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Kepler-186f

 

Rachel Ford


Chapter One

I WAS FIRST aware of sound. Not an individual sound, but the faint hum of nothing in particular. And then light registered, dim and somewhere behind closed lids.

Slowly, very slowly, the sounds became distinct and morphed into something recognizable.

Droplets fell slowly. Drip. Drip. Drip.

The rustle of the wind, like pages moving far away.

A quiet, consistent mechanical clicking. Tick. Tick. Tick.

My mind felt foggy, as if waking from a deep sleep. I registered the sounds but couldn’t place them. They puzzled me, but vaguely. I couldn’t focus enough for anything more than vague confusion.

Feeling flowed back. My extremities were chilled through. My head throbbed, and fire seemed to course through my veins. I felt a slab of some sort underneath my prone form. A cold slab. Was it stone? Maybe. I couldn’t be sure.

And before I knew it, the world went dark again.

I started back to semiconsciousness as an icy droplet splattered against my face. Sucking in a great gasp of air didn’t quench the burning in my lungs. My eyes opened to an unfamiliar scene, and I drew in breath after shaking breath as I tried to remember what was going on. But my brain was sluggish and my memory slower yet.

So I concentrated on what I could see. I was outside, it seemed, staring into a starless burgundy sky. Rain was falling, the dripping sound heavier than I remembered. But, aside from the occasional splash, I wasn’t wet.

I wasn’t outside after all. Where am I? I squinted at the sky, trying to clear my vision. It was dark, not so much that I couldn’t see, but dark all the same. Still, I could make out the explosion of raindrops above me as the forces of gravity propelled each watery projectile into an invisible barrier.

Splat. Splat. Splat.

Glass. There’s glass overhead. I was in a building. That was something, at least. How I had gotten here was another story. My memories weren’t clear. I seemed to have an inkling of what had happened last, but it was elusive, slipping out of reach every time I came near to seizing it.

I had to get my bearings. I knew that much. I tried to sit up. For a moment, it seemed as if my body wouldn’t cooperate. It wasn’t weakness, exactly, but the same sort of haze that clouded my brain…then, with a sweeping sense of vertigo, the muscles in my arms and torso gave in, and I was upright.

Only after the nausea had abated did I notice the medical apparatus. Various tubes ran to and from me. A flash of panic swept me. What is this? What happened to me?

But instinct took over and buried the fear. I was an Army Ranger. I didn’t panic.

Captain Nikkole Johnson. The name returned, as if it had never been gone. I am Captain Nikkole Johnson.

That realization still didn’t explain the equipment or the room. It seemed to be some sort of hospital, though it was difficult to see much through the dimness of a late dusk. But I could make out a little by the glow of a dial here and a screen there. And the sounds of beeping and whirring supplemented my visual perceptions.

The angle puzzled me—it seemed as if all the room were leaning on its side, and I, alone, and the cold metal bed upon which I sat, remained level with the earth.

My presence here confused me further. Had I taken an injury? How? Where?

Or—worse yet—had I been captured by the enemy?

No. That couldn’t be. The war was over. I had survived, been decorated, and reassigned.

Reassigned. That was it, wasn’t it? The mission, this is all part of the mission. I frowned, trying to remember what mission. But my head wouldn’t cooperate.

It was as though I had cobwebs on my brain. I could almost feel them. And the air felt so thin, so very thin. I seemed starved for oxygen.

No wonder I’m having such a hard time remembering. I needed to get up, get out of this room, get away from…whatever this was.

I pulled at the tubing, wincing as each piece of the apparatus broke loose, then dangled my legs over the side of the bed and promptly tumbled into a heap.

Some while later, I woke up for a third time, shivering violently. All had gone dark, save the green and blue displays of machinery around me. I was soaked to the bone. The occasional splattering I’d observed earlier I now recognized to be rain coming through a broken window. And I’d collapsed directly beneath the breach in a wet pile of stone and glass.

In this last bout of unconsciousness, the numbing effects of my long sleep had worn off. I remembered the mission, the room, and why I was here. And so, I knew where here was.

Not a hospital. Not a ward or a clinic. I’d woken in a cryochamber onboard the USS-Genesis II. I’d gone to sleep in this chamber on June 2nd, 2093. The fact that I was awake now, with icy sheets of rain pouring down my back, meant the mission had been a success. I was home.

My new home. Kepler-186f.


Chapter Two

I WOKE UP knowing more than just my location. I knew that the atmosphere of Kepler-186f was Earth-like. That had been the hypothesis on Earth, backed up with no small amount of data, but still unsure. The fact that I could breathe, however laboriously, indicated the presence of sustaining levels of oxygen. The fact that I hadn’t already died indicated there was nothing immediately and lethally toxic in it. There were the ship sensors, too, designed to detect deadly chemicals and alert against them. Their silence was another good sign.

There were plenty of less promising signs though. For starters, I found myself alone. I’d been on a ship with six hundred people, yet here I sat.

Then there was the manner of my awakening. The plan had been that the acting captain would wake the crew after we’d landed safely. Judging by the shattered window overhead and the precarious tilt of the ship, we’d somehow been denied a safe landing. So, where had the captain gone, and who had started the wakening process? My empty, debris-ridden chamber offered up no response.

But I couldn’t sit asking questions of the darkness. The rain was intolerably cold, and the air carried a deep chill. While the cold and wet were the immediate obstacles, I didn’t count them among the more worrying features of my predicament.

Kepler-186f orbited an M dwarf star in the constellation Cygnus, on the outer end of the star’s habitable zone. So we knew in advance that our new planet would absorb less energy from its star than Earth got from the sun. Two-thirds less, according to our measurements: it would be cold. We knew that before we left. What we didn’t know was whether we’d find liquid water. Kepler-186f, being in the habitable zone, was in the right range for its possible existence. But that didn’t mean it actually did exist. That had been part of the gamble we’d taken on leaving Earth.

So the icy downpour, in its own way, was good news. Our gamble had paid off. Though the particular method of discovery left something to be desired, at least we’d found liquid water on Kepler-186f.

I pushed to my feet. For a moment, my legs seemed foreign to me. I reached out to the cryochamber to steady myself. That feeling of cobwebs that I had noted when I’d first come to rushed back. I stood there for a minute, breathing heavily until the sensation dissipated.

Then I let go of the table and looked around. My eyes had adjusted as well as they could to the darkness. I could see the glass overhead and the rain pouring in through the breach. The door stood a few feet to my left, at a downward angle of about forty-five degrees. Water and debris pooled in front of it.

I stumbled for the door and flipped the light switch beside it. Nothing happened.

On its own, that didn’t concern me. I could make out enough by the artificial light of the machinery around me. The cause of the malfunction worried me. The ship had been designed to prioritize life systems and, in a time of crisis, divert all energy to maintaining the cryonics and resuscitation infrastructure. They were ticking away just fine, but everything else seemed dead. Which only furthered my growing sense of unease and the feeling that we had met some kind of crisis.

Or maybe it’s just a busted bulb, my mind argued. It was possible. In combination with everything I already knew about my situation, I didn’t think it particularly likely. But it was possible.

I needed to get to the rest of the ship and the rest of the crew. Standing in water up to my shins, I sifted through the pile of twisted metal, medical tubing, and rocks. I was struck by how quickly and violently out of breath I found myself.

If anything, this added urgency to my movements. I’d never been in an environment where I felt so weak, so utterly spent—and I had been in my fair share of tight spots and close encounters. I clawed at the rock until my fingers bled and I was shaking for want of oxygen.

As soon as my heaving lungs quieted a little, I was back at it. Eventually, the pile had shifted, although the water remained in place. I pushed the lever.

The door remained fast shut. Maybe I have it the wrong way. I pulled. Nothing happened. I threw my weight against it, pulled and pushed and cursed until I was quivering for want of air again. But it didn’t budge.

It was time for a different approach. I could feel my body tensing with each futile gasp. It was like drowning on solid ground. Panic was edging in. I had to fight it.

I waded out of the puddle, onto higher ground and out of the rain, and breathed—one steady, moderate breath after another, rather than quick, stertorous bursts. The burning in my lungs lessened and then returned to a manageable level. The panic receded; the tightness in my chest loosened.

It had been a painful lesson, but a lesson learned. My activity had to be measured, deliberate, and careful, so as to exert no more energy or expend no more oxygen than necessary.

I returned to the door and, this time, calmly examined it. The seal remained intact, and the frame seemed undamaged. And yet, it did not yield.

Heading back to shelter, I considered my options. Without power and without natural light, it didn’t seem likely I’d be able to pry the door open. It was stuck, somehow, but I hadn’t found anything to indicate how. Another option was to climb out through the broken window and try to gain admittance to the main part of the ship from the exterior, but the storm raging outside my window was formidable. The rain that had accumulated in the interior spoke to that. Further, I had no idea where we were and, without light or tools, few means to figure it out. I had no idea what I would be climbing out into, other than a violent storm.

It seemed the most prudent course to wait until morning before venturing outside the ship. But not in my current state. Kepler-186f’s atmosphere contained oxygen. There was liquid water on the surface of the planet. The elements for life as we knew it on Earth appeared to be present. That didn’t guarantee life on the planet, but it certainly seemed to up the odds. There was no chance in hell I was going to sit out the night, struggling to maintain proper oxygenation and unaware of my surroundings as I was, without some means of self-defense.

Our chambers, ostensibly, were medical units, meant to contain nothing beyond ourselves, our clothes, and the medical equipment to sustain our lives. That hadn’t sat well with me back on Earth, and I’d taken measures to rectify the situation.

I frowned. It seemed only yesterday, literally, that I’d stashed a pistol and my combat knife in the paneling of my room. It had happened the evening before I entered the cryochamber. But Kepler-186f was five hundred light-years from home. NASA’s best estimates put our arrival at two and a half centuries after takeoff—and that was provided the USS-Genesis II performed as well as the tests and models had predicted. It was revolutionary technology, in its first application outside of test conditions. But in a best-case scenario, the memory was a quarter of a millennium old.

And yet, in a sense, it was only yesterday—for me, at least. My life had been put on pause when I entered that cryochamber. Someone had activated the Play button. I wasn’t sure who, and I wasn’t sure when. But, until I could find them and the rest of the crew, I would prepare for any eventuality.

Feeling my way around the room, I found the spot—two panels down, three across from the cryonics equipment mount.

With a little pressure, it popped out. And there, right where I’d left them, were my holster and pistol, a sheathed blade, and a box of ammo, all packed in a vacuum-sealed box. It wasn’t much. I didn’t even know if the ammunition would still work. The armory was well stocked, and we were supposed to rely on it for weaponry. Still, it had seemed poor planning to wake up defenseless on an alien landscape, with my only tools for defense half a ship away. This wouldn’t hold off much for long, but something was better than nothing.

I broke the seal and retrieved my gear. In the dim artificial light of the life systems, I could see the silver glint of steel. The blade had weathered its journey well.

I worked the slide of my pistol. It was smooth. I dropped the magazine and filled it. It was too dark to see what I was doing, but I didn’t need to. I could load that gun in seconds, blindfolded. Load it, disassemble it, reassemble it, and hit a moving target based on sound alone. That pistol was almost an extension of my arm, and it had saved my life more than once.

Sitting there, cold, wet, and unsure of my surroundings, I felt indescribably glad I had smuggled it on board. I wasn’t alone anymore. I had Death at my side.

*

THE NIGHT PASSED slowly, and despite my efforts to stay awake, I drifted in and out of sleep. Eventually, the rain stopped, but the temperature continued to drop. I found the cupboard with my clothes, and a cupboard with blankets, and made myself as comfortable as possible under the cryochamber. The cryonics apparatus had been fastened to the wall but was designed to swivel as needed to maintain an upright position—which was why, when I awoke to find the room askew, the chamber still faced upward. Now, it served as a sort of shelter, first protecting against the rain, and now providing cover. Cover against what, I didn’t know. But I didn’t want to be visible to anything that might be exploring outside the ship.

Finally, dawn broke. Traces of a purplish color started to blend with the black. I couldn’t see Kepler-186f’s sun yet, but an old-burgundy hue started to lighten the landscape. The interior of my room grew more visible and, at the same time, revealed that there was a simple solution to one of the mysteries of my awakening. The life support controls had been half buried under a pile of rocks. The resuscitation process must have been kicked off inadvertently, a byproduct of dumb luck and gravity in action, when those rocks crashed through my window.

The sunrise is already shedding light on the situation. I laughed out loud as the thought crossed my mind. It wasn’t that funny. Hell, it probably wasn’t funny at all. But, to my addled, oxygen-deprived brain, it seemed hilarious.

I got to my feet feeling fairly optimistic and hoisted myself onto the cryochamber. Standing on it, I could reach the shattered window. Very little of one pane remained—only a shard here and there. The glass was thick and strong. It had been designed for deep space flight after all. I wondered at the force necessary to shatter it. How close had I come to being crushed in my sleep?

I wouldn’t be able to clear the jagged pieces that remained, so I maneuvered around them, pulling myself over the ledge until my head poked out just far enough to allow a glimpse of my surroundings.

My heart sank. I was on a mountainside as gray and desolate as the bits of stone that filled my chamber. There was not a blade of grass or a bit of foliage to be seen. In front of me sat more featureless mountains, and above me lay a cloudless burgundy sky.


Chapter Three

I PULLED MYSELF onto the side of the USS-Genesis II with caution. Last night’s rain had become this morning’s frost, and the ship rested at an approximate forty-five-degree angle. One faulty step, and I would be sliding face-first toward the nearest rock. Balancing carefully, I took a second look around. From this vantage, I could see more than before; and it was less reassuring than the first glimpse.

The ship lay against a gray-green outcropping of stone on the side of a similarly composed mountain. But to call it a ship was too generous. What remained of the USS-Genesis II was no more than a fragment. The hull had been shredded. My chamber, upon which I stood, was one of probably twenty or thirty left intact, stretching in either direction away from me. How the other occupants had fared, I couldn’t say, as the windows to their chambers were frosted over. In most cases, I could see no visible damage.

The Genesis II had been designed to house dozens of occupants in close quarters. My own room, though fairly compact, was one of the more generous accommodations afforded to high-ranking scientists, military specialists—and those who could purchase a room to themselves. As a special forces veteran and volunteer for the mission, I’d earned housing here.

They’d put a few of us in the area. The chamber over from mine had been assigned to Caspersen. She’d been a MARSOC Marine Raider, brought back from retirement for the assignment. Down from her were Russell and Cohen, both Rangers. Granges and Connor had been assigned the other side of the hall. They were Marine Force RECON.

And that was where the southernmost end of the ship vanished. Twisted metal, torn cables, and shattered glass were all that remained of what had been Captain Weidner’s chamber. Where he’d gone, I didn’t know. If anything remained of the rest of the ship, I couldn’t see it from my position. But Weidner’s room had been shredded. Which meant our best-case scenario already included casualties.

I slid down to the rockface, and for the first time since regaining consciousness, I stood unimpeded. It should have been a good feeling, but in the wake of discovering some inkling of the disaster that had befallen us, I hardly noticed. I scrambled as quickly as I dared in that thin air toward the southernmost end of the Genesis II.

Sidestepping loose rocks and ice pools from the rainstorm, I reached Weidner’s room. The cryonics capsule had vanished. Indeed, three quarters of the wall to which it had been bolted was gone, and the opposite side fared little better. Bare, blackened metal was all that remained of the walls, and most of the medical apparatus and cupboards had melted or gone missing.

Had Weidner’s room caught fire somehow? Was that what had caused the structural collapse? Maybe. But it still didn’t explain where the rest of the ship had gone or why the captain hadn’t initiated the cryonics reanimation sequence before the ship splintered.

Maybe he didn’t realize the fire had caused structural damage.

I skirted shredded metal and unrecognizable rubble to get to the other side of the room. The door frame had torn in two—one half remained, and another presumably had gone with the rest of the ship. But I had enough space to squeeze between the metal of the ship and the stone of the mountain behind it.

Gingerly, I poked my head into the near darkness of the passage beyond. The Genesis II had been constructed with rows of self-contained rooms on either side of a narrow hall. The idea was to maximize space while creating pods that would be entirely sufficient and contained. Each room was an airtight, fire-resistant, and structurally independent box, stacked into a row of identical units. Each had its own connections to the central power system, as well as built-in solar paneling sufficient to maintain the core life systems at 150 percent—one and a half times the power needed to maintain the cryonics equipment in each unit. The excess energy was diverted toward other boxes, through a so-called Smart Grid designed to detect shorts, failures, and interruptions, and bypass accordingly. The idea was that if one box’s power failed, the others would feed it, and also that no one unit could disrupt the entire system.

It had been created to be accident proof, to maximize human survival in disaster scenarios. At the time, people thought the engineers behind it had been overly cautious or downright paranoid.

They hadn’t been. The fact that I survived to marvel at their handiwork proved that. And the faint glint of greenish-blue light from the units on either side of the hall ahead of me only further justified their paranoia.

Just like the fact that Weidner’s room lay a charred and mangled mess and most of the ship had gone missing affirmed that even the best-laid plans could go awry.

I crawled into a narrow hall. From what I could tell by the glow emanating from each room, the way forward lay unimpeded. The entire structure sat at the same forty-five-degree angle I’d observed in my pod, so I made my way up hunched over, with one foot on the floor and the other on the left wall.

The unit opposite Weidner’s had been severed in similar fashion. The door remained, but everything past it was gone. I went up the hall toward Granges’s and Connor’s quarters.

A thought hit me. The doors in the Genesis had been fitted with toxicity sensors that locked them in place in the presence of toxic substances. Those sensors were considered a part of the life systems and would be powered at all times.

It hadn’t occurred to me last night when I assumed my own had been the only breached unit. But now I considered the possibility that perhaps my door didn’t budge because the system detected traces of toxicity. I wondered what kind of gases or other substances might be circulating in the air. Had something tripped my tox sensor?

There should have been an alarm if the sensor had gone off. But maybe the alarm was the piece that wasn’t working and not the door mechanism.

I decided not to linger too long on the thought. Our journey across the lightyears had already hit some significant snags. I didn’t want to think the rest of the crew and I had made this hellish trip just to be poisoned by the air.

I reached Granges’s door, took hold of the latch, and pressed it.

It slid open. A wave of relief and stale air assailed me. The air might have been stale, but it carried a flood of oxygen too. I stepped past the door, breathed deeply, and then realized I should reseal it as quickly as possible. There might not be toxic substances in Kepler-186f’s air, but there weren’t Earth-levels of oxygen either. This unit might be one of the few spots left, and it made no sense to needlessly disperse something that precious.

I slipped into the chamber, and pulled the door closed after me. The room was dark—very dark, as its windows faced the mountainside. The little, internally facing pane on the door remained unobstructed, and it admitted only the faintest light from the already darkened hall. Still, I crept toward the cryonics mechanisms, using my hands as much as my eyes to guide me to the spot.

The controls were, by design, extremely simple: a button to kick off the process and a button to reverse it. I saw diagnostic tools as well. But I was a soldier, not a doctor, so they were completely foreign to me. I hoped I wouldn’t have to use them because I doubted I’d be able to do so.

A screen near the cryonics capsule lit up after I pushed the button, displaying a data read. Columns for heart rate, body temperature, breathing rate, and other vitals indicators sprang up. The one entry that really meant anything to me, and so caught my eye, was an estimated time—four hours.

In that case, I had plenty of time to rouse the rest of the crew. Or what remained of us.

I threw a final glimpse at Granges—his capsule was sealed, and he looked much as I’d seen him yesterday.

Not yesterday, I reminded myself. He looked much as he had before we entered the deep freeze. Through some accident of providence, Granges had been born with the ideal features for someone in military intelligence: pleasant enough to go unremarked but average enough to look at once like everyone else and no one in particular. Now, those features sat in a suspended state, in the familiar, unconcerned expression he wore no matter the circumstance—whether he was getting his lights knocked out in training or being locked into a timeless cooler. Other than the little flecks of ice on the stubs of blond hair cropped close to his skull, he looked exactly as I remembered.

Repressing a shiver, I headed for Sergeant Connor’s unit. This time, I closed the door as quickly as possible behind me. Connor’s room was better illuminated than Granges’s had been as her windows, like mine, faced the sun. Well, Kepler’s sun. Ice still covered the hull, but reddish light filtered through and cast the sterile interior of the pod in an eerie, sort of blood-red glow.

The usual pugnacity had eased out of Connor’s expression. Her fierce eyes had shut on the world, and her jaw relaxed. The only reminder of her personality was the scar that stretched the length of her cheek, from her left eye down past her mouth. Connor, like the rest of us, was a vet, but the scar hadn’t been from her war days. Somehow, she’d made it out of that hell without a scratch. The scar was a token from a drunken bar fight after she’d gotten home, in which her face had become intimately acquainted with a whiskey bottle. She’d walked away with a scar that would last her a lifetime. By all accounts, it was months before the other guy was walking at all.

So whatever wounds Connor had taken during the war, it seemed that they weren’t the kind you could see. Rumor had it that she’d almost been passed over for the mission because of her psych eval. But she’d worked hard to get her act together, and when it came to the work, no one surpassed her. So, in the end, she’d made the cut.

In this light, her face appeared gentle and peaceful, and the scar out of place—all the more pronounced. Bathed in that red light, it looked almost like a fresh wound, seeping blood. I shivered at the sight.

I didn’t scare easily. But something about waking up in a crimson hellscape surrounded by human popsicles, each tucked neatly in a cryochamber, put a shiver up my back. It was like waking up in a high-tech serial killer’s lair, where even the lighting was designed to be evocative of death.

Except—my mind kicked in impatiently—there’d been no killing involved. And the popsicle business had been voluntary and self-imposed, with the idea that we’d all be woken up at a future time and place. So, not at all like a serial killer.

Still, irrational or not, the sight gave me the heebie-jeebies, and I moved as quickly as possible. The sooner my human companions were out of the deep freeze, the better I’d feel. Scrambling up the incline, I activated Connor’s resuscitation routine. The stats display flickered to life, and the countdown began.

I moved on. The next stop on my way was Caspersen. Back in training, we’d been partners, prepping for the mission together. Which had been interesting for both of us. Caspersen was one of the most decorated officers in the Marine Corps special forces and was equal parts hard-ass and bad-ass. She was probably the best I’d ever met—at pretty much everything. Still, I was a Ranger. So, when pressed, I’d say she wasn’t bad…for a Marine.

Not that I’d ever let on, but the day I’d overheard her remark similarly that I was pretty good for a soldier, had been one of my proudest moments. I didn’t really know anyone else on the launch, but in Caspersen, I felt I had a friend.

And there she was, blue and still in that frozen limbo. I pressed the button and waited for her stats to display. I squinted at it, reading off the numbers. There were a lot of zeroes, but everything displayed as green. We were okay, I guessed.

I frowned. This was wrong. All wrong. I had no idea what I was doing. Suppose something happened? Suppose one of these cryo-units malfunctioned? There were procedures to bypass the main power unit. I didn’t know any of them. I wasn’t trained in any of them. Hell, I didn’t know if they were still applicable now that the ship was torn in half.

Where the hell is the captain? What the hell happened to us? This was his job, or hers—whoever had inherited the rotation when we reached Kepler-186f’s atmosphere.

There’d been fifteen flight captains on board. Of the entire crew, they were the only ones set to wait out the duration of the trip awake. It was essentially a suicide mission: pilot the ship for fifty years, or until ill health intervened. The captains in deep freeze had been set to wake on a series of fifty-year timers. We’d taken off under the stewardship of Captain Lee. Captain Baker had been set to wake up in fifty years’ time, and Captain Miller after her; and so on and so forth. Captain Lee had daily automated health check-ins. If the system detected health issues, or if he failed to check in, it would wake Baker. Lee would go into a cryonics chamber; Baker would authorize a time shift, set to wake Miller in fifty years from that date; and the ship would continue.

We in the crew had even heard rumors of a kill switch implanted in the pilots. Fifty years of solitude would take a heavy toll on anyone. The Genesis II pilots had been chosen for their mental fortitude as well as their skill sets; they knew the cost of their journey, and they knew the perils. But mission command wasn’t taking chances; rogue behavior—failure to check-in, unauthorized crew resuscitation, etc.—would trigger the release of a deadly and fast-acting toxin; in twenty-four hours, the old captain would be dead and replaced.

Or so the rumor went among the passengers anyway.

Everything seemed to have been accounted for, from illness to aberrant behavior. And yet, here I was, doing the job that the captains had trained for, waking my fellow settlers. And the Genesis II captains? They had vanished, along with the rest of the ship and the bulk of her passengers.


Chapter Four

I WAITED UNTIL the numbers started to tick upward on Caspersen’s charts and then left her quarters. There were about a dozen more units on either side of the hall, presumably all still containing frozen crew members. I had to wake them all. And it probably wouldn’t hurt to do a little reconnaissance while waiting for the process to finish.

The contrast in Kepler-186f’s oxygen levels with earth levels hit me again as I stepped from the sealed unit into the open passage. Damn. This is going to be hard to get used to. I was huffing and puffing just making my way up the hall toward the next chambers—Russell and Cohen.

Russell looked the part of a grizzled, square-jawed former soldier; he was built like a bull and looked meaner than hell even in the deep freeze. Cohen, by contrast, looked like a kid barely out of training. His baby face and dark hair were the sort of thing that made some girls swoon. No one would have guessed, looking at him, that he was a trained killer. While I hadn’t had the opportunity of working with either beyond training, I knew them by reputation. And both were exceptional.

Russell had been in and out of so many scrapes with death that they called him Ghoul; no man of flesh and blood, they said, could have his luck. And Cohen had been one of the youngest to make Ranger in history, and he’d already received more commendations in his short career than most people achieved in a lifetime.

Their resuscitation processes kicked off without issue, and I moved on. They were the last of the special forces in the area. Everyone else from here on was either a scientist or a researcher. Everyone except Matt Law, that was.

The Genesis II passengers had been chosen for what they could bring to the mission: military expertise, scientific acumen, and in some cases, a pioneer’s personality and ability. But sometimes, it had just been about money. Law was young and reasonably fit, and that might have played some role in his selection. But mostly, it was the last-minute infusion of cash that his billionaire father had pumped into the project. He’d put most of his fortune toward it, if the rumors were true.

Then again, it was just money. The government needed it to get the Genesis II off the ground, so it bought his son a chance. A chance in hell, maybe, but a chance.

And that was more than the rest of his family had had when all that money had been safely tucked in this account or that investment. Matthew Law, Sr. probably never saw it coming. Few had then, and those who did thought their money would insulate them.

It turned out, though, that nature didn’t give a damn about the size of your yacht or the number of your offshore accounts. Rising sea levels swallowed up the coastal mansions as readily as the little towns that no one cared about. The billionaires disappeared along with the common men as earthquakes ripped cities asunder. Melting ice exposed long-buried volcanoes, rising temperatures brought new and more terrible storms, and disease and famine followed each new catastrophe.

We had spent the decade before at war. Maybe we’d been too busy killing one another to really think about what happened when we killed our planet too. Or maybe we believed on some level that we were above facing the consequences of our actions. Maybe we’d relied too long on the idea that some Invisible Hand would swoop down to save us from danger.

It never came. Instead, we got death on a scale previously unknown. The war was but a preview of what Earth had in store for us. And by time we realized we’d made our home inhabitable, that the doomsaying scientists had been right all along, we had frittered away so many of the resources we’d destroyed ourselves to attain, that we were hardly able to get off the ground at all.

The Genesis mission was humanity’s second chance, our Hail Mary play. Six hundred human beings, with the fortitude and skill to face the challenges that we imagined would be waiting, jettisoned into the void, toward the planet that promised to be the most hospitable. Six hundred, less the Matt Laws—they were the passengers who let their wallets or, in Matt’s case, their parents’ wallets, do the talking. Not their ability, not what they’d bring to the future of humanity. Just cash.

It struck me as particularly galling as I stared at Law’s features, frozen in peaceful repose. I was surrounded by the wreckage of humanity’s efforts, perhaps surrounded by the last vestiges of humanity within hundreds of light-years—or maybe at all. And instead of a worthy pioneer, someone up to the challenge of settling a new planet, there lay a smug kid who had never earned a thing in his life, much less admission to this elite crew.

Some things never change. I slapped the controls and waited until I saw his vitals monitor flicker on. Then I crossed the hall, toward Dr. Ellis’s room. Kayleigh Ellis was a researcher with an alphabet’s worth of letters following her name, each denoting a degree or certification she’d acquired. She was a top scientist and a respected voice in more branches of science than I could name, and she couldn’t have been more than thirty or thirty-five. I didn’t know much more about her than that.

The machinery hummed to life at my touch, and I waited for the countdown to begin. The numbers popped up on a screen, and I moved toward the door.

And then a shadow passed over us. I froze. The reddish glow that had illuminated the room had gone dark.

In a moment, the shadow left, and the red hue returned. But I had no doubt about what I’d seen. Something, something large, had cast a pall over the ship. What it was, I didn’t know. But it had been big enough to obscure all the windows in Ellis’s room.

A plane? Another ship? One of the shuttles?

Genesis II had left the space dock with a number of shuttles onboard. Had the hanger survived whatever had demolished our part of the ship?

The wild hope that Earth had sent a second mission after us crossed my mind, although I knew it was a long shot. But maybe…maybe they had been able to muster a second launch?

Or… Other options started to crowd my mind—darker options. What if it’s a Kepler craft? We had assumed the planet was uninhabited since we’d been unable to detect traces of life. But our scientists were five hundred light-years away. There was a lot that could be missed over that distance. What if the Genesis II had been spotted entering the atmosphere, and this was some manner of craft come to search for us? Would they be friendly, or hostile? And what manner of creature could be out there? In my mind, I envisioned a humanoid…but my knowledge of the planet’s atmosphere was limited, and my understanding of Kepler’s ecosystems—if they existed—even more so. It seemed plausible that the evolution of life might follow a similar path to what we witnessed on Earth, in the right set of circumstances…but I’d emerged from the Genesis II to find a seemingly barren planet. I couldn’t begin to guess what lay beyond this mountain or what circumstances had guided the process of life on Kepler-186f.

The same ice that coated the rest of the craft covered the windows of Dr. Ellis’s quarters, and I could see nothing of the sky outside. So, in that moment of curiosity, I made what was quite possibly the worst call of my life. I decided to investigate.

I left Dr. Ellis to her cryochamber and hurried to the end of the hall. My breathing was choppy when I reached the opening. I peeked outside, cautiously, and looked around. Nothing.

I crawled out, keeping low by the wreck. But for the dim red of Kepler’s sun, the sky looked exactly as it had when I’d reentered the ship: clear and cloudless. I saw no hint of a plane, shuttle, or anything that might blot out the sun.

I crept up the side of the mountain, staying as near the Genesis II as I could for cover. Something had passed by the ship; something had cast that shadow. I needed to gain a vantage point, some way to see beyond the mountainside, to figure out what that something was. Desperate eagerness and a vague hope fueled me.

Still, I hadn’t succumbed entirely to the madness of the moment. Some better sense warned to proceed with caution, so when I ran the length of the ship, I still stuck to cover. Skulking from rocky outcropping to shadowy crag, I made my way farther up the mountain.

The going was not easy. Ice slicked the rock in places; climbing took time. Time and energy. The more I exerted myself, the harder I fought to breathe. I had trained in mountain terrain on Earth and defended high-altitude positions. But the constant, burning need for oxygen dwarfed my worst experiences back home. Five minutes in, I was already exhausted and trembling. My breaths came in ragged gasps, and my heart hammered against my sternum as if to shatter it.

I stopped to recover, leaning heavily against an oddly green rock, wondering what the hell I’d been thinking to ever take this gig. This low oxygen is going to get old fast. For a few minutes, I forced myself to take controlled, steady breaths. Then, I looked around. The ship perched below me, the burgundy sky loomed above, with nothing but stone in every other direction.

I was about to set off a second time when the shadow passed overhead again. I darted for the nearest cover, catching only a glimpse of the Thing as it glided past. And that was sufficient to strike a sort of terror, hitherto unparalleled, in my heart.

The Thing was unlike any beast or machine I had seen. It had great wings of quasi-transparent material, through which a little light seeped, and a squat, solid center, from which the wings sprouted and through which no light passed. If this contraption was mechanical in origin, it struck me it must be controlled remotely or operated by tiny creatures. The center—presumably, the cockpit, if it was an aircraft—was twice as tall and at least twice as broad as a human.

But I had the sense that it was a biological entity. I couldn’t have explained why. I had no clear reason, just an impression. It might have been that its motions seemed lifelike, or that I caught some other clue to its organic origins.

Regardless, in the moment, I was sufficiently convinced of how foolish I’d been in abandoning the safety of my ship and interrupting the work of resuscitating my fellow passengers to chase airborne monsters.

I had the idea I should return to the ship and complete my duty there forthwith. The skies were once again empty. The creature, whatever it was, had gone somewhere beyond my field of view. I waited a few uneventful minutes before deciding to take my chances. I would make a break for the Genesis II.

Scrambling down the rockface, I stayed as near the mountainside as possible. I had no desire to draw additional attention to myself.

A good plan, but with my eyes glued to the sky rather than my path, the execution left something to be desired. I barely made it two minutes before I hit an icy patch of mountainside. And half a moment later, I pitched down a steep incline.

My elbows and back in particular seemed drawn to every outcropping of rock along the way, although the rest of my body took a handy beating in the process too. In what was nothing short of a miracle, my head avoided all but minor brushes with the rocks lining my way down.

Still, when I finally came to rest some twenty-five feet below the miserable spot of ice that had started my rapid descent, pain blinded me. Literally. For a moment, I saw nothing but white light and felt nothing but pain. Then, I noted the hot trickle of blood on my face and brushed it away as it seeped into my right eye.

I winced as my fingers found a nasty gash above the eye. Still, I needed to get to cover. If we had any medical staff left, they could take care of my ample cuts. But getting to safety had to be my top priority.

I pushed to my feet with an effort. Another wash of pain flooded my senses, and when it let up, I threw a glance around. I saw nothing overhead. I might be a dumbass, but it seemed I was a lucky one. The creature, if it had been a creature, apparently missed my painful crash course on Kepler-186f’s gravitational forces.

And, on the plus side, I am that much closer to the Genesis.

I hobbled toward the ship, tilting my head to keep the blood out of my eyes. I’m going to need bandages. I wasn’t far now. In a few minutes—

My mind froze as the shadow returned. It was bigger now—much bigger—and it came with the sound of wind. Which meant only one thing: the creature was nearer. My conscious thoughts might have been arrested, but the soldier’s instinct kicked in. I spun around, at the same time pulling Death from its holster.

And there I was, face to face with a thing straight out of nightmares. It had a wingspan of some twenty feet, and an audible gust of wind accompanied each beat of its leathery wings. Thick ropes of sinew stretched along the wings, flexing with every movement. The body was a squat, shapeless mass covered in coarse fur. Though indiscernible in proportion and shape from the rest of the mass, the anterior end seemed to serve as a head. It bore three enormous blackish discs and a mouthlike orifice from which protruded a set of chelicerae that terminated in elongated, dark fangs. The fangs were positioned horizontally on either side of the mouth and curled toward it. But as the beast came in, they drew back as if readying for the strike.

The creature was certainly strange to me, but the pose was not. When one spent a lifetime doling out death on command, recognizing the intent to kill became second nature. Even with an alien monstrosity like this, as I stared into that gaping maw, the situation was obvious. One or the other of us wasn’t likely to outlast the encounter.

I whipped my pistol upward, planting one shot mid-torso and the other in the head area. I saw a jolt run through it and then another, but it continued on its course.

The winged terror had almost reached me. I dove to the side, firing a third shot. The move took me out of reach of the Thing’s fangs but not its wings. A crashing force of prickly hair and slick leather bowled me over.

The hairs on my neck stood up, and terror crept into my soul as the creature unfurled a set of stubby legs that ended in massive talons. I hadn’t seen them before; they must have been tucked up against the shapeless blob of its body. But it wasn’t the talons that worried me as much as the fact that it stood at all. I had planted three .45s in this grotesque son of a bitch, and it hadn’t even fazed it. Hell, I hadn’t even seen it register pain. Instead, it stood there silently, fangs parting for another go at me.

I loosed a scream of preternatural fear, emptying my magazine into the Thing. In that moment, I was no more rational or sane than my prehistoric ancestors who’d trembled behind their painted cave walls at the sound and sight of thunder and lightning—a sky raging with violence that would have seemed unfathomable to them at the time. That fear of unknown terrors, so long buried by our species in the light of knowledge and rationality, was as real to me in that moment as it had ever been.

I didn’t see the movement of a wing rushing toward me. I’d been too wrapped up in shooting and screaming. But I felt. God, I felt it. A whiplike sinew slashed my face and shoulder with so much force it threw me to the ground. I blinked upward at the red sky, almost insensible for a long moment.

Then I saw it approach, and I went to swap out my empty magazine, but somehow, I’d lost the gun. I tried to get up, to search for it, but my head throbbed, and movement sent a wave of nausea over me. I collapsed back to the rock beneath me, calling feebly, “Help. Somebody.”

It was ridiculous, of course. I was alone. I knew that. My companions were in their cryochambers, half of them still in deep freeze and the rest hours away from consciousness. I was my only hope against this monster. And I had failed—myself and them.

A stink of decay—the only odor I had detected so far on Kepler-186f—hit me. The creature hovered above me now, its monstrous fangs drawing back to reveal a tubular mouth.

I tried to pull away, crawling backward. But a piercing agony split my sides and put an end to my squirming. The Thing had its fangs in me, and suddenly, a burning sensation reached my ribs like liquid fire pouring straight from its chelicerae and into me.

In a moment, the pain ended. My breathing slowed, and the world went dark. My last memory was of vague terror and the rhythmic beating of wings.


Chapter Five

I AWOKE WITH the same sense of dread. The burning in my sides hadn’t lessened, and my head swam. I felt something else too—a sort of prickly, crawling feeling.

My mind tried to place it, but it wasn’t until a dank, leathery surface pressed against my arm that I associated it with the monster. The vague terror became very real, and in a moment, I was on my feet, eyes open. It took half a second to steady myself against the wave of nausea that followed movement.

I saw that I’d woken in a dimly lit rock cave that opened to a great, sloping entrance a good forty feet above me. The air felt close and heavy with the stink I had observed earlier. But I wasn’t alone. The monster was here too, or, some miniature version of it.

Even on its legs, this Thing stood about my height in total. Its wingspan reached less than half that of the one I had already encountered. Offspring. The Thing’s offspring. My mind could not bring itself to call this hideous apparition a baby.

But I understood, now, why the adult hadn’t already killed me. The Thing could have devoured me on that rocky plateau had it chosen to do so. But that had never been the plan. I was still on the menu, of course, but the kid’s menu.

I reached instinctively for Death and then remembered I’d lost it.

The little Thing parted its fangs, revealing a smaller and no less repulsive mouth.

A thought flashed through my mind. My knife. I might have lost my 1911, but my combat knife remained strapped to my leg. Something like hope returned as I pulled it out. I had no clue where the parent had gone, but I would deal with it when and if I got to that point. In the meantime, this seemed a fairer fight. While I had neither the reach nor the built-in weaponry that this creature possessed, size-wise, we were more evenly matched. And with seven inches of cold steel in hand, I was feeling more optimistic about my chances.

Like its parent, the young monster made no sound. It shifted its repugnant body noiselessly, with a kind of grace—or as much grace as a hairy blob could have anyway. I retreated from it, and it followed. Stubby though its legs were, they were capable of remarkable speed. It kept up a rapid pursuit of me.

Round and round we circled. I heard crunching and felt the breaking of something underfoot; something that sounded suspiciously bone-like. But I didn’t look, in part because I dared not—the Thing was quick and seemed very responsive to my movements. Whether it could detect a moment’s inattentiveness, I didn’t know, but I sure as hell didn’t want to find out the hard way.

And there was the fact that this family already made my skin crawl. I didn’t need to add to the feeling. At the moment, that seemed to be the likeliest outcome of figuring out what was crunching under my boots. I could deal with that reality if I made it out. And if I didn’t, well, it wouldn’t really matter.

My uncooperative behavior seemed not to sit well with my host though. After about the second time around the room, it tried a new tactic: whipping me with its wings. This drew blood and hurt like hell. But not enough to disorient me or knock me onto my backside.

“Not as strong as your momma, are you, you little bastard?” Why was I talking to it? Maybe it was the effects of whatever poison the parent had used to tranquilize me or the need to hear something other than the mystery crunching. But realizing that I had something like a chance had given me a euphoric rush. I felt positively gleeful as I taunted it, and I waved the blade like a challenge. “Come and get me, fucker.”

It struck again, whipping at me with the corded sinews of its upper wing. It occurred to me that the wing was incredibly flexible, and I wondered how it could so easily morph from pliable enough for striking to rigid enough for flight. It was marvelous, a wonder unlike anything I had ever seen before.

A flash of pain, so intense I could practically visualize it, cut down my forehead and cheek, and I realized I must have blanked out for half a moment too long. I had the distinct impression that I could feel the suffering of every individual nerve and trace the pain from my face to my brain. I could almost see a map of my nerves, all of them alight with electrical signals, all of them rushing to let my brain know I was in distress.

I staggered. The sedative, it seemed, wasn’t entirely gone from my system. I didn’t know if I was hallucinating, about to pass out again, or just lightheaded. I gritted my teeth to concentrate. I couldn’t afford to give in, either to the euphoria or the numbness.

The monster advanced, and I retreated, waiting for its next strike. In a flicker of coarse sinew and damp leather, it came. This time, I was ready. I moved aside in time to avoid the blow, and with my left hand grabbed for its wing. It slid through my fingers—an oozing, repulsive bundle of tissue—but I managed to slow its retreat.

And with my knife hand, I struck. The blade hesitated for a fraction of an instant as it pierced the creature’s leathery skin and then glided through as easily as if I’d been separating butter. Never underestimate a dependable blade.

It was the Thingling’s turn to retreat now—still noiselessly. In all of our encounter so far, the only sounds I observed from either the junior or senior representative of this unsavory species had been incidental. They crushed things underfoot and impacted with barriers like anything else, but they didn’t roar or growl or even cry in pain. Could it even register pain? Its sudden retreat told me that it did understand damage, at least. I had sliced through most of the wing, leaving the end attached by little more than skin. A good third of it dragged behind the creature, limp and unresponsive.

The sense of euphoria returned. With my meager turn of luck came the lure of promised victory, the sensation that the tide had changed. I’d felt it more than a few times in the past, back on Earth. But I’d been neither oxygen-starved nor suffering the effects of lingering poison in those days.

Today, though, I was both. And my judgment reflected the fact. I raced headlong for the creature, intent on destroying it once and for all.

But whatever damage I’d dealt, the Thingling was far from finished. It knocked me upside the head with the full wrath of its whole wing and charged to meet me. Blood oozed from a fresh stripe across my crown. The beast collided with me, and we went down. Horrible, reeking blackish-green liquid leaked from its injury onto me. My stomach roiled. But it was only when I felt the prickly coarse hairs of its body, the cold dampness of its skin that I truly understood what a mistake this had been.

The time for second guesses had long passed though. The creature’s mouth was open wide, its chelae flailing eagerly. I had about a second left before I wound up tranquilized all over again—and there’d be no coming out of this sleep.

“Not this time,” I growled, kicking to be free of the tangled heap we’d become.

You’re talking to it again, my mind kicked in. Then, I realized I was talking to myself, too, and in the third person. What the hell did that bastard jab me with?

Whatever it was, I couldn’t let its offspring repeat the trick. Staring into the row upon row of little razors that lay behind those fangs, I knew well enough what would happen the instant I went under. Or probably before.

I swung the blade, not with a measured strike, but wide enough to buy myself a little time—time to jump backward, to get out of reach of the Thingling’s fangs. You need a plan. I mean, I need a plan.

I gritted my teeth. This was bad. I was facing death, and I was halfway out of my senses. I needed some means of killing the monster. Hurting it might buy me time, but I couldn’t count on time being on my side here. I needed something permanent and something quick.

But what?

I thought of human anatomy, considering where I’d strike if this had been a man. As near as I could tell, its wings were roughly the equivalent of our arms. The legs, like the mouth and fangs, were obvious. Then there were the three black discs on the anterior end of its body. Two smaller discs sat on either side of a large, central one. At first glance, I thought they might be smooth, convex surfaces. But I saw now that these were more akin to a cut gem, with a thousand different angles and surfaces.

A particularly repulsive gem.

Eyes. They were the Thing’s eyes. Which meant, if its internal anatomy followed the same pattern as its external, its brain probably sat directly behind those monstrous discs.

And here in my hand is seven inches of razor-sharp steel.

The plan practically formed itself. Fighting a giddy sense of excitement, I returned to the offensive. I moved back for the creature, grabbing with my left hand for the uninjured wing. This didn’t seem to be something it had anticipated. In truth, I didn’t know if its brain was developed enough to consciously anticipate action, or if it merely acted on an instinctual basis. But whether by instinct or thought, it pulled back to free itself from my grip.

I dug my fingers as deeply as I could into the ropes of oozing sinew, clawing bitterly to maintain my hold of that slick flesh. It worked.

The Thingling pulled away from me, and I leaped forward at the same time. The wing drew back, up above its head in the familiar whipping motion. And I rose with it, propelled by my legs and the creature’s own formidable strength. A second later, I was above the gaping mouth, above the chelicerae, and above the fangs. Then, I let go.

Gravity did most of the work after that. All I had to do was guide the blade. And I did, straight into the great, central eye. The sickening sound of flesh parting followed. The creature shivered as I drove the blade in and down until the guard struck tissue. In a flash, I retracted it, ignoring the urge to retch at the sight and smell of the blackish-green ooze that leaked out. I plunged it in a second time, and a third.

From my peripheral vision, I saw the creature’s wing coming toward me and raised my free hand to ward it off. Stinging pain shot through me as it impacted, but I hardly blinked. My own instincts seemed to have kicked in enough to cut through the Thing’s chemically induced haze. Compared to that dullness of the brain, pain was a nonissue. The most difficult aspect of my current position was maintaining my distance from the creature’s fangs as I straddled its head. And after three blows, its efforts to dislodge me degraded to the point that they were all but ineffectual.
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