uneasily at the back of his brain. He’d never imagined Puppy angry before that moment. He’d been trying since then to think of what it would take to make Puppy angry, and he still wasn’t sure. And somehow, that made it all the more frightening. 

No, as kind and empathetic and hopelessly clumsy as Puppy was, Thaddeus had seen something frightening in him in that moment, and he couldn’t seem to fully push the unease of it away. 

He sighed. 

Cassius, the government official who’d sent Thaddeus on this mission in the first place, had warned him about Puppy. But so far, the only danger Puppy had posed to anyone was the fact that he insisted on offering everyone his atrocious coffee if he thought they looked sad or upset, and he was so sincere about it that none of them had the heart to say no. 

The heat of the desert around them was enough to steal the breath from Thaddeus’s lungs and suck the moisture from his skin. It was a deceptive sort of heat, so hot and so dry that your body couldn’t comprehend it at first. It was only when you’d been out in it for a minute or two that you noticed the sweat dripping down your chest and soaking the edges of your hair, sucked up greedily by the sun almost as quickly as it formed. Heat shimmered off the surface of the sand, making the air dance strangely between them and the settlement maybe half a kilometre off. By the time they reached the settlement gates, Thaddeus was lightheaded with heat and thirst. It couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes, but fifteen minutes in heat like that was more than enough for a group of people accustomed to the Level and the Stacks. 

Knives’s pale skin was going red from it, Puppy was flushed, and Jem and Shine looked thoroughly miserable. Thaddeus had been a doctor long enough to recognize the beginnings of heat exhaustion, and a glance at the others told him that the medical professionals in the group had seen the same thing. 

The settlement was surrounded by prefabricated walls, ancient and patched, with the slatted design that he’d heard was common on resource planet settlements—the gaps would be protected by an energy field that would let ghosts out, but not back in. Thaddeus had read up on the place, but even if he hadn’t, he would have guessed its history simply by looking at it: a settlement on a resource planet that had once been profitable but was profitable no longer after years of increasing drought. The government had moved its attention to other sectors and left a settlement full of people who’d grown up there, raised their families, built their lives, and now had nowhere to go. Of course the walls were patched—what else were they to do? 

The gates were closed tight.

Thaddeus fought back a twinge of unease.

“I thought they were expecting us,” Knives muttered, glancing at Puppy.

He shrugged, a touch of worry on his face. “They were. I haven’t been able to contact them on-flight, our ship doesn’t have the capability for that, but I sent in a message before we left X17, and it was acknowledged. It would have included tracking data on our ship, so they’ll be aware we landed. Perhaps their alert system isn’t working.”

Knives nodded grimly, and Thaddeus could see the effort it was taking her to not say what all of them were thinking: this was far, far too close to the scene that had greeted them on the last planet.

It was a memory that none of them particularly wanted to revisit.

Knives pushed at the gate gently, and it swung open under her fingers.

“See? They must have left it open for us.” Puppy’s voice was far too cheerful for the current circumstances.

Shine muttered something under his breath, and Knives tightened her hand on her pistol, pushed the gate wider, and stepped gingerly inside.

Resolutely, Thaddeus followed.

The eerie feeling of déjà vu wound around him as they stepped through the gate and out into a small settlement. 

The houses were old but neat, the yards laid out with gravel and fences, some with desert plants poking through, others barren but with cheerful designs painted on the stones, already faded in the sun. But aside from the houses, there was no sign of the town’s inhabitants.

“Hello?” called Knives cautiously.

There was no answer.

Worry twisted sharp in Thaddeus’s stomach. 

Knives glanced over her shoulder reflexively and then shook her head and started forward down the street. Uneasily, the others started after her. 

The dirt of the street was dry and cracked, shards breaking under their footsteps into a fine dust, and the quiet of the place was unnerving. Thaddeus found his hand tightening unconsciously on his pistol. Every time he closed his eyes, he could see the things that had pursued them through the jungle on X17: staring eyes, blank faces, that intensity to their expressions that told him they wouldn’t stop until they’d killed him and everyone else they could find. Every muscle in his body was on edge, his hands steady in the way that they never were unless his life was in danger. 

The navy had taught him that. Or maybe that’s who he’d always been and that’s why he’d done so well there. It was only when his life was in danger, it seemed, that he felt truly alive.

The utter silence was oppressive, as thick and heavy as the heat, and he could see the tension in Knives’s shoulders as she walked. She had a sparker out in the hand that wasn’t holding the pistol, and he reached into his pocket for his own sparker. On X17, the mining company had taken great care to ensure there were no ghosts. He doubted anyone had taken such precautions here. If something had happened to these villagers, the place would be thick with ghosts.

“Oh, there you are,” said a curt voice from behind them. 

Thaddeus spun, yanking his pistol free, just in time to see a man step out around the corner of the street. 

He looked to be in his late sixties, his face probably naturally pale but tanned and leathered from the sun. His hair was white, and he had a neatly trimmed beard and moustache and a dignified demeanour. He was someone who would have looked at home in one of the smaller rural Level hospitals, except for the weariness in his posture, a grinding hopelessness that had seeped into his very skin and carved itself into his face and body. The lines on his face told of someone whose expression was naturally one of kindness, but now, he wore an look of undisguised hostility. 

“You must be the medical team. I’m Cuddy, the settlement doctor. I’ve been trying to reach you.” He turned to Puppy. “I’m sorry for bringing you all this way. One of the overzealous members of the community sent the alert in without notifying me first. I hate to have put you to the trouble, but I’m afraid we don’t need you here. We’ll get you some water and shade, you look like you need it, but as soon as you’re able, you’d best get back on your ship and head home. And if you’ll forgive me for saying it…the quicker the better.” 








  
  

Chapter 3

Jem





Jem closed her eyes and pulled in a long, steadying breath. 

This resource settlement was nothing like the one she’d grown up on—a place with towering conifers, the scent of pine forests and damp earth, the cool damp of the freshwater sea an ever-present scent on the air. 

But somehow, it was exactly the same. And she could still feel it, seeping through the rosy memories of her childhood—that lingering, intangible sense of desperation, despair, hopelessness that seemed to permeate the very air she breathed so that she was aware of it in an instinctive way long, long before she was old enough to understand it. 

Here, there was nothing subtle about it at all. It was written in every line of the neat, tired old buildings, the picket fences that had been repaired and repaired and repaired until there was nothing left to repair. It was written in full view onto the man standing in front of them, into his posture, his gestures, the tone of his voice. 

Puppy was talking. She jerked her attention back to the matter at hand. 

“I do apologize,” Puppy was saying to the stranger, his forehead creased with concern. “But the message we were sent was quite urgent. Whoever sent it was adamant that lives depended on someone coming out here.”

The older man—Cuddy? She was pretty sure that’s what he’d said his name was; she hadn’t actually been paying attention—was watching them with a little less hostility than he had before, although that was probably just a natural side-effect of speaking with Puppy for more than a moment or two. “I’m very sorry the alert went out to you, and I understand why it did—we did have an incident a week or so back, and some of our people were panicking. But it’s been taken care of, and we don’t have any need of assistance.” 

Jem glanced around surreptitiously at the silent settlement, then back at the old man. 

He probably hadn’t killed everyone and left them somewhere to rot. Probably. She was pretty sure that she’d have smelled something, at least, if that had been the case. She couldn’t imagine someone dying in a place like this without everyone knowing about it in a few hours. 

She frowned, trying to calculate how long it would take for bacteria to begin to break down a corpse in this heat, then shook her head. Probably not the important thing right now. 

Anyway, now that she was looking, it was clear this settlement hadn’t been completely abandoned. There were plants that were still alive, although they drooped in the heat, but in this climate, it would only take a day or two to kill them completely, so someone had been here taking care of them. 

Unlike the mining settlement on X17…

She shivered and tried to push the memories out of her head. She’d really, really rather not think about that right now. 

“…anything at all we can do for you? Since we’re here, we’d like to offer whatever assistance we can,” Puppy was saying. 

“I appreciate the sentiment, but you’ll find that around here, people don’t put much stock in reassurances sent out by the government.” Cuddy’s voice had the reluctance to it of someone who was naturally friendly, and having difficulty not being. 

“I’m sorry. I can hardly blame you for that,” Puppy said quietly. 

For a moment, they all stood there looking at each other. Sweat gathered, itchy and uncomfortable, along Jem’s hairline and dripped down the side of her face, and she reached up to wipe it away. 

Cuddy sighed. “You’ll need some water,” he said, shaking his head. “Whoever you are, I won’t send you away on the verge of heat stroke and dehydration. Follow me. We’ve been sorting and packaging the harvest, you’ll be able to get some shade and water before you head back to your ship.” 

Jem noticed how Knives and Shine both stepped a little closer to their small group, their hands going to their weapons, but Puppy just nodded eagerly. “Thank you! I was a little worried about getting everyone back safely in this heat.” He laughed a little. “None of us are used to a climate like this, I’m afraid.” 

Cuddy gestured them to follow and started down the empty streets of the settlement, and with greater or less reluctance, the rest of them followed him. 

The settlement wasn’t large, and it was only a few minutes before they turned a corner to find what must be the community hall—a round building with openings around the sides, presumably to let the breeze through while the roof kept the shade off. There were clusters of people working busily despite the heat—a little over a hundred if Jem had to guess—and younger children played in small clusters around their elders. Everyone, even the children, bore the marks of the harsh climate—creases around their eyes and a hollow look to their bodies that spoke of an unforgiving land where water was scarce and difficult to find, the fairer-skinned among them burned dark from the sun. 

They looked up as they noticed the newcomers, and even from here, Jem could feel the uncomfortable hostility in their gaze. 

“This is the medical team that answered the distress call sent out a week ago.” Cuddy said, his tone gentle and placating in a way that reminded Jem a little of Puppy. “I explained the situation to them, but told them they were welcome to some water and rest before they go back to their ship.” 

Someone stepped forward, grudgingly, with a pitcher of water. She shoved it into Puppy’s hands. “Cups are over there,” she said, not meeting his eyes, and stepped back quickly.

“Thank you,” Puppy’s voice was earnest. He glanced around for the cups, and, sighing, Thaddeus stepped forward to fetch them before Puppy managed to spill the water all over the ground. 

Jem glanced skeptically at the brackish, lukewarm water she was handed. 

Honestly, if it wasn’t as hot as it was, she’d insist on testing it first—she could practically smell the mold and algae in it. But…she glanced surreptitiously at the jug of water. 

Everyone here seemed to have been drinking from the same thing, and they were still alive, so it was probably fine. And she was thirsty enough that even though it tasted just as brackish as it smelled, the wet was a relief on her dry tongue. 

She glanced around as she drank. 

The villagers had huddled together inconspicuously and were watching them with expressions that made a shiver run down her spine. 

Puppy turned back to Cuddy. “I’m very glad that the situation wasn’t as bad as you’d originally thought. But since we’re here, at least let us stay a few days. We can replenish your medical supplies, perhaps help you out with your caseload; you must be incredibly busy as the only doctor in the settlement.” 

Thaddeus was watching the doctor’s face, and he saw the quick flash of something over his expression—fear, perhaps? Anger? 

“No. I’m sorry, but you’d best leave,” he said curtly. He paused, and when he spoke again, there was a weariness in his tone. “It’s not that we don’t appreciate the offer. But you’d not get a warm welcome here even if I asked you to stay. The government sent us here three-quarters of a century ago, and our parents and grandparents spent their lives building the settlement at great personal sacrifice. And now that there’s a drought and it’s no longer as profitable, the government has abandoned us. You’ll not find many willing to trust a government mission, no matter how good your intentions.” 

Puppy nodded, his face grave, “Of course. We certainly don’t mean to impose.” 

“Thank you for understanding.” Cuddy paused, then sighed again and gave them a small, rueful smile. “You’ll have to forgive my manners. It’s been hard here, harder these last few years. None of us are accustomed to dealing with off-worlders anymore. I’m sorry you were brought all this way for nothing. Why don’t you take a day or two to recover before you leave, check your ship over, whatever you need to do. Best you stay on your ship, though—as I said, people here don’t look kindly on strangers sent by the government. I’m probably the closest thing to a town mayor that we have, but I’m only the doctor, and much as I’ll try to keep the peace, I can’t promise what the rest of the people here will do. Tempers are on edge with the drought, and there are those who’ll swing at you first and talk it over later.” 

“Of course,” said Puppy, turning back to the rest of the crew. His expression was open and sympathetic, exactly what she would have imagined from Puppy. But as he glanced at them, she caught a quick flash of…something in Puppy’s gaze, and she was suddenly struck by the remembrance that as naive and trusting as Puppy might be, he was far from stupid. “As soon as you’re ready, we should get back to the ship, I suppose.” 

A flicker of colour caught Jem’s eyes, and she turned. 

A line of flags fluttered across one of the doorways. 

She frowned. Now that she was looking, it was more than just the one house. A handful of houses flew the same flags, and something about them nagged at the back of her mind, pulling her back to her childhood on the resource settlement. Before she’d left and headed for the Level and a future that had looked so bright from back then. 

A familiar, uncomfortable nausea thickened her throat at the thought. 

She’d thought there, on the Level, somewhere she could be useful, she’d finally be safe. That she’d finally be worth something. And instead…

She shoved back the memories with an effort that felt superhuman and turned resolutely away from the flags. Better not to remember things, honestly. Was it possible to do something to keep yourself from remembering? She should look into that sometime. There were all sorts of bacterial…

The nagging feeling in the back of her mind caught suddenly on a memory, like a wisp of silk catching on a nail. 

“Those are mourning arrays,” she blurted. 

The silence that greeted her words was abrupt and total. 

Everyone was looking at her. 

“Um,” she said weakly. “The flags, I mean.” She gestured towards the houses. “I grew up on a resource planet, and I just remembered. They, um…we’d put them up on the houses when someone died, there’s a whole language…” She faltered, letting her words peter out. 

There were another few moments of silence. 

“That’s quite a number of mourning arrays for a town where everything is fine.” Knives was making no effort to keep the antagonism from her tone. “Are you sure nothing’s wrong here?” 

A man stood from the corner and stalked over towards the small group of them, a handful of others behind him. 

Knives and Shine exchanged glances and stepped in front of the rest of the medical crew. 

“You,” the man growled, ignoring Knives and Shine and glaring at Jem. “Mind your own goddamn business.” His expression was twisted with distrust and anger. “Stay the hell away from our settlement unless you want your own goddamn families putting up mourning arrays.” 

“Lyle,” Cuddy began, his face creasing in a frown. 

“Um,” said Jem, although she probably should just shut up. “I didn’t mean—I only meant, I saw the arrays and I just—”

The man narrowed his eyes. “Shut the hell up, bitch,” he snapped, and then Knives had him by the collar, yanking him up so he was on his tiptoes, the muzzle of a small needler pistol pressed firmly into the soft flesh under his jaw. 

“What did you say to her?” There was something about the softness of Knives’s voice that was even more frightening than if she’d been shouting. 

Puppy stepped forward, hands raised placatingly. “Knives,” he said. “I’m sure he didn’t—”

Shine grabbed Puppy’s arm and yanked him backwards. Puppy made a startled sound, barely catching himself against the wall of the shelter as Shine swung, his elbow catching the throat of another man who’d lunged for Knives. The man staggered backwards, choking, and Knives shot Shine a quick grin. In a motion almost too rapid for Jem to catch, she re-holstered her pistol, spun the man she was holding around, shoved him so he stumbled forward, and sent him to the ground with a well-placed kick to the back of his knees, tightening her hand around her billy-club. 

“Um,” Jem said again, weakly. 

“Jem, it’s alright. Let’s get you and Puppy out of the way,” said Thaddeus in her ear, taking her by the arm. There was a set to his posture that told her that he was planning on jumping into the fray himself as soon as he got the non-combatants clear and that hint of an irrepressible grin under his grim expression that told her he was very much looking forward to it. 

“Enough!” 

Cuddy’s voice was loud enough that it startled everyone into silence. He stepped forward into the space that had hastily cleared around Knives, Shine, and the small group of villagers who’d come after them. 

He wasn’t a large man—a little taller than Puppy, maybe, and although he was broad-shouldered and clearly used to heavy labour, it wasn’t his physical presence that made everyone in the room stop to look at him. 

“Enough,” he said again, his voice a little quieter now. “These people came because of a mistake. They’ve agreed to leave. At the very least, we can be civil to them while they’re here.” 

The villagers stepped reluctantly back, looking shame-faced, and Puppy stepped forward. “Shine? Knives? Are you alright?”

Knives nodded. Shine was still glaring at the small knot of villagers. 

And…in the corner opposite the one the man and his friends had come from, a woman, tall and broad-shouldered with short-cropped hair, was watching the small group of them intently. There was an expression on her face that almost made Jem think she’d step forward and say something, but she didn’t. 

“Good,” said Puppy. He turned to the villagers. “We’re sorry to disrupt you. That truly wasn’t our intent—we came because we received a distress signal from your settlement asking for help, and we were the closest medical team. We came here to help you. That’s all. I promise.” 

The woman’s eyes flicked between Puppy and Jem, and for a moment, her eyes met Jem’s. 

Jem couldn’t read her expression. She didn’t look angry. Frightened, maybe? But underneath the fear, there was something Jem did recognize—sorrow. A sorrow so deep that it had burrowed under her skin and bled out through her eyes, into the shape of her mouth, the set of her chin. 

Jem blinked at her for a few moments, unsure of how she was expected to react. Then the woman turned away, and Jem was left staring after her. 

“I’ll send someone with you to make sure you find your way back to your ship safely,” Cuddy was saying in a low voice. “I’m sorry. As I said, it’s been a long summer and a drought and tempers are wearing thinner than they should.” 

“Thank you,” said Puppy, with his usual gentle smile. “I understand. We appreciate your hospitality.” 

Knives snorted loudly, but he ignored her. 

“Be careful in the heat,” the doctor said. “You’ll be safe enough on your ship, though, I think, until you’re ready to take off again.” He turned and beckoned to a younger man who hadn’t been involved in the altercation. “Cy, why don’t you take them back?” 

The young man stepped forward with a short nod. His expression was guarded but not hostile. “I’ll lead you out of town,” he said gruffly. “Easy to die in the desert—you’ll do better with a guide.” 

“Thank you for your help,” said Puppy, beaming at him. 

“Jem?” 

She jumped, startled out of her reverie. Knives was standing next to her. 

“We’re going.” Knives’s voice was hard. Jem was pretty sure the anger in it wasn’t directed at her, but she flinched a little anyway. 

Knives frowned. “Everything alright?” 

She pasted on a smile. “Yes! Yes, of course.” 

“Come on, then. I don’t want any of us by ourselves until we’re out of this hellhole,” Knives muttered. 

Jem nodded and turned to follow her. But as they walked out, she cast a glance over her shoulder. 

The woman was standing on the edge of the crowd, and she watched them until they were out of sight. 









