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Part 1: Containment Breach
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The beasts had his scent, and now they were loose.

A bloodcurdling scream echoed throughout the facility’s clinical hallways, followed by a horrendous howl.

“Shit.” Felix huddled into a maintenance nook as a hulking figure stalked around the corner at the end of the hallway. The shape was silhouetted in the dimness by the strobing amber alarm light. Did it see me? He curled up against the circuitry in the wall, shuddering with every step of the creature as it drew closer. All the while it was sniffing, huffing, and growling. The lower gravity muted its approach, but could not hamper the sickening click and scrape of claw upon metal.

There was a spine-shrinking shriek as it tore its foreclaws down the wall. Felix attempted to stifle an involuntary gasp, and the shrieking stopped; the beast homed in on his hidey-hole. There were two quick, shuddering steps and Felix caught the dank smell of its misted breath, which reflected in the dusky light. Sinister claws reached around the edges of the nook.

Felix screamed, “Computer, activate breach suppression!”

Jets of steam billowed from vents in the ceiling, sparkling with trace amounts of silver metal, and the beast roared. Felix only had an instant to act. He held his breath and dashed from his hiding spot, tearing away from the howling monster that filled the hallway, and bolted for the maintenance control room just down the next hall.

The jets of silver steam fizzled out after only an instant, and the flailing beast turned to sight its prey. 

“Too soon, too soon, fuck!” Felix muttered curses as he fumbled for his security pass. He swiped the side panel and the door slid open. Bolting inside, he hit the emergency lock and the doors groaned closed with horrible slowness. All the while, the beast galloped down the narrow hallway, intending to disembowel him. As the doors clenched shut, Felix made eye contact with his hunter. Yellow bloodshot orbs gazed right into his soul with hunger and fury.

The doors hissed shut and Felix found himself trembling, feet rooted to the spot. The door shuddered and he leaped back with a scream . . . but they held, even as the beast raked them from the other side and howled in frustration.

Felix allowed himself a sigh of relief.

“Hello, fren!” Felix jumped in fright again as a small furry creature scurried out from under a workbench and hopped up to greet him. “It’s hecking scary out there!”

“Floof!” Felix laughed and patted the frightened mastiff. “You scared the shit out of me!” 

The dog licked Felix’s face, and the collar around its neck lit up as the neural translator converted its thought patterns into an adorable, electronic voice. “There are toothy boys out there!”

“That damned dog scared the shit out of me too.”

“Fuck, Helena!” Felix pushed past Floof to help the woman who was wedged under the workbench Floof was hiding under. She wore a white lab coat; her hair was short and frizzy, and bobbed in the low-G. “Shit, you’re bleeding. Did they . . .”

“It was just broken glass, don’t worry.” She batted away his hands. “How did they get out, Felix?”

“The cell doors just opened. It can’t have been a malfunction, I think we have a mole,” Felix said.

“A mole?” Helena stiffened. “But why? This is a research facility to treat . . .” she trailed off as Felix gave her a deadpan look. “All right, that might have been naive on my part, but who?”

“I don’t know. Whoever it is, they sabotaged the suppression systems. I couldn’t use it to save the others. I could barely use it to save myself. Whoever sabotaged us must have gotten to them too. All that doesn’t matter for the moment, we need to get out of this. I’m glad we had the same idea—did you manage to send out a distress signal?”

Helena eyed the console by the plexiglass observation section of the maintenance room—a bulky rover sat outside, inert on the chalky grey surface of the Moon. The screen had an indicator blinking: ‘MESSAGE SENT.’ 

“Yes, but that’s no use to us; it’ll take half a day for a rescue squad capable of dealing with this kind of situation to arrive. We need to escape, but we can’t make it to the rover unless we clear the way. Now that you’re here, we can do something to get rid of the escaped subjects.”

“Like what?”  Felix helped Helena up onto her feet.

“I had a plan before you opened the door and scared me under the table. I was going to send Floof through this vent here. It leads to the airlock corridor. I was going to smear my blood on him and send him through to draw them in. Then I was going to seal the corridors with the maintenance control overrides from this console and vent the airlock, launching the subjects out onto the Moon’s surface.”

“You were going to vent Floof?” Felix gasped.

“No, I was going to call him back into the vent and seal it. They won’t stay in the hallway once they realise it’s just him anyway. The only thing is, the damned dog won’t go!”

“I am too spooked!” Floof barked.

“It’s okay, buddy,” Felix tousled the dog’s ears and swallowed the lump in his throat. “I’ll go.”

“You can’t!” Helena protested, but Felix placed his hand on her shoulder, squeezing it. “Will you even fit?” she said.

“I’ve been on a diet.” Felix slapped his belly, but his smile was strained. “Look after Floof while I’m gone, yeah?” 

The door shuddered with another sickening howl and the three occupants of the room leaped back in fright. 

“That’s my cue,” Felix said. He grabbed one of the radios racked on the wall, shuffled under the desk, and popped open the vent cover. After a moment’s hesitation, he crawled inside. “I’ll speak to you on the maintenance channel.”

“Be careful out there,” Helena whispered after him, taking her own radio from the wall rack.

“Hey, you’re talking to Felix Hernandez here, I once killed a tarantula with a . . .”

“With a blow dart, yes,” Helena laughed. “I’ve heard the story a dozen times.”

Felix shuffled further into the vent, finding himself in a narrow, dark, cramped, and dusty shaft. After a few moments of exerted crawling, he saw thin strips of strobing amber light through the next vent cover. He cracked it open, poked half of his dust covered head out of the vent, and found the dark corridor. The amber alarm lights were mounted to the ceiling on either end; the terrible rumbling of the monsters as they tore through the facility, looking for prey, was ever-present.

Felix pulled himself out of the vent and turned on the radio. He held it up to his mouth with trembling hands and clicked the transmission button. The sharp static was enough to make him flinch, but he held to his resolve. “Helena, I’m in the hallway. Open all doors and hatches that lead to my location. I’m ready when you are.”

The hissing clank of doors opening sounded throughout the base, and then Helena’s reply came in a static-charged whisper. “I’m ready. Good luck.”

“Just be ready to seal the vent quickly.” Felix took a deep breath, and then started banging on the walls, yelling at the top of his lungs. “Come and get me!”

His stomach twisted as a cascade of howls echoed throughout the base, followed by snarling and growling. Some of the sounds were disturbingly close by. As the clacking of claw on metal and rumbling of great beasts converging on his location grew closer, the noise was accompanied by the sound of closing doors and hatches. Felix wiped the sweat off his brow and decided that meant they were in the adjacent corridors, and Helena had sealed them in.

He turned toward the vent and popped open the grating; the emergency compression barrier slid down on the other side, an impenetrable slab of metal.

A fevered panic rose up Felix’s spine. He kicked in the emergency vent seal and tried to tear at its edges with his fingertips as a snarl harbingered the pack of monsters rounding the corner to the airlock corridor. The werewolves had found him.

Felix desperately keyed the radio, “Helena, the vent is sealed! I’m trapped in the hallway!”

As the beasts prowled into the corridor, leering closer to feed upon him, Helena’s cool voice responded. “I am aware, Doctor Hernandez.”

“Helena,” Felix said. His racing heart threatened to explode, but he knew he would not be lucky enough to experience such a clean death. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Oh, for an agent of the Pantheon, you don’t catch on very quickly,” Helena answered as dread dawned over Felix. “The Cronos Sect sends their regards.”

Felix’s fearful grip kept the radio clicked on as the pack of werewolves finally broke rank, tearing into the hallway to rip him limb from limb. “You . . .” his final words were interrupted by a torrent of curses in Spanish and screams of anguish.

From her relative safety, Helena viewed the frenzy through the grainy security camera feed she had brought up on the maintenance console. Felix’s curses were accompanied by the sound of howls, snapping bone, and the wet wrenching of sinew. She waited, hovering with her finger over the emergency vent button to really twist the knife.

Floof barked, “I sure hope Felix is okay! Toothy boys are multiplying out there!”

Helena frowned. “Let’s turn off the kid’s setting for now.” She flicked a setting on the collar, and Floof’s voice changed from a dopey tone to a monotone computer narrated voice. 

“Hostile creatures have overwhelmed the base,” Floof said.

“Yes, I know that . . .”

“Danger imminent, danger imminent, danger imminent.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Helena answered, and tuned out the dog’s droning warning. She focused back on the console. Felix was still alive somehow, screaming as the werewolves ate their fill. Amongst the horrid cacophony, she realised Felix was still screaming profanities. She heard the Spanish word for ‘whore’ and smirked, then finally, mercifully, vented the airlock.

The whole station rocked. The grainy security feed became a turbulent blur as the escaped test subjects, Felix’s body, and the trapped air in the adjacent corridors was violently expelled into the vacuum of the Moon’s surface.

“Danger imminent, danger imminent . . .”

“You still droning on about that, you stupid dog?” Helena sighed, “They’re all vented! For fuck’s sake, I’ll tear that neural link out of you if you don’t shut the hell up!” Floof recoiled with a whimper, but his message remained constant and monotone. 

“Have it your way! First I need to make sure the distress signal reaches the right ears . . .” she went over to the console by the plexiglass viewing platform, only to gasp.

Out on the Moon’s surface, the beasts were thrashing about amongst the debris of decompression. They were still alive, and bounding back to the airlock in a slow-motion manner that would have looked comical if it weren’t so terrifying. Their skin was shrivelled back around their faces, and blood and bodily fluids were siphoning from every orifice in a half-boiled jet stream.

It was pure madness.

“Oh, fuck!” 

Five of the test subjects reached the airlock, and the sixth bounded over to the glass and leered in at her. Its eyes were even more bloodshot; the drool was still being sucked from its snarling snout even as it produced more to keep its mouth moist, and it started raking down the glass with ferocious tenacity. “Jesus!” Helena shrieked back.

“. . . danger imminent . . .”

The doors to the maintenance control room—which led to one of the corridors that was vented—shuddered as the beasts reached it and started clawing their way in.

Helena scanned the room, looking for something—anything—to help her out of this impossible situation. All the while, the beasts, the werewolves, clawed their way through the thick vacuum shielding. And all the while, Floof continued his incessant, droning warning.

“. . . danger imminent, danger imminent, danger imminent . . .”
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Part 2: The Griffins
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Bhanu Everly

Counter Paranormal task force - G.R. – F.I.N: *Global Response – Fable Infringement Necessity*

. . . PRIORITY TRANSMISSION . . .

Mission briefing directed to: Captain Bhanu Everly

Highest priority orders: Redirect from Orbital Spire Station to Lunar Colony ‘Amenitude’ and meet United Globe liaison for classified intelligence. Proceed to mission actual from there.

Mission priorities: 

1. Seek and destroy

2. Retrieve classified data

3. Search and rescue

G.R. - F.I.N. Command.

Bhanu reread the message for the tenth time, murmuring her vexations over the lack of intel. Even that small movement hurt her chapped brown lips. She licked them instinctively—and regretted it immediately. 

“Fucking space flight,” she said, and smacked her lips.

Her foul language didn’t mesh with her posh accent, she realised with a suppressed smirk. Lucas had rubbed off on her.

“Say something, Ev?” Lucas turned from the flight console, his beard scuffing against his microphone and causing her to wince with the sudden burst of static.

“Dude!” his co-pilot Roshni winced as well. “How the hell do you get away with that face scruff as a GR operative?”

“Well, I was gonna shave it but I cannae dunnit now that we didn’t have time at dock. You ever shave in the bathroom on this vessel? You’re asking for clogged vents, you stupid wee lass!”

Bhanu’s smile grew in spite of her cracking lips. Roshni had been Lucas’s co-pilot for only a week, and had settled into his abrasive style easily. And he . . . Well, he’s recovering quickly from the incident, Bhanu thought. It’s no small feat to pull through the trauma of having your co-pilot impaled right next to you. Christ, the squad has taken some hits recently.

The console chimed and the three occupants of the cockpit looked out through the quartz glass screen. The Moon now filled most of their field of view, spinning as their vessel flew in a corkscrew path to maintain a sense of gravity through inertia. The Moon was grey and desolate—save for the sporadic lighting of colonies and flashes of orbital traffic—and marred by garish craters. Some thought it lost its lustre the closer you got, but Bhanu found it pretty all the same. They crossed the proximity threshold and were now able to receive docking instructions.

“How long until we dock, Lucas?”

“Half an hour, Cap’n,” Lucas answered. “This lot are demanding.”

“How so?”

“The Lunar Government has strict weapons controls.” Roshni was flicking through the data package on her tablet. “We can’t take our firearms into Amenitude, and seeing as it’s armed, the Hippogriff will be grounded once we dock.”

“Hey there, let’s call in a paranormal spec ops unit for what I can only assume is a highly dangerous situation, but have them come out with fisticuffs!” Lucas laughed.

“Bloody lunar bureaucracy,” Roshni tutted.

“More like lunacy, am I right?” Lucas said. 

Bhanu rolled her eyes even though she was still smiling. “Just proceed with docking, and ping the FNG while you’re at it. I want to have a word with him.”

“Ma’am,” Lucas grinned, flicked some switches on the console, and spoke into his microphone, “Oi, Fucking New Guy, Cap’n wants a word! The rest of ya, prepare for a flaccid man’s version of real grav!” He flicked off the switch and continued correcting his course.

“As professional as ever, Lucas.”

“I stick by stringent standards, Cap’n Ev.” Lucas said seriously, before a wry grin broke through his scruffy visage.

“How come you don’t give me the kind of shit you give the new guy?” Roshni asked.

“I’ve been giving ya shit, ye’r just so dumb ye cannae notice!”

Roshni chuckled, “If that’s what you call giving shit, then I have low hopes for this partnership.”

“Partnership? Blimey, we’re not married!”

Bhanu ignored the brewing banter and stepped out of the cockpit. As the door slid shut behind her, she was confronted by the FNG, who was standing to attention. 

“Private Diondre Harris,” she said slowly, “that was fast.”

“I’m eager to please, ma’am.” He spoke with a rigid and formal American accent. He was a young man, and tall, with dark umber skin and a strong, clean-shaven jaw. The black and bronze Griffin fatigues accented his athletic features, but they did not yet suit him—not in her eyes.

“We’re close to making Moon-fall. I’d like you to round up the Griffins, as the liaison will be expecting us immediately.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Diondre turned to obey, but hesitated. “Ma’am, why not just ping the whole squad?”

Bhanu eyed the young soldier for a moment. “I wanted to have a word with you in private, Diondre . . .”

“Ah, Captain Everly, G.R. guidelines state that we shouldn’t . . .”

“That’s entirely the problem. You’re too formal, too eager to be here, to fit in with how you think things are done. You’re filling the shoes of someone the squad was well accustomed to and you’re acting so formally it’s as if you’re spitting on his memory.”

“Captain, I mean no disrespect . . .”

“Look, it’s not your fault, it’s just politics. The Americans were next in line to select an agent for the Griffins. But we didn’t even get a chance to vet you or the other candidates before the distress signal cocked things up. We had some time with Roshni, and with you, none at all. Don’t be surprised if the team takes a while to warm up to you. Many of them would rather charge into the unknown while down a member than have the unknown fighting alongside them. The squad doesn’t think you belong here; that’s what I’m saying. Hell, the team didn’t even meet you until we stepped onto the Hippogriff.”

“Ma’am . . . Bhanu, with all due respect, I busted my ass to be a Griffin.”

“And yet you have no previous experience with the paranormal. Everyone on this team had more than military experience before they joined. Hell, one of them didn’t have any military training at all. But they have all had encounters with the unknown, they have all stared into the abyss, and they’re still alive. They resent someone like you. I just wanted to let you know they’re watching. Don’t cock it up.”

Diondre considered this for a moment, “Understood, ma’am, I’ll do my best.”

“That’s all I can ask. Now, go round up the squad. And cut that military discipline out. It won’t work with this outfit. Griffins are notoriously irreverent, and for good reason.”

“Ma’am . . . I mean . . .”

“Just call me Bhanu or Ev, Diondre. Move out.”

––––––––
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Kieran Ahmad

Kieran bowed over the prayer mat, murmuring to himself in Arabic. Then he rose to his knees and gazed out the observation window, to the tiny blue dot spinning in the wake of the Hippogriff. The Hippogriff was a specialised AC-APC: Aerospace Capable - Armoured Personnel Carrier. It had limited living functions for longer operations outside Earth’s atmosphere, including bunk cabins, a mess and the observation deck at the rear of the ship, a tiny little closet space that Kieran utilised for his prayers.

It was a tiny enough compartment that he could feel Aideen’s nervous energy as she waited for him to finish. It was like a static charge in the air. He tried to ignore it, but Aideen always demanded to be noticed.

The two Griffins could not be more different. Kieran was broad and bulky, with dark olive skin and a short cropped beard that hugged his square jaw. In contrast, Aideen was pale, with bright red hair. She was slight, shorter and leaner than Kieran by a large margin, but held herself in a way that warned she could more than make up for her size with her fighting spirit.
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