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1


BILL





Year 2163:  Exilon 5. Humanity’s so-called fresh start. 

Two years ago, Bill Taggart’s wife vanished on this terraformed planet.

No remains. No closure. Just one final, static-choked message. The panic in her voice, followed by silence, still chilled him.

Officially, she was dead. Unofficially? She’d disappeared into a system built on lies.

And now, something was shifting.

Assigned to monitor the Indigenes—Exilon 5’s native species—Bill wouldn’t just be watching anymore. He’d be hunting for answers.

Government files were being redacted. Military boots were showing up in places they shouldn’t. The Indigenes, silent for decades, were starting to move.

And someone was watching him. Closely.

New London, bright and sterile, pretended nothing had happened. The air smelled crisp and clean, unlike the recycled staleness back home. There, people kept their heads down. Here, they walked tall. His workplace loomed at the centre of it all. A sleek, towering, unbothered headquarters.

But underneath? A crack was forming in the carefully constructed colony. And if he was right, it would lead straight to the people who took Isla.

Or worse… to the people who wanted him silenced next.

At Cantaloupe restaurant, he watched Earth’s latest batch of settlers disembark from the automated buses. Neatly dressed, nervously polite in their interactions.

The street-level screens blared sanitised updates: resource levels, atmospheric readings, community morale. Nothing real. Just like this paradise. 

A band-aid on the societal problems beginning to emerge.

He pushed steak around his plate. Real meat, worth more than a month’s wages. But the World Government was footing the bill, so, what did he care?

Charles Deighton, CEO of the twelve-member council that ruled Earth and Exilon 5, ate like this twice a day. They could reshape society at a whim.

That’s what scared Bill.

His new assignment was simple on paper: observe the Indigenes. But it felt less like observation and more like containment. 

Or cover-up.

He’d chosen this restaurant for a reason. A lone Indigene had appeared here recently, after a year of silence. 

Why?

His pulse spiked with stubborn hope again. Maybe he’d find Isla.

She’d vanished two years ago, while monitoring them. And deep down, he feared the aliens knew exactly where she was. Worse, so did Deighton.

All he could do now was learn everything he could. One step closer to the truth. But patience had never been his strength.

He took a hit of coffee. The caffeine ran hot through his veins, hands twitching from more than just fatigue.

But on Exilon 5, twitchy addicts weren’t the real threat.

No, this utopia had been built on half-truths and crumbling confidence. And people were starting to notice.

A sharp pain stabbed through him as Isla’s face returned—rosy cheeks, long hair, a dimpled smile. She was light where he was shadow. Fierce. Unyielding.

Her disappearance was the only reason he still got up in the morning.

Still, doubt pressed in. What if this was all for nothing?

Bill’s comm shrilled. He flinched. A few patrons glanced over, annoyed. He met their eyes, not caring, and plugged in the earpiece.

‘Yeah?’

‘Bill? Daphne calling. Have I caught you at a bad time?’

Deighton’s second-in-command. He straightened.

‘No, just doing some recon.’ He shoved his plate aside.

‘I’m worried.’

Shit. ‘About what?’

‘Your first solo investigation.’

‘I’m fine.’

He caught the soft tap of a fingernail on wood. Gilchrist’s signature tic. He didn’t trust her, but she was easier to deal with than Deighton.

‘I don’t mean to intrude so late,’ she said, ‘but we need to make sure you’re on form. There are concerns.’

Bullshit. At forty-five, Bill might be considered young—but no one else had his experience.

‘Deighton cleared me.’

A pause followed.

‘Actually, he asked me to check in. Tomorrow’s mission is critical. He wants reassurance.’

‘I’m ready,’ he said. Then added, ‘Bit late for second thoughts.’

‘It’s just… your wife. You haven’t really dealt with her death.’

She laid the empathy on thick. It turned his stomach.

‘Mr Deighton knows you’re capable,’ she added. ‘So do I. We just like to keep an eye on our best people.’

The man who’d assigned Isla here, now hiding behind Gilchrist’s voice. Typical.

‘If he’s that worried, he can call me himself.’

‘You know that’s not possible. Mr Deighton is very busy.’

He bit back a response. Needed to end the call before he said something he’d regret.

‘I don’t want anything going wrong tomorrow,’ she continued.

‘I’m ready. So’s my team.’

‘What’s the plan?’

‘Observe the Indigene. See what it does.’

‘That means no interference.’

A rule he planned to break.

‘I understand.’

It was a risk. Deighton would be watching. But if breaking orders got him closer to Isla, he’d take it.

‘Are you sure you’re up to this, Bill?’

‘I’m fine,’ he said too quickly. ‘My job is to monitor them. Personal feelings won’t interfere.’

A lie, and he knew it.

‘This could go either way. A breakthrough, or a disaster. I need to know I can count on you.’

‘You can.’

‘Good. And remember why we picked you. Your success with Hunt. Mr Deighton’s expectations are high.’

Larry Hunt. The name made his shoulder throb. One of Hunt’s thugs had knifed him. Even from prison, the bastard lingered.

‘Understood.’

The line clicked off. Silence returned. But the unease stayed.

They hadn’t chosen him out of trust. He was a gamble. And if it went south, they’d feed him to the genetically modified wolves.

He yanked out the earpiece and tossed it on the table. No one paid him any mind.

Didn’t matter. The act of holding it together wasn’t for them. It was for Deighton. And Gilchrist.

Mostly Deighton.

A tear slipped down. Bill thumbed it away. Time to refocus.

Cantaloupe buzzed. Servers weaving through tight tables, patrons scanning chips, laughter too loud.

But this wasn’t just any restaurant. It was a scene. An Indigene had been here.

Why this place? Why now?

They were nocturnal, but lately they’d started appearing in daylight. A change. A risk to the colony.

If he wanted answers, he had to think like them. Slip into their logic. Understand. Not easy when he knew nothing about them.

Why here? Were they hunting?

His arm tingled. Static again, more than electrical. It buzzed under his skin, crawling like nanobots at a genetic manipulation clinic.

They’d been here. An hour ago, maybe less.

Government intel claimed one had approached a child last week. It was likely to try again tomorrow. The thought twisted his gut.

Bill checked the time. Still early, but he had hours of files to review before sunrise.

He stood. Time to dig into everything he could. Habits. Patterns. Triggers.

The Indigenes had survived thirty years of terraforming. That made their next move dangerous.

At the counter, he scanned his ID chip. The meal charged to the World Government.

He stepped outside, his mind filled with too much information and not enough.

What the knew about the Indigenes?

Hype, possibly. Spin, most definitely. World Government maneuverings to protect its precious colony.

And if the creatures had been here… they’d be back.

Tomorrow, he’d be ready.
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STEPHEN





Ten hours before dawn: The lab’s stone floor vibrated beneath Stephen’s bare feet. A pulse. No, a rhythm. One the Surface Creatures would never feel through their shoes and synthetic coverings. 

His mouth was dry. His skin too cold. Tomorrow, he’d walk under the Exilon 5 sun, fully exposed. No Indigene had done that and returned unchanged.

Stupid. Necessary.

Every contact until now had happened at night. But his next target would move in daylight. If Stephen failed, if he was seen, the price wouldn’t be his alone. It would fall on all of them.

His pacing slowed.

Failure is not an option, Stephen.

The voice wasn’t spoken. Anton stood in the doorway, arms crossed, his thoughts slipping easily into Stephen’s.

Don’t you think I know that?

They call us Shadow People, Anton said. Always hated the name.

Surface Creatures named them that. Maybe because they hunted in darkness. Or maybe because they were easier to ignore when unseen.

Sometimes Stephen wondered what the government really told the colonists. The lies they wrapped around fear. The truths they buried in daylight.

‘What are you doing here, Anton?’

The younger Indigene shrugged and used his voice. ‘Thought you’d like a hand getting ready. It’s what they do, right? Talk out loud. No telepathy.’

Stephen didn’t smile. Anton, born after the terraforming, hadn’t seen the carnage of that first day—the day Stephen’s parents died. Their air-controlled tunnels had kept their species alive. But only barely.

Stephen clenched two fists. ‘I have nothing in common with those brutes.’

Anton rolled his eyes, forcing Stephen to add, ‘I am within my rights to despise their kind.’

If you say so, came the mental reply. But it’s been long enough, Stephen. You’re still letting it consume you.

With anger, Stephen turned to the workbench. The artificial skin lay where he’d left it. One edge peeled upward, slightly curled.

He pressed a thin strip to his cheek. It yielded instantly. Light. Cool. But it felt heavy, like wearing someone else’s identity.

Anton slid in beside him. ‘Good, right? I rebuilt their silicone at the molecular level. Ultra-thin. Breathable. Temperature regulating. Genius, basically.’

Stephen nodded, reluctant to admit it was genius.

Anton continued, I added pigmentation too. Should match their opaque skin. Not perfect without a live sample, but close enough to pass.

Stephen studied his reflection in the chrome surface. He looked less like himself. Less like an Indigene. Which was the point.

The Surface Creatures had controlled Exilon 5’s surface for thirty years. Tomorrow, that could begin to change.

‘Are you nervous about going alone?’ Anton asked.

‘Terrified.’

He usually travelled in groups—Pierre always said safety in numbers. But more than one Indigene would spook the target. Alone was the safest option.

Anton grinned. ‘You’ll have my tech. It will feel like I’m with you.’

Stephen forced a smile. The gesture only made his chest tighter.

He pulled up his privacy wall. Anton didn’t need to hear what he was feeling. But his thoughts were scattered, his mental shields weak.

Anton asked, ‘Do you remember when the colonists first arrived?’

He did. All too well.

From a safe distance, he’d watched the ships land. Automated cranes offloaded containers. Drills pierced the surface with metallic screams. Fires raged. Smoke burned. The elders feared discovery, but the tunnels had held.

More creatures followed. Soon, they outnumbered the Indigenes.

Ten thousand years of peace. Shattered.

Stephen shook off the memory. He grabbed the air-filtration device from the bench.

Anton clapped. Finally. Was starting to wonder when you’d test that.

They moved into the tunnel. Stephen ran his fingers over the insignia-rich, cocoon-creating rock wall. The stone vibrated under his touch.

He positioned the device. It hummed, pulling a pocket of clean air from the wall, just large enough for one person to step inside.

He inhaled deeply, then opened his hand. The filtration device came in three parts: two for the nose, one for the throat.

The first breath of surface air burned like acid. He gasped, staggered. The pain dulled when the filter kicked in.

He steadied himself. Breathed again. Slower.

Then stepped out.

‘I get an hour with this thing?’ he asked, holding the device.

Anton nodded. ‘How did it feel?’

‘Painful. But manageable.’

‘Stick to the time limit. You can swap out the filter, but too long and you risk damage. We’re working on a kinetic recharge version, but that’s months away.’

Stephen nodded. ‘It’s fine. This will work.’

Fine? Anton shot back. It’s brilliant.

Stephen laughed softly. ‘It’s perfect.’

Anton smiled. ‘It’ll keep you safe.’

Stephen didn’t answer. He had other ways to survive. ‘I’m still the fastest runner in this district.’

‘No argument there.’ Anton clapped him on the back. ‘But try not to need it.’
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BILL





The evening sun warmed Bill’s naturally aged skin. He relished the feeling, so different to the dark and gloomy Earth he’d left behind. On his walk through a smaller replica of parts of London, he passed by residents enjoying the sweet, clean air. Nobody wore breathing masks or oxygen canisters here, not like on Earth, where the poisonous air demanded they be used. 

Exilon 5’s bright and cheery façade made it easy to forget the grim, overcrowded planet located thirty light years away. But Earth still meant something to him, because it was where he had met Isla.

He arrived at his ITF-issued apartment in the New Westminster area of New London. The hierarchy went: World Government, Earth Security Centre, followed by International Task Force. But the ITF, the people Bill worked for, were far from soft touches. They had Deighton’s full backing to make sure all necessary protocol was followed.

A chair dropped from a window above his head to the pavement, just missing him. Bill jumped back and cursed.

He looked up to see a man chucking a couple of garbage bags down after it.

‘This isn’t a fucking collection point,’ he shouted.

The man flipped him off and slammed his window shut.

Yeah, things were going great on this utopian planet.

With a grunt, Bill tossed the chair and both bags into the alley, on top of more discarded waste. The cleaning autobots weren’t scheduled for a few days. Automated rubbish collections without any oversight—yet another ill-thought-out plan to smooth the transition from old to new planet.

He pinched the end of his nose and hurried inside.

Done right, this planet could be a fresh start for the human race. But only six cities had been built so far, each one a nod to their twin cities on Earth, and a fraction of their size. Not nearly enough to accommodate twenty billion people.

If the World Government was serious about transferring all inhabitants of Earth, Exilon 5 needed more cities, more housing—more rules.

With a heavy step, Bill climbed the stairs to the third floor where his apartment overlooked Belgrave Square Gardens, a close replica of the same gardens once seen in London on Earth.

He opened his front door, but hesitated, knowing his job made him more enemies than friends. Bill had gotten used to living out of a suitcase and sleeping for two, maybe three, hours per night. And the paranoia, while draining, had become a steady companion in his search for Isla.

Hunting and catching bad people didn’t always live up to the sexy reputation it had garnered on Earth. Yeah, it felt good to put the bad guys away, but it was a lonely existence. But his reputation had earned him a ticket to Exilon 5 and an opportunity to search for his wife. In the end, that’s all that mattered to him.

Bill examined the apartment layout that he hadn’t changed since moving in, over a year ago. One sofa, one Light Box, and one kitchen table with four chairs next to the window made up his home—if he could even call it that.

At least the kitchen, bedroom and bathroom were separate rooms. These apartments weren’t huge, but they beat the studio shoeboxes on Earth for size.

Bill slowly entered his apartment. The virtual Light Box didn’t greet him; he’d disabled its security function a while ago. A thick layer of dust covered every surface. That tip from an informant made it easier to see when things had been moved.

Old circular imprints from legs of chairs remained hidden. He sloped to the bedroom to check on the only thing of value: his suitcase. Hidden in his bedroom wardrobe, it contained personal items belonging to him and Isla.

The ITF owned this apartment and was on their radar. So was his life. He kept what he could private.

Gilchrist’s call still angered him. Bill had worked hard to separate himself from the politics at the top and to focus on what mattered: learning what he could about the Indigenes and the location of their lairs. Or caves—wherever the savage creatures liked to congregate.

But Deighton’s lackey had brought Isla into play—a topic Gilchrist knew was off limits.

Watch and wait. Gather information, and strike at the right time.

Yeah, it made sense. But this was no ordinary mission for him.

Bill retrieved the files on the Indigenes from a wall safe hidden behind a bookshelf in his bedroom. To open the safe, he scanned his identity chip and security chip, one in his left thumb and the other in his right. To operate the digital pad and access the private folder containing the files, he repeated the same steps.

He returned to the living room with the DPad, equal in size to his palm. As he went to sit. the Light Box flickered. Someone had reconnected it. Probably Gilchrist. Or Deighton. Didn’t matter. Snakes, both of them.

He’d already located some of the ITF’s bugging devices: two in the base of the table lamps, one inside a disused cupboard in the kitchen and one underneath his bed. And those were just the ones he could find.

But they needed their best, ill tempered, wayward Scottish investigator who hated authority more than he did liars. And snakes.

Bill set the DPad down on the glass coffee table and walked up to the Light Box. He studied his reflection in its shimmering façade that was just a virtual representation of an actual screen. The skin around his tired eyes aged him more than the flecks of grey in his dark-brown hair. Nothing a little genetic modification couldn’t fix.

Improved medical procedures had made it possible to live longer. But he despised dishonesty, and those who modified their appearance were lying to themselves. Deighton and Gilchrist were both fans of the treatment.

Case in point.

He’d worked hard to convince Gilchrist to put him on this mission and given that Isla had disappeared on this planet, he thought his chances were slim. But something, or someone, had changed her mind. The ITF handled the grunt work for the ESC—investigations, arrests, policing—and nothing ever happened without Gilchrist’s say-so.

Isla had once told him that no matter what advances were made in age alteration, he should always be able to recognise himself in the mirror. He hadn’t given too much thought to it over the years, but the advice seemed more pertinent now that she was gone.

Thinking of her tore a new hole in his festering wound. He turned away from the screen, refusing to allow whoever watched him to see his grief.

His hands shook again. Only one of two things could settle his jitters.

Moving to the kitchen, he ignored the food replicator and made a pot of coffee the old-fashioned way. He filled his “I heart Boston” mug to the brim, something Isla had bought for him in an antique shop a few years back. The aroma filled the room and he licked his dry lips. Actigen—pills that allowed him to skip sleep—and coffee were his go-to diet on missions. Sleep only made him dream of Isla and the last thing he wanted was to imagine what the Indigenes had done to her. He’d survived without sleep for the last two years. And that’s how he’d continue until he found her.

Bill carried his mug with the cracked rim and faded heart back to the living room and his waiting files. The Indigene’s meeting was rumoured to happen the following morning and, if World Government intel was correct, it would occur in the hour after dawn. These Indigenes had found a way to surface safely in daylight.

Bill needed to know how.

He placed his DPad on one knee and balanced the mug on the other. With a flick of his index finger, he pulled the information from the screen. It became a 3D image before him. He resumed his review of the government’s files on the alien race.

The problem with the indigenous race was a difficult one to solve. Humans had no choice: move to Exilon 5 or die on a resource-exhausted Earth. At the point when everything looked like it might settle down, the had Indigenes popped up out of nowhere. Even Gilchrist had been shocked.

But not Bill. He knew they’d come. Secret intel had reported bands of Indigenes were targeting humans during their nocturnal trips to the surface. It wouldn’t be long before they would surface again.

The wait was almost over. One of the creatures would make a mistake soon, and walk right into Bill’s backyard. And when they did, he would be waiting.
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STEPHEN





Stress shook him as he leaned against the tunnel wall outside his lab. What advantages did he have over the Surface Creatures that would guarantee his safety the following day? Speed? Strength? 

The Indigenes fared better on intellect, but the Surface Creatures understood cunning and deception in a way that put him at a disadvantage.

Feeling uneasy, Stephen pushed off from the wall and paced the length of the tunnel. What else could he use—his vision?

An Indigene’s vision worked best in low levels of light. It allowed them to make sense of the dark and was the reason they preferred hunting at night.

Relax. Anton stood by the entrance to the lab. It’ll be fine.

You wouldn’t say that if it were you going.

His friend grinned. Yes, I would. I have faith in my inventions.

Stephen hid his jealousy; Anton’s easygoing nature was hard to live with sometimes. Seeing his parents die had brought the worst out in Stephen—his anxiety, his anger. His need for revenge. But more than ever, he needed to get his act together, because too much was riding on his success. His failings had to take a back seat. Those same insecurities made him want to tear the fake skin from his face and cancel his plans.

His last trip to the surface to study the Surface Creatures hadn’t gone so well. Then, his group of three had used just a cheap disguise to hide their real identities.

On the back of Central Council orders, his group had begun their search for one just inside the city border for New London. Outside a closed food replication terminal building, they’d found group of seven boys. Even from a distance, he’d caught the pungent smell of alcohol in the air.

Their approach reduced the boys’ loud chatter to whispers. Feeling skittish, Stephen hung back while the other two Indigenes moved closer.

What could he say to them? How about, your parents are murderers and you will grow up to be one too?

Not exactly the best way to get them to talk.

To his relief, one of the other Indigenes started the interrogation. The mood started out light, but quickly turned heavy when the questions to the boys became more personal. Stephen’s finely tuned hearing allowed him to pick up the boys’ utterances.

‘Who the fuck are these losers?’

‘I know. I’m losing me buzz.’

‘I’m bored.’

‘C’mon, let’s show these clowns what dirt tastes like.’

‘Yeah!’

‘I wanna go home.’

‘Stay where you are, Jason. Everybody’s stayin’ put.’

‘D’ya think they’re some kind o’ military?’

‘Dunno. They’re not wearing uniforms.’

‘Don’t wanna to get into no trouble.’

‘Don’t be an idiot, Jason. Do as I say.’

‘Seven against three. Easy.’

The boys came at them, arms flailing and legs kicking, fuelled by a mixture of alcohol and stupidity. Stephen retreated into the dark night, stopping a short distance away to listen; the other Indigenes followed him.

‘Where’d they go?’ said one boy.

‘What the fuck?’

‘It’s like them Shadow People I keep hearing ‘bout.’

‘Don’t be an idiot. That’s just legend. A story to scare the little kiddies so they don’t fall ‘sleep.’

‘No, I heard them people’s real. They hunt late at night and they eat kids and adults if they sleep. Sometimes they catch them out here.’

‘That don’t even make sense, Jason. We’re out here ev’ry night, and I haven’t seen no Shadow People.’

‘Well, what’dya call them people just here then?’

‘Fucking losers.’

It was the first time Stephen had heard the term “Shadow People” and Central Council had no idea whom among their race was hunting Surface Creatures. Any future contact with the race on the surface needed to be planned out.

Why is Pierre letting you go and not me? Anton’s voice broke through his thoughts.

Because it was my idea to target one of them during daylight hours.

He must have been crazy to suggest such a thing, but all he could think about was ways to avenge his parents’ death. To learn more about the race’s weaknesses, he needed a cool head. While Pierre had agreed with his logic, Elise, Pierre’s wife and the second elder of District Three, had not.

He had a target in mind: a loner boy who he’d been observing for a while.

It’s risky and impractical, Elise has said.

Indoctrination starts early with our young, Pierre had replied. Why shouldn’t we believe theirs are any different?

He’d agreed with Pierre, promising he would use the boy’s natural curiosity to gain his trust.

Anton disrupted his thoughts once more. Why did the elders pick you to go? You’re not exactly the friendliest Indigene around.

Few Indigenes could say that to him. Anton was one; Arianna, his friend, was another.

And the elders.

He replied to him, I can pretend to be you for a day.

Stephen took out a box and rummaged through the items that had been ‘acquired’ from the Surface Creatures over the past few months. He fished out a thumb-sized digital recorder that Anton had stolen from a female’s bag.

‘Took me a few tries to get that.’ Anton switched to his voice. ‘She kept moving her bag around. I had to shift faster than she did.’

Stephen located to a new room off from the tunnel where he’d tested the air-filtration device. A metal table sat in the centre of the square-shaped room, flanked by two chairs. A soft hue illuminated the white walls, the light facilitated by tiny solar-powered discs embedded into the wasteland above. He placed the tiny recorder on the floor, near one of the table legs, and waved his hand over the device to start the first recording.

A high-resolution 3D image of the restaurant burst out of the device, filling the otherwise plain room with a soft light. The wall’s surface bounced the images back into the room. Stephen watched as Cantaloupe restaurant came into focus. It felt strange to sit in a place where people served other people food.

Stephen ate nothing he didn’t kill himself, but the decline of the primoris—a native animal on Exilon 5—had forced their race to seek alternatives to a raw-meat diet rich in iron. Animal hunting satisfied their primal urge while a synthesised protein substitute kept them alive. But the animals the Surface Creatures had brought with them tasted strange; the composition of their blood was different to the primoris. While the taste of warm blood and fresh meat from the new animals suppressed their desires, it did not satiate their hunger.

Stephen sat at the table and aligned his body to mirror one-half of a Surface-Creature couple. He immersed himself into their timeline as they ate. Anton sat opposite him with the 3D image of the second person overlaid on his upper body and face.

Sitting down was an unnatural position for him; Indigenes preferred to stand.

Feeling new unease rise within him, he gripped the steel edges of the chair and studied the recording, observing the way they used their hands to gesture. He concentrated on their conversation. When Stephen watched the Surface Creatures in this way, he could be clinical in his observations; no hate, or panic or fear to upset his preparations. His lips moved in perfect synchronicity with theirs.

‘I remember this scene. I sat right over there.’ Anton pointed to a spot off camera. ‘I was lucky nobody bothered me.’

Stephen’s gaze lingered on a lone male in his forties with dark-brown hair sitting by the window.

Something about him stirred a memory—years ago, a female Surface Creature had passed through the outskirts of District Three. One of their soldiers, given her uniform. She hadn’t seemed afraid, just… determined.

This man had the same look on his face.

‘He watched me for a while,’ said Anton, pointing at him. ‘But I’d hidden the camera well enough. He finally gave up and returned to looking out the window.’

Although he’d seen him many times on a recording loop, Stephen studied him now. Tense; he watched everything.

‘What would you have done if he’d approached you?’

Anton shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’

His friend hadn’t seen him as a threat, but Stephen wasn’t so sure. Something about him felt... personal.

The recording looped, and he focused, yet again, on the older male in his seventies with grey hair who sat to his right.

‘How long do you think they live for?’ asked Anton.

Indigenes could live to one hundred and ninety-eight. While the Surface Creatures’ bodies were the same—one heart, one liver, two kidneys and one brain— one thing separated the species.

Regeneration.

An injury that could take weeks to heal in a Surface Creature would only take minutes in an Indigene’s body. Having studied their physical composition from books, Stephen discovered that the cells in their brains and spinal column possessed no regenerative ability. The Surface Creatures relied on the production of synthetic cells to combat brain injuries, old age and paralysis. Disease was uncommon among the Indigenes, because an infected cell never had time to manipulate a healthy one when the body was already expelling it.

The lone male by the window with the salt and pepper hair drew his attention again. The static returned, sending unease to crackle in his bones.

He flicked his concentration back to Anton and the image of the companion superimposed over him.

Anton was mimicking the movement of his doppelganger’s hands. ‘See how they do that? It’s like he’s playing out a musical score.’

Anton continued to copy the movements while Stephen absorbed everything.

The recording looped for the third time and, right on cue, a female came to the table and filled their glasses with water. He’d read somewhere that Surface Creatures’ bodies contained sixty per cent water, although they didn’t always drink it in its purest form. The same female handed a beer to the male by the window. While the Indigenes could drink water, it didn’t “quench” their thirst as it seemed to do for the Surface Creatures. Initially, when the Surface Creatures had first relocated to the barren planet, they’d brought their own water with them. What little supply they did find on Exilon 5, however, they replicated using chemicals.

How had the Surface Creatures with their lesser intelligence come to destroy so many Indigenes? It was almost as if they’d already known of the Indigene’s existence.

He kept that thought from Anton who watched him carefully now.

I think you should take a break, Stephen.

I’m fine. I need to rehearse this.

Trust me, I think you’ve got it.

Stephen ignored his friend and allowed the scene to loop for a fourth time. He rehearsed their movements and studied their familiar ease with one another, ignoring eerie similarities between their species. There were plenty of differences, too; like the speed at which both species moved. The Indigenes regularly conversed in thought alone; words weren’t always necessary to convey a message. Since Stephen rarely used his voice, he would have to slow down his speech for this mission.

He loosened up his stiff posture and turned off the recording.

‘I need a set of your lenses.’ They would protect his retinas from the harmful daytime sun.

‘I really hate chairs…’ Anton stood up and stretched out his back. ‘I’ll get a set for you now.’

With him gone, Stephen cast his own chair to one side and pushed the table against one wall. In the box, he picked out a half-length mirror and propped it up against the wall. The additional skin still clung to his skin. He looked past his odd-looking image and practised his eye movements, then his speech, and lastly, his hand gestures, rehearsing until everything felt more natural.

Anton stood at the door with a box in his hand. It’s just for an hour. No problem.

Just an hour. So why did he fear his trip the following day? Was it because the Surface Creatures had killed his parents?

Every fibre of his body screamed at him to stay.

But he had to go. Central Council needed answers. And a child would be more likely to talk.

The time for waiting—the time for hiding—was over.
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LAURA





Laura O’Halloran dashed across the street for lunch, past a faded World Government poster that promised clean air and sunshine—on Exilon 5, not here. 

She headed for the nearest food replication terminal, her ESC-issued boots crunching on the frost-bitten pavement. The grey skies above hung ominously, always threatening, never delivering. She stepped into the decontamination vestibule with fifty others, gel mask still clamped to her face.

The door hissed shut behind them.

As the fans overhead kicked in to scrub Earth’s noxious air from their clothes and air, Laura pressed a hand to her chest. It wasn’t the poison in the air that bothered her most—it was what it did to her wellbeing. Her body had started to betray her. Nerve misfires, they’d called it at her latest health check. Environmental degeneration, they’d whispered, as if it were a punishable offence to say it out loud.

When the second set of doors opened, Laura slipped the gel mask off and inhaled deeply. Big mistake. The scent of overused lavender air freshener mixed with body odour hit her like a punch. She coughed, gagged, and shuffled forward.

Inside the cramped corridor to the replication machines, sweat-slick bodies pressed together. A papery-skinned woman ahead of her, who had clearly abused the genetic manipulation clinics, offered unsolicited advice.

‘Don’t get the chicken,’ she warned. ‘Tastes like congealed porridge. It’s the particle cards, they’re shot to hell.’

When the woman continued to observe, Laura smiled politely and changed her order to lamb with potato cakes. She didn’t care what it tasted like. Her stomach twisted in on itself, but it wasn’t from hunger.

Change was coming. She’d felt it for a while.

The queue moved on. Behind, a man pressed too close to her. He reeked of old sweat and old tech—either a junkie or an over loader. Probably both. She shifted, trying to send him a message to give her space, but he didn’t take the hint. She could feel the burn of his eyes before he even spoke.

‘You lot…’ he growled. She turned. The man in his early forties, with slicked-back hair and a beanpole-shaped body, stared at her. His loose jeans were secured with an old belt. ‘…think you’re so fucking great.’

Here we go.

‘I’m with the Earth Security Centre. Different operations,’ she said calmly. ‘If you have a grievance, I suggest you take it up with the World Government.’

His face twisted. ‘My mum’s in debt because of you. Can’t sleep. Thinks your kind will bust down her door.’ He jabbed a finger at her. ‘What you gonna do about that?’

Laura tried to step out of the queue, but he blocked her. Hot, putrid breath hit her. Spit came next. Rage. Inevitable.

The crowd stiffened. No one helped.

Then someone stepped out of the line.

A thick-armed man who had been farther back grabbed the junkie by the collar. ‘You’re queue-jumping. That’s a violation. You want me to throw you through that door?’

The junkie snarled but backed off, muttering under his breath.

Laura exhaled, legs weak. ‘Thanks,’ she said, the word barely audible. The man didn’t respond—just took the spot in front of the junkie in the queue, as though it were his reward. Nobody complained.

She paid for her meal and escaped into the eating chamber that was no more than a fancy box, but the smell and the seething anger followed. She found a spot by the window and picked the fat off her lamb slices. Across the room, the junkie’s wild eyes found her again.

She hated that the uniform made her a target. But taking it off wouldn’t change the truth: Earth was dying. People were angry. Yet, despite their misplaced aggression, she was part of the machine keeping this planet alive—barely.

Out the smudged window, the sun was nowhere to be found. It had been ten years since she’d felt real sunlight, or tasted real air. Ten years of poison skies and a sunless world.

Her once-golden hair was now flat and dull. Her skin pale and dry, like the city around her.

Exilon 5 had sun. Fresh air. Green. Hope.

That was the dream. Her dream.

She dropped her leftovers into the incinerator and tugged her mask back on. The frigid air outside hit her like a slap. Crossing the street back toward the Earth Security Centre, she wrapped her coat tighter and glanced at the World Government poster on the wall she’d seen on the way in—faded and half-ripped.

GO GREEN – SAVE EARTH.

Too late.

Turned out, going green didn’t line the pockets of greedy governments too well. So, they went corporate instead—and called it progress.

She approached a building with a bright, glass public area serving as ESC’s front, heading for the nearby former Anzac War Memorial building. Her security chip permitted her entry through the invisible force field surrounding it.

Inside, white granite covered the floor and part of the walls. Various sculptures and figure reliefs hugged the upper part, protected by a symphony of stars across the dome-shaped ceiling. In the middle of the room was a turbo lift, linking to the nine underground levels.

Laura scanned her thumb on the flat plate beside the doors. She entered the lift and it carried her underground. Level Four. Her floor.

A bright foyer with a glass ceiling and floor welcomed her. Above her on Level Three workers walked, but below, to Level Five, she saw nothing through the opaque floor.

The moment she stepped out of the lift, she spotted a Level-Five worker walking towards her. Purple uniform. High clearance. Authority.

Laura’s breath caught. She smiled. ‘H-hello.’

The woman glanced at her, expression unreadable, and passed her.

Then came the voice. That unmistakable, glass-shattering shriek.

‘Laura O’Halloran?’

She spun round. Gilchrist.

Fuck.

Sharp suit. Sharper eyes. That voice of steel carried across the foyer like a weapon.

‘Y-yes?’

‘You are not cleared to speak to Level Five personnel.’

‘I understand. My mistake.’ There was no point in explaining. The CEO of the ESC didn’t like excuses.

Gilchrist studied her for the briefest of moments, expression unreadable. ‘Get back to work.’

Laura did. Shaking.

The office space was silent when she entered. Her footsteps on the polished floor sounded too loud, but not as loud as her thumping heart.

‘You okay?’ Chris asked, two desks over.

‘Ran into Gilchrist,’ she muttered. Her hands continued to shake. She’d never met the woman, only ever heard her scream at subordinates, yet the CEO had known her name.

Janine leaned in, faux-concern pasted on her face. ‘Ooh, bad luck. What’d she catch you doing?’

‘Talking to a Level Five.’

Chris gave a low whistle. ‘That’s a hell of a way to get on the radar.’

‘I wasn’t trying to,’ she snapped.

‘Don’t be so sensitive,’ Janine said. ‘At least you got noticed. Not many of us can say that.’

Laura sat, still shaking. Her station lit up, flickering with the day’s new data—hundreds of documents for sorting. All scrubbed, de-encrypted, classified.

All boring.

She moved through the files with robotic efficiency. Medical repayments. Tax warnings. Rent arrears. A 76-year-old woman in Toronto defaulted on a heart transplant tax. A man in Tokyo missed a housing levy. First warnings, second notices, overdue notices.

Thousands of people, all drowning in rules and living next to air that would kill them.

Her hand trembled slightly. She paused and pressed her palm flat on the desk. Not now.

Chris leaned over. ‘Did you hear? Lottery for Exilon 5 transfers hit Point Piper. Darlinghurst, too. No Haymarket though.’

Laura’s heart sank. That’s where she lived.

‘When are they coming back to Sydney?’

‘Didn’t say.’ He added, ‘They’ll come back around. Maybe next rotation.’

She forced a nod. It was always maybe next time.

Her initial enthusiasm to work at the second most revered organisation had carried her for a while. But three years on and she’d seen too many people get promoted over her. She was sick of being another of Gilchrist’s forgotten. During her darkest days, she’d contemplated quitting. But working at the ESC gave her and her mother the best shot at transferring to Exilon 5.

Yet, right now, it all felt like a pipedream—an event happening to others, never to her.

Laura stared at her screen and a red-flagged file marked Level Five Clearance Required. Her fingers hovered over it.

She should route it upstairs, like she was supposed to.

But her thumb lingered.

She needed off this planet. Off this floor. Out of this pathetic life.

Her vision blurred briefly as she typed. Her tremors were beginning again. She couldn’t afford another visit to the clinic—it’d raise flags she couldn’t explain. Worse, exclude her from the transfer programme.

Laura sat back in her chair a moment. The last thing she needed was to get on Gilchrist’s bad side, because moving to Exilon 5 wasn’t about some silly dream.

She craved it like air. A drug to relieve the clawing, incessant tick in her mind; a painful, desperate longing that living on Earth only made worse.

The file taunted her again.

Following the rules got her nowhere. Maybe it was time to stop playing by them.









