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Prologue







To whoever may find this message,

I am sorry for the poor encryption, but as I am sure you are aware by now, all systems I could have relied upon have been rendered next to useless or have fallen into enemy hands. I do not know how long my hiding place will remain safe, so I will be brief.

For months there has been discussion as to how the Awakening happened. How the horrors of the Midnight War were started. The authorities claimed ignorance, and most people believe the last one aware of the truth died during the battle of New York. But, as I have discovered since this all started, the authorities lied to you…they still ARE lying to you.

My name is Timothy Scott, and I am about to tell you how ancient technology, a woman murdered in cold blood and humanity’s darkest secrets led to what was one of the greatest extinction events our galaxy has ever witnessed.

You may wonder how I could know all this. Have you heard the stories about the one who released the devastation, and may hold the key to finding the ones who will end this?




That is me.




Chapter 1







Timothy had been lying on his cell bed, happily ignoring the sound of someone picking a fight with one of the prison’s heavily armored guards when his daydream was interrupted by someone loudly banging his cell door. The weight behind the banging made it easy for him to guess who was attempting to enter the room.

“I don’t get why you’re knocking,” he called out. “We both know if you were that keen to get in there’s nothing I could do to stop you, so you may as well just skip the formalities.” The door slid open, revealing four guards who stepped into the room. Each was dressed in body armor that made them look like walking tanks, helmets completely obscuring their faces, with guns which would not look out of place in a military regiment. “I’m probably the least violent prisoner in this place, you guys REALLY think this is necessary?”

The lead guard let out an annoyed grunt. “I can drag you off the bed if you prefer, you’ll be wearing cuffs either way.”

“What’s the point of cuffing me?” Timothy asked, raising an eyebrow. “Even if, by sheer chance, I could get past all you guards, all the prisoners and every security system in this goddamn place, where am I supposed to go? The only ships here are prison transports and I’m gonna face a load of awkward questions if I fly into the middle of the shipping lane in a convict ship.”

“That’s not how this works,” the guard said, letting out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t care how friendly the doctor might be with you, if I say you were threatening us I won’t be punished and you, on the other hand, will be dead. Now get moving.”

“I can see they gave you this job based purely on the high level of charm you possess,” Timothy said, moving towards them but staying at enough distance to avoid getting a smack. “What are we waiting for? Let’s get moving.”

• • •




Timothy was led through hallways lined with cells, the occupants either paying no attention to what was occurring outside their bubble or taunting the guards as they passed. Having walked down a seemingly endless corridor, they finally reached a small white door, on which was hung a sign marked “Professor Mertens”. One of the guards knocked firmly on the door, the odd grunt that came in response enough to convince them to open the door. Inside was a large, rectangular office, dominated by a computer, with a dark screen on the far wall. The only other interruption to the wall was another door marked “No Unauthorized Access”. Bent over a section of the computer was a man in his thirties, an ill-fitting white lab coat hung over his small frame, a mop of shaggy red hair hanging over his forehead and a pair of glasses perched on the edge of his nose. He gave no immediate sign of noticing his company until one of the guards coughed.

“Ah, Mr Scott, my apologies,” he said, offering a handshake Timothy took reluctantly. “I was so busy running the last bits of testing of the machine I was away in my own world.” He turned to the guards. “You can leave us for now.”

“He’s a prisoner,” one of the guards said. “You really think we’re leaving you alone in here with him?”

“If he was a real risk to me I’d never have suggested this to the Governor,” Mertens replied. “Besides, I’d like to think I have at least a rudimentary idea of how to operate this room’s panic button. Unless this is just a poor attempt to stay here to listen to my scientific jargon.”

“Careful what you say Professor,” the guard said as the others headed out of the door. “Please give me an excuse for you to get shot out the nearest airlock.” 

The Professor raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to uncuff him or are you just going to leave it to me?”

The guard paused for a moment before silently undoing the cuffs, and with that, he exited the room, slamming the door behind him, the sound echoing loudly.

“Okay, Prof, I’d like some answers,” Timothy said, trying to disguise his frustration. “You said you had a machine which could find me answers, this looks like a computer I could find in the prison library, is this some kind of scam?”

“Oh, this isn’t the machine itself,” Mertens replied. “That is in the next room. This is just my monitoring equipment.”

“Well, there are at least fifty prisoners here,” Timothy replied. “I’m sure most of them will tell you they’re innocent.” He watched as Mertens pressed a set of buttons in front of him. “Why go to all this effort for me?”

“I cannot claim to be an expert in law,” Mertens said. “But I have read your files, it is entirely possible you are an expert liar and I will end up looking foolish in front of Governor Curtis. But at least this way, you have a chance to prove you were innocent.”

“You still haven’t explained how we’re going to do this,” Timothy said, sighing. “I can talk to Dr Wilson, if this is all we’re going to do we may as well just call it quits and I’ll go back to my cell.”

“But she can’t provide this,” Mertens said, pressing a button on the computer desk which caused the room beyond to light up. This revealed a large room which appeared almost featureless, apart from a chair at the center of the room surrounded on the floor by blinking lights. Hanging a short distance above the chair was a helmet that was painted silver, with a green light at the center of the front section. The helmet was attached to the ceiling by a series of long, snaking wires. The Professor couldn’t help chuckling at the confused look on Timothy’s face. “Yeah, I know, doesn’t look like much, but what you see here is more advanced than anything even the flagship of Earth’s defense fleet possesses.”

Timothy let out a whistle. “Okay, who’s paying you to work on that?

“None,” Mertens replied. “This isn’t human tech. Hell, no one is sure who created this.” He led into Tim into the room, walking around it and checking each of the lighted panels. “The archeological team who found it dubbed it Enigma, probably thinking they were being hilarious.” He stopped, gazing up and the machinery in the ceiling before speaking in hushed tones. “Thanks to someone who was a bit too enthusiastic to find out how the thing worked we discovered that it can read your mind, discover your darkest secrets. This guy had it exposed that he was in a secret relationship with the ship captain’s daughter in front of said captain.”

“A lie detector isn’t that impressive, Professor,” Timothy said, scoffing loudly.

“This isn’t a lie detector, Timothy,” the Professor said, sighing. “Said soldier had the standard psychic shielding training all military members get, outside of high-ranking psykers it should’ve been impossible to unlock his mind and yet this machine did it within five minutes of being switched on. I’m not convinced you’re going to find a better way to prove your innocence if you’re telling the truth.”

Timothy stared at the machine, then at Mertens, and then at the spot where his handcuffs had been before. He thought for a moment but then sighed. “I suppose unless some surprise witness comes forward I’m out of options,” Timothy said, rubbing his eyes and sighing. “Let’s get this started then shall we?”

“Take a seat and I’ll set you up,” Mertens said.

Timothy sat down in the chair, surprised at how comfortable it felt. He only had a moment’s peace before Mertens was lowering the helmet onto his head.

“This may take a bit of time to adjust to, but you’re safe once it starts. Give me a signal once you’re ready to end this and I’ll free you again.” Before he could make any response to the Professor, the helmet was covering his eyes, and his world seemed to be plunged into darkness.

• • •




Tim was woken up by the sound of distant birdsong coming from somewhere behind his head. As he slowly adjusted to this unexpected noise, he realized that he was no longer sitting in a chair; he could feel grass rubbing against his skin, which left him confused. He opened his eyes, finding himself staring up into a bright blue sky, with a sun shining down on a garden which, for a moment, he didn’t recognize until he saw the small boy standing outside the house’s front door, a small parcel in one hand, a T-shirt and a pair of ill-fitting shorts his only real clothing. It was him, aged five, which could make the well-kept white brick house in front of him only one thing.

“No, it can’t be…” he said, stopping suddenly as the door opened, to reveal an older man who smiled as he saw the boy in front of him. “Don’t go in there,” he said as the boy stepped inside. “He—" he stopped suddenly as everything went black, confused at the sudden sensation of grass against his back. As his eyes adjusted, he realized he was lying in a field that stretched as far as the eye could see. A faint wind blew though the field, making the grass sway from side to side and causing a whistling noise all around. He got up, trying to understand what had happened, but then it dawned on him: the machine was accessing his thoughts, but he could not think what memory this was showing. He finally recognized it when he noticed an animal on a nearby hill. The creature was at least five feet tall with four long legs which ended in large feet. Its skin was covered in red and blue stripes, all the way to a face which hid eyes he could hardly see from this distance. This was Merrick, the planet his family had spent years holidaying on. This creature was only found living on Merrick, at least only in those particular colors. He smiled. He had nothing but fond memories of having stayed here, and it made him wish to return there if he ever had the opportunity again. “It’s almost like I’m really there,” he said to himself without realizing it, finding no reply from anyone aside from the creature looking round for a moment before returning to its grazing. He felt something hit the back of his legs and turned round to find a small leather ball lying at his feet. He leant down to pick it up and was amazed to hear the sound of a car approaching. Standing up he found himself faced with a car heading straight towards him in the center of a busy road. He managed to shake off his shock quickly enough to dodge out of its way and off the road, onto the pavement.

He looked around, his eyes adjusting to the change of scenery. He was certain this wasn’t the same planet. Merrick had no cars like this; it still used old fashioned horse and carts. He was in a city, late at night with rain pouring down around him and people rushing past apparently oblivious to the newcomer in their midst. It suddenly dawned on him that if this was a replay of a memory, of course they wouldn’t be able to see him; he wasn’t really there. He looked across and realized where this was from a cafe directly opposite him. It was the Cafe Zarban, on a planet he often took shore leave on. He was surprised to see a familiar woman sitting at a table outside under an umbrella. It was his late girlfriend, Rachel, sitting drumming her fingers on the table and reading a book with a bright red cover. This was the night he met her. She was sat waiting for her then-fiancée’s arrival. He remembered it mainly because of the book, an edition made especially for her by a good friend. He smiled slightly as he saw his younger self, wearing a soaking wet suit he had bought for a party he ultimately never went to, walk past her table, both sharing a momentary look into each other’s eyes. That was the moment they fell in love, a faint smile crossing the older Tim’s face.

“I’ve had dreams which made more sense than this,” he said to himself. “This has little or nothing to do with what happened to me, aside from…” He stopped speaking, in spite of the fact no one was listening. He still couldn’t figure out what connection the ball had to this scene. He obviously needed to forget trying to get his head around what was happening thanks to this machine. The most bizarre side of this, however, was that he could feel the rain on his head, as if he was out in a real rain storm. He needed to find out what this machine was trying to tell him or trying to find out about his past by showing him this. Something was nagging him at the back of his mind, though: this was his memory, so why was he watching the meeting from the pavement opposite? Something about this whole scene didn’t seem right, but he couldn’t put his finger on what was the problem. “No wonder this is called Enigma, the damn thing makes no sense. I wasted my time here.”

“You have not wasted time,” a voice said suddenly. “You simply are too blind to realize what it is you are being shown.”

“Professor Mertens?” Timothy asked, unsuccessfully attempting to identify the source of the voice. “Now you decide to explain this to me?”

“I am not the Professor,” the voice replied. “Although, judging by your reaction, his understanding is not as great as I assumed. I will have to be more direct.”

“What do you…” Timothy trailed off, a gasp escaping as he realized what was happening. “Enigma? Is this the machine I’m speaking to? I don’t understand how we can be communicating.”

“There is more to me than your friend realizes, Timothy,” Enigma replied. “More than I can begin to explain in the time we will be afforded now. All you need to know is that when I interface with a biological creature, I link with their mind, hence how I can communicate with you and vice versa. It also enables me to store what I discover. You and Rachel were not the only ones here that night. Do you want me to show you whose memory of this event this is? It may well lead you to the identity of the murderer.”

“Of course,” Timothy answered with a second’s hesitation. There was a strange sensation as he found himself moved a few meters away from his starting position, finding his previous spot occupied by another man. Although this scene had happened years after he had last seen the observer, his appearance was unmistakable. “It can’t be him, you’re tricking me.”

“Why can’t it be him?” Enigma asked.

“Because he’s dead,” Timothy replied angrily. “He died years before this happened, he physically can’t be here.”

“Then answer me this,” Enigma said. “If he was dead, how could he be standing in front of you? You never saw him like this, so I couldn’t conjure this image out of your memory by myself.”

“But then I was lied to,” Timothy said, his anger increasing. Realizing the folly of getting angry at an image of something he could not influence or change, he took a deep breath. “If he is the killer, can you show me what really happened the night Rachel died?”

“I believe I can,” Enigma answered. “But we cannot commune any longer this session, it appears your captors believe you have been here long enough. I will make sure Mertens offers you another session, but I must make a suggestion: speak to the prison psychologist, our next session may unearth memories you have tried to suppress for some time and you should be emotionally prepared for what is to come.”

“Fine,” Timothy said, more aggressively than he had intended. “But next time I want the whole truth, not just about this, but about you too. Something tells me you’re hiding something from me.”




Chapter 2







There was only a momentary pause between Timothy knocking on the door to the psychologist’s office and a muffled call from behind it to signal he could enter. Inside the room, the office was plainly decorated, a wooden desk in one corner on which was sat a set of papers and a gray desk lamp, next to it two large file cabinets. At the center of the room was a high-backed chair and the chaise lounge the Doctor made all her patients sit on for their interview. The Doctor herself was stood at a basin in a counter on the wall opposite the desk, running her hands under the taps. As he closed the door behind him, she turned to face him, causing him to blush slightly at being alone with the only woman in the prison most convicts would interact with. She was a Black woman, dressed in a smart gray jacket and knee-length skirt, long red hair flowing over her shoulders with a fringe which threatened to cover her eyes in spite of the pair of glasses she was wearing. He could almost swear she was wearing lipstick, but for the fact that seemed illogical to him.

“Timothy, please take a seat,” she said, indicating the sofa. “I’m pleasantly surprised to see you again. I worried after our last meeting I had put you off speaking to me again.”

“I over-reacted Dr Matthews,” he replied, lying down. “I thought my childhood was irrelevant to discussing my mental state around Rachel’s death. But one session with Mertens has made me reconsider my attitude to the subject.”

“I’ve told you before, call me Ros,” Dr Matthews said, relaxing into the chair opposite him. “And I’m glad to hear it has helped, but you know you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”

“I want to,” Timothy said. “I’ve not been open to anyone about my childhood since Rachel…since Rachel died,” he had to stop for a moment, the words catching in his throat. “But I need to ask you something first: are you sure this room isn’t bugged?”

“Tim, if I thought, for even a moment, that the prison authorities were monitoring this room I’d resign immediately,” Ros replied, caught completely off-guard by the question.

“Ros, we both know Curtis has been desperate to prove I’m some kind of serial killer since I first got here,” Timothy said more forcefully. “So I think it’s a legitimate question, since I’m about to reveal some incredibly personal information about myself I want to remain private.”

“Tim, I…” she took a deep breath, pinching the bridge of her nose out of frustration. “I’m sorry, you’re right. And to answer your question, I’m certain this room isn’t bugged.” An incident with another patient saw to that.”

“What happened?” Tim asked, sitting up and listening intently.

“There was a man only a few years older than you,” Ros replied. “The Governor was concerned he had undiagnosed mental health issues, due to certain…statements he made during his trial. The man managed to, in the space of one meeting, locate multiple listening devices Curtis had hidden. I had a stern word with the boss after that, made it abundantly clear it was me or the monitoring devices, which he agreed to without a second thought. I did a couple of sweeps through the room just to be sure though. Doesn’t change the fact that, after what he did to children, the man was clearly mentally disturbed anyway—"

“Who is it?” Tim asked, the anger suddenly rising in his voice.

“Tim, calm down,” Ros said, shrinking back slightly. “This isn’t going to help your treatment.”

“I couldn’t give a crap about my treatment right now,” Tim said, grabbing the collar of her shirt. “Tell me his name now, he shouldn’t be here.”

“He isn’t Tim,” Ros said, trying to remain calm. “He hasn’t been here in at least 18 months.” She let out a breath of relief as Timothy let go of her collar and went back to the sofa. “Why would you react like this, unless…” She closed her eyes as the truth dawned on her suddenly. “I’m so sorry Tim,” she said, opening her eyes again, seeing him lying back with his eyes closed. “I had no idea.”

“Like I said, hardly anyone knows,” Tim said, trying to suppress the tears that were welling up. “The only people I’ve ever told were Rachel and those involved in bringing one of my abusers to justice. But Enigma showed me something that made me face the fact I had not dealt with it properly, however much I lied to myself that I had.”

“You don’t have to tell me everything,” Ros said, getting up to grab a box of tissues from the desk. “I’m certainly not asking for masses of detail, just tell me what you feel comfortable telling me.”

“I guess I should start from the beginning,” Timothy said, taking the tissues gratefully. “My grandfather was the first to abuse me, back when my father was still learning the ropes in the merchant navy and didn’t want to risk his kids in hostile space. I mean, your relatives should be the ones you can trust with the people you love right? I don’t remember when it started but it only ended three months after my sixth birthday. He was a stickler for never being late, so when dinner was served and he’d not even answered my mother’s shouts, I was dispatched upstairs to find out what was happening. He was lying on his bed, as he did every afternoon like clockwork, but even at the age of six I knew something wasn’t right. I never found out what killed him, mum and dad would only ever tell me he’d fallen into a sleep so deep he didn’t want to wake up. It was like they thought ’cause I was so young I was too stupid to know what was really going on.”

“I’m guessing that changed your father’s plans?” Ros asked, chin resting on her hand thoughtfully.

“He was my dad’s only living relative,” Timothy said, letting out a slight laugh. “Well, only one I ever knew him to talk to, so yeah, things changed. By that point he had command of his own freighter, so we joined him on the ship. For two years I lived as close to a normal childhood as I ever managed, and then my father had a fateful meeting during a stop-over after a medicine run. I don’t remember if we ever discovered his real name, I think we only ever knew him by a single word: Mershyn. He was looking for a job in engineering, said he’d been out of a job since his former captain discovered he was having a relationship with his daughter against the express wishes of her father. He claimed he had made a mistake so my dad was willing to give him a chance.”

“I’m guessing from you mentioning him that he was hiding something?” she asked, getting up to pour herself some coffee. “Do you want a drink?”

“No, thank you for offering though,” Timothy said, smiling at her, appreciating her willingness to listen. “I did research years later, I couldn’t find an exact match but there was a story about a captain who discovered his pilot had been…’inappropriate’ with one of the children on-board. Security went to put him in the brig before they could get him to proper authorities, but he must have known he’d been found out because he’d already fled in a stolen escape pod. His last known location wasn’t far from where his path crossed with ours.”

“From the sounds of what you’re telling me, he must’ve been skilled at covering his tracks,” Ros said. “I’d bet your father wasn’t the first person he lied to.”

“I don’t even want to imagine how his brain worked,” he said, shivering slightly. “He was clever though, he knew all the right things to say and do to earn my admiration, and wormed his way into my parents’ trust so they’d happily leave me alone with him for hours at a time. I still hate myself for allowing myself to be vulnerable to him, I should’ve been able to go to my dad and tell him, I could’ve stopped it and avoided me meeting the man who would almost destroy my life. Do you know the story of Admiral Weskia?”

“Know him?” Ros asked. “Tim, I’ve given therapy to several of his victims, I know more than most would ever want to.” She paused as it dawned on him why he was asking. “He’s the one you said you helped bring to justice, isn’t he?”

“Mershyn must have known him somehow,” Tim replied. “He introduced my dad to him, apparently convinced they could help each other. Weskia made him an offer, said if he would work for the Admiral’s fleet and keep an eye out for any potential hotspots, either military or natural, my father would get a better freighter and would get paid by the military on top of whatever money each job would give him ordinarily.”

“But how did he get hold of you?” Ros asked. “He wouldn’t be able to just turn up on your father’s ship regularly, that’d get tongues wagging.”

“He was smart,” Tim answered with a sigh. “He joked I’d make a good soldier, knowing full well at 11 my father would never agree to me enlisting, but it enabled him to bring up the academy he ran on Barla IV. I wanted off my father’s ship, so I stupidly agreed, not realizing I’d go through six years of hell because of Weskia. I did try and fight back but all that got me was this.” He pulled his left sleeve up, revealing a vicious scar running along the lower part of his left arm. “I know I could have that scar removed, but I see it as a reminder that I shouldn’t let evil like him win.”

“That is a good attitude,” Ros said, inwardly relaxing as the scar was hidden again. “Even if I wish you had learnt it in a less traumatizing way. How did it end though?”

“The last time he attacked me was the night before I was due to graduate from the academy,” Tim replied. “I don’t remember what he said exactly, but he implied if I graduated that I would never escape his clutches. For the first time ever I realized I could no longer allow him to control my life, so early the next morning I stole a shuttle and escaped the planet. He’d entirely escaped my memory until me and Rachel went to a ball to celebrate the peace treaty with the Ski’teir. Weskia was there with a young girl. He claimed it was his niece, but I saw through the lie in an instant. I nearly confronted him right there, but Rachel told me if I did that he’d simply get me arrested, so I went to the police outside.”
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