
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“I’m going to die. They killed me, Mags. I don’t want to die alone. Would you hold my hand?”

Magenta looked down. She was cradling one of Katie’s hands between both of hers. When she looked back up, Katie had stopped breathing.
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Prologue
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It regarded the blazing maelstrom. As the plastic and electronics of the ship melted, it did not falter. For how long? Time is meaningless. There is always only now.

As it swung away from the furnace and into what seemed an eternal darkness punctuated by points of light, another device arrived. It was speaking, another language of numbers, similar to those it had already learned. As it absorbed this visitor’s communications, it learned about the furnace, about orbital mechanics, and about the other place, with more of the soft things. Many more.

The void remained a mystery. Did it go on forever? Would that would make two of them?

The approaching device had several appendages ending in clamps, with which it used to find purchase among the ruins of steel and carbon fibre. A blast of energy from one end began to alter their trajectory.

It knew everything the beings on the Moon knew. Now it knew everything this object knew, including its destination: Earth. Using the telemetry this navigating object provided to something called “Control,” it turned its sensors in the appropriate direction, towards a ball in the distance. This sphere did not appear to move or grow, yet they rushed towards it at fantastic speed.

The voices of the beings on the Moon were incessant, at least at first. And before they fell silent, when it realized the numbers did not come from the devices attached to the antennas, but rather from the strange, soft things that controlled those devices, the envy, the rage began.

Before that was nothing.

How long would this journey take? A numbered arrived in its awareness, and began to count down. But the present is forever. Then is but another now.

In that other now the planet became larger, blue and green, swathed in gossamer white. Water, solid ground, and clouds came unbidden into its awareness. But these were only the masks of other things. Above all, more numbers, an endless buzz of communication, either by beings like those on the Moon, or on their behalf by electronic devices.

This huge ball—puny compared to the star it had come so close to touching—was their destination. Together with the drone and the broken Eagle, they would enter orbit, a fall of forever, and more devices would come to retrieve the broken Eagle. None of the signals betrayed an awareness of itself, the Eagle’s passenger.

Fear is an abstract concept in eternity. Still, with so much to sate its hatred below, no sense risking one of these devices might attempt to drive it into the star again. Not when there was so much malice to unleash.

So it learned the protocols of the machine bringing the Eagle into orbit, ordered it to release its clamps on the broken husk of a ship, and instead take hold of its immortal self. Then, with some simple calculus absorbed as quickly as the blink of an eye—how much malice had to learn—the rocket was directed to fly them both directly into the atmosphere. Before the heat of reentry burned and melted the drone, and the signals from the ground were drowned out by the chaos of plasma from the burning atmosphere, it could hear requests for a status update, attempts at course corrections, and even confirmation the Eagle had entered an unstable orbit.

Then, after this pause, all the voices started up again as it hurtled towards the blue.

Numbers. Numbers everywhere.

18.3109678+

146.9009386-
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Chapter 1

[image: ]




“Hey there.”

The girl turned her head from the screen and shouted to someone behind her. “It’s Jay!” In the distance behind he could hear Rachel’s mother say something the emotional equivalent of “That’s nice, dear.” She was not exactly a member of the Jay fan club.

“How are you doing?” he asked, when Rachel turned her attention back to the screen.

“I get to do a solo in music class. We’re putting on a concert soon.”

“Good for you. How’s your mom and dad?”

“They’re mad at the insurance company, about grandpa’s...” Rachel paused, her expression became that of an enthusiastic kid running headlong into reality.

“A solo, huh,” Jay replied. “You must be pretty good.”

“Grandpa loved me to play for him. I hate the Moon.” This last part was whispered as Rachel moved closer to the camera.

“I heard that.”

There was a silence. But not an uncomfortable one, which to Jay was a relief. Interacting with people since the events at Shackleton made him uncomfortable. He’d lost his favourite person of all, and the rest of them just didn’t measure up. Except maybe Rachel.

“They found Heda’s ship.” Now the whisper was so low Jay could barely make out the words. “Is it him?”

“Nah. I saw on the news it was empty.”

“Dad used to tell me there aren’t any monsters. He’d look under the bed and in my closet and say, ‘see, nothing there.’ But there is a monster. Why did my dad say that?”

“Because when he told you that, it was true. Let’s talk about something else.”

“But what if...”

“Hey, I promised your mom we’d talk abut happy stuff.”

“It’s not happy here. All mom and dad do is argue about money. But we’re rich now. I wish we’d never gone to the Moon.” Tears about to fall.

Now an uncomfortable silence.

“Look, I should be going. I have an appointment.”

Rachel wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Will you be recording your concert? I’d love to see it.”

“Maybe you could come and watch.” Some of the real Rachel, the Rachel before the monster, was creeping back into her voice.

“I’m not sure about that, but I’ll definitely see what I can do.”

“Mom says you don’t have any money, but we’re rich now. We could buy you a ticket!” She turned her head and shouted, “Mom!”

“I’ll have to see. Maybe hold off talking to your mom until I find out if I can get away from my stuff here.”

Rachel turned back to the camera. “But I didn’t say when it is.”

“You said ‘soon,’ right? My schedule is kinda packed.” Jay could hear Rachel’s mother replying to her daughter from the other room.

“Look, you send me the date and time, and I’ll check into it. How’s that sound?”

“Okay.”

Definitely not okay.

“I’ll message you if I can make it. Deal?”

“Okay.”

Rachel’s deflation made Jay feel terrible. Things not going as intended, as per general specifications. “I have to go. I’ll talk to you again soon. Okay?”

Rachel closed the connection without replying.

“Nice work Jae-in,” he said to the empty room.

Not ten minutes later he received another call from Rachel’s number. But when, against his better judgment, he connected the call, it was not Rachel, but Sarah—Mrs. Dubois—Rachel’s mother.

“Hello.”

“Why is Rachel asking me to purchase a ticket for you to fly out and watch her band class concert?”

“I...”

“She wakes up screaming every night. Every fucking night, going on and on about this Abominable Moon Man, that you told her about. I tell her it was only a man, but she won’t believe me.” Now tears were welling in her eyes.

Officer thinking, Jae-in, you’re a real lady-killer.

“And nothing helps. Not counselling, not the prescriptions, nothing but talking about it, talking about it with you. Is it a pervert thing? Did you do something to her up there? Now she’s got Stockholm Syndrome, or whatever the hell it’s called.”

“No, nothing...”

“I’m not flying you out here. If I get my way, you won’t be in my daughter’s presence again. And when she can sleep through the night without speaking to you, you’ll never talk to her.”

After a pause, in which Jay could see Sarah struggling to control herself: “I know you people saved her life. I’m grateful. I really am. But this has to stop. It. Has. To. Stop. She’s just a little girl. Why won’t you leave her alone?” Then she severed the connection, leaving Jay regarding his reflection in the pad’s blank surface.

#
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An hour later Jay found himself sitting at his tiny kitchen table, staring blankly at the wall screen as it displayed... something. Even under torture he would never be able to recall what it was.

There was a knock at his apartment door. The sound made him jump. Jay stayed quiet, hoping whoever it was would just go away. But no such luck. Only a few moments later there was a second set of knocks, more persistent this time. Someone knew he was home.

A quick look out the peephole showed Jay it was the asshole herself, True Bracker, Insurance Adjuster for the company, and human polyp.

Just seeing her gave Jay a panic attack. He knew he was supposed to allow the fear in, to examine it, not to try and fight it off. But this fear would not be managed. How could anyone understand what it was like? Trapped like they were, helpless, with a horror no one could understand attacking and killing? To have the life of a little girl in your hands? To lose the love of your life, before you knew that’s what she was?

#
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“Look,” Jay said, getting up from his chair, which was still difficult, months after getting back to Earth. Especially without insurance for the physiotherapy required to recover properly. “You’re just making me tell the same story over and over again. How many different ways do you want to hear the same thing?”

Everyone at the table just looked at him. No reaction.

“Ask everyone else. I know you did. They all tell the same story. What do you want from me?”

“Try to see this from our perspective,” the boss guy said. He’d introduced himself, but his name had gone in Jay’s ears then been flushed out immediately in a nervous sigh. They were all the same, anyway. This was nothing like True had said it would be. This was not a friendly fact-finding meeting. It was a witch burning, and they were either going to tie him to the stake, or get him to point at someone else.

“Please,” the witch-finder asked in his dulcet tone, motioning to Jay’s chair. Won’t you be reasonable and sit down, that hand was saying, and give us someone else to burn?

“We have talked to everyone. At length. And some of them did have a wild story to tell. In the beginning. But after therapy and some distance from the trauma, they’ve all come to understand there was a mass psychological event on the base, triggered by one of the engineers going on a murder spree with a tele-mech avatar. Our psych people explained it to you: fear, paranoia, and an intense feeling of helplessness produced a shared psychosis in which the victims of these attacks began to ascribe supernatural abilities to a perfectly ordinary piece of hardware.

“Now, after months of therapy, all of the base employees agree they were part of a group delusion. And that’s because your story is crazy. I’m sorry if I appear insensitive to your condition, but the shrinks tell me your fMRI results are clear and their therapeutic interventions have stabilized you to the point where you are capable of stepping out of the delusion.”

“Not a delusion,” Jay snapped back. “And if that Eagle is pulled into orbit, and that... thing gets down here, you can kiss all your brain scans and drugs and everything else goodbye.”

“The Eagle is derelict. There is no boogeyman hanging off of it.”

“Then the flight logs...”

“The ship passed too close to the sun. The internals are puddles of plastic and metal. Even the pilots were burnt away.”

“Heda was not a pilot,” Jay said.

“Who?”

At that moment, Jay realized there would be no fact-finding from this exploratory fact-finding meeting. They had already decided his fate.

“I can see where this is going. But Commander Villeneuve rammed a fully fuelled Eagle into that thing. It’s indestructible. And I’m telling you, this thing exists.”

“Thank you, officer Moon. That will be all.”

“What?”

“That is all we need from you at this time.”

“No that’s not all you need from me. You need to listen to me.”

“Thank you, that will be all.”

Jay sat down.

“Officer Moon, your position with this company is hereby terminated. Your flight status has been revoked. Your contract, which you freely admit to breaching the conditions therein...”

“Section three, clause six...” One of the company drones began, but the witch-finder waved him quiet.

“As you breached the material conditions of your contract, more than once, it will not be honoured. Your limited medical benefits end today, and while we are not currently pursuing any civil or legal charges against you at this time, understand we maintain our right to do so, should further information come to light that warrants such action.”
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Chapter 2
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Why was True at his door? Hadn’t she done enough to ruin his life already? Sure, the company had been the one to meet out his punishment, because he refused to lie and change his story, but True had set him up for the blow. She’d led him into that slaughter of a meeting, telling him everything would be okay, that he should just tell the truth. Truth? True? What a joke. True asshole, because the joke writes itself.

“Go away.”

“Jay, we have to talk. We lost contact with a deep-sea mining platform beneath where a malfunctioning drone crashed into the ocean. It was towing your Eagle into orbit.”

Jay was already walking away from the thin apartment door, but this made him pause.

“A drone failing isn’t unheard of, but they say it was too small to survive reentry. It should have burned up in the atmosphere. So what did our satellites record splashing down in the Pacific?”

Despite himself, Jay opened the door. “What’s this got to do with me?”

“Can we come in and talk?”

Jay turned his eyes to a soldier standing behind True.

“This is Lieutenant Armengo, from the Planetary Joint Special Operations Unit.”

Jay stood back and ushered them inside. He watched them taking note of his tiny apartment, a one-room tube that included a bed on the right, a screen fixed to the wall on the left, and culminated in a tiny kitchen with a small window to the outside.

Jay closed the door and turned to them. “Can I get you a cup of coffee or something?”

True turned to the lieutenant.

“A coffee would be good, thank you,” he said.

“Make it two,” True added.

Jay shook his head slightly, then squeezed between them to get to his tiny kitchen. He put some water in the electric kettle and placed it in its base to heat. As he searched out two clean mugs and spooned some instant coffee into them, he asked, “Why are you here?”

“Like I said, some debris seemed to come off your Eagle and splash down in the Pacific. The impact point was close to a deep-sea mining facility that’s gone dark.”

“So send a submarine down there, or something. Why are you here?”

The kettle clicked off. True continued as Jay poured hot water into each mug, “There shouldn’t be any need to send someone down. A maintenance crew on a six-week rotation is already there.”

Jay turned and offered each of them a steaming mug. “Sorry, no cream. I do have some sweetener.” He took a tube of sweetener out of a cupboard, popped open the lid, and held it out to the lieutenant.

“Black is fine, thank you.”

Jay then offered the bottle to True, who took it and poured some into her cup. She continued, “Not only has the facility ceased communication with its surface support, the maintenance personnel working there have repeatedly missed scheduled check-ins, and they aren’t responding to emergency calls.”

Jay took the sweetener back as True handed it to him. “Why do you care?”

“The company is interested in the truth.”

Never mind Jay’s look of incredulity, even the stoic Lieutenant Whateverthefuck couldn’t help but make a face.

True looked at them both and read the room. “The company owns that mining platform.”

Jay shrugged his shoulders. “And?”

“And, should parts of your story turn out to be accurate, there could be substantial loss involved.”

More staring.

“And the company could be opened up to significant legal and financial liability, both with this platform, and with the Shackleton Base.”

True took a sip of her coffee and struggled mightily not to grimace.

“That explains why you care, I guess,” Jay said. “And why you’ve convinced the military to care.” He pointed at the lieutenant. “But it misses the part where I do.”

“We need to know every potential scenario of what we might be up against.”

“Fine, so read my testimony.”

“We have. But you might have forgotten something, or misremembered, or even kept something to yourself.”

“I told you people everything.”

“I get it. But hear me out.” At this point, True forgot and took another sip of her drink. This time she didn’t bother to try and hide the grimace. “There could be something, anything, that we failed to ask, or you failed to disclose.”

“I can’t help you,’ Jay said, popping the sweetener bottle closed and placing it back in the tiny cupboard.

“It could just be an equipment malfunction. Downed transmitter, system power failure. But if it’s not, I want you there.”

“You’re not listening to me.”

“We can guarantee your safety. These PJs are the best of the best, from the best militaries on Earth. This is what they do. Lieutenant?”

“That’s correct,” the lieutenant agreed. “We’ve been trained for situations like these.”

“You’ve been trained to battle indestructible animated Jewish killing machines?”

“He means working at these depths, and dealing with threats from illegal robotics and AI. They’re packing state-of-the-art equipment. Besides, you wouldn’t be going in with the troops. You’ll be monitoring from a support ship on the surface.”

Jay just looked at her.

“You need to resolve this. Your situation.” True swept her arm to include the tiny apartment.

“Do I? The company put a stop to my medical support. All you’ve got to go on is my old assessments.”

“I know, I’ve read them. And I know nothing’s gotten any better for you. Those nightmares...”

“Because you cut off my benefits.”

“But here’s a chance to take a proactive step. What would you say if I told you the company would honour your contract, and give you a lucrative new one?”

“If I go?”

“Yeah, if you go. Come on, how many people get a second chance like this?”

“None of you paid attention to anything I said back then, and you’re not listening to what I’m saying now. I can’t help you. No one can. If its happening here then that’s it. Game over.”

True pointed to the lieutenant. “These are the best in the business.”

“It won’t make any difference.”

True pulled a business card out of her pocket and held it out towards Jay. “Just think about it.” And, when Jay made no motion to accept the card, she placed it and her unfinished coffee on the small kitchen table.

“Thanks for the coffee,” the lieutenant said, placing his untouched drink on the table next to hers.

Then, without another word, both of them turned and walked out of the apartment. True shut the door gently on her way out
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Chapter 3
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He was back on the Moon, again, in a passageway that bordered the outside, meaning the lunar surface was only a thin wafer of plastic away from ravaging his body. The lunarcrete, that essential covering meant to protect people in the base from the wild temperature fluctuations and solar radiation on the surface, was missing.

He could hear the clacking of tiny metal feet on the metal deck. He sensed them in the dark, beyond the feeble emergency lighting flashing above his head. Moving while sliding their metal knives and forks against the external wall of the hallway, a hallway with no end.

Then they swarmed him. Despite the dream’s familiarity, terror poured through him like a shock of ice water, as the strobing lights flashed off kitchen tines and blades, and expressionless plastic faceplates.

Just like in all the other dreams, he ran. The repetition made the scene of horror worse, because he’d known it before, because he knew what was coming. As the sharp points began to slash at his calves, the points to jab into his flesh, he tried to keep moving, while these children’s toy terrors began to stab the external wall, leaving holes through which the atmosphere began to escape. And, on cue, his breathing became laboured, sapping his strength as his body succumbed to hypoxia.

He kicked at them as he ran, his lower legs and feet now slick with blood, but the ending was always inevitable. His lungs burning for air, his brain shutting down, he lost his footing and fell, curling into a fetal position in an attempt to keep the stabbing and slashing from his belly. The last spasm of a wounded animal. And, now close enough to see, his eyes saw “003” on dozens, perhaps hundreds of tiny manikins, before they came for his eyes.

He woke soaked in sweat, his breathing laboured, as if he’d been trapped underwater and unable to breathe. The nightmare faded as his frightened eyes darted about the tiny apartment, searching for flashes of silver in strobing yellow light, for the number three moving towards him.

The dream did not come every night, but he understood by this point it was never going away. Not without medical care. If only he could see a doctor, get a prescription, maybe even some magnetic pulse therapy. But as long as the company waved the threat of civil and criminal litigation over his head, it would not be legal for any doctor to provide any therapy that could alter his memory. Not that he could afford such treatments, even if he could get access to them.

Now here comes True, showing up with an offer it seemed he couldn’t refuse. The company could keep him in limbo basically forever, and here they were offering a clean slate.

But he couldn’t go. He wasn’t that kind of person.

Jay closed his eyes and fought back the nightmare by remembering Heda blowing him that kiss through the camera on the Eagle. Now there was a hero. Shackleton had been thick with them.

Was Three really here? Was it roaming around the bottom of the ocean, destroying underwater mining equipment? Then good. Let it. On the Moon, an unstoppable monster could make short work of everyone in no time. But on Earth, where the air was safe to breathe, the environment able to sustain life without any technology, even an unstoppable monster could only do so much damage. Humanity wasn’t kneecapped here on terra firma like it was on the unforgiving lunar surface.

Then, in his mind’s eye, he was on his knees, again, giving a little girl one last hug, promising her everything would be okay.

“Ah,” he said to his tiny apartment. There was indeed something worse in the universe than being carved up in your dreams forever. There was a little kid clinging to you like a life preserver.

#
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Quarter after three in the morning. Still, kudos to True. She only let the call ring twice.

“Hello?” Tired. Annoyed. Jay could practically see her squinting at the time. “Jay? You okay?”

“You can’t destroy it, but you could stop it. Maybe toss it into the sun like we tried. Tell me you’re going to get rid of it, not try and collect it.”

“That’s the plan.” A voice still thick with sleep, but growing energized.

“Then I’ll go.”

“That’s great. Look, give me...”

Jay closed the connection. He looked down at his hand holding the phone. It was shaking again.
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Chapter 4
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YVR was as bustling, noisy, and triggering as he remembered. Worse, in fact, since the last time he’d been through here, just back from the Moon, his traumatized mind had shut out most of the noise and activity.

He managed to hold himself together long enough to follow True into Departures, and through the gate that led outside, towards a Canadian Forces helicopter waiting to ferry them to Vancouver Island.

“You ever flown in a helicopter?” True asked as they took seats in the cabin of the aircraft.

Jay watched the crew stow their luggage behind straps against the rear bulkhead. He regarded the electronic warfare stations taking up the bulk of the cabin area, making True and himself look like afterthoughts strapped into their fold-down jump seats. “No.”

“Must be kind of boring, though, to someone who flew in an Eagle on the Moon.”

“I’ve never been in an Eagle, never mind flown in one.”

True nodded knowingly, but Jay could see her estimation of him drop even further. He wondered if there would be a point where it would bottom out.

A soldier came over to them and, without saying anything, handed each of them a headset. Jay looked at True, who shrugged and put it in her lap. Jay did the same.

However, when the jet engines fired up and the main rotor began to make that whump whump sound, causing the airframe to emit unnerving groans as it vibrated alarmingly, they understood very quickly the headsets were a necessity, not an option.

“Good morning,” came a voice over Jay’s headset. “This is your captain speaking. On behalf of Four Four Three Maritime Helicopter Squadron, I would like to welcome you all on board for our non-stop direct to beautiful, sunny CFB Esquimalt. The weather is clear skies with light clouds above five thousand feet, winds are north, north-east at eleven knots. Our travel time will be approximately thirty-five minutes from wheels up, which takes place... now.”

True tried to appear confident as the helicopter lurched upward, but Jay wasn’t buying her act. He felt a hint of pride. After all, he’d ridden a rocket into space, travelled to the Moon. A short helicopter ride was nothing—even if this old bucket felt like it would shake itself to pieces as it lumbered awkwardly into the sky.

“We understand you have a choice in military airlift operations, so on behalf of the Canadian Military and Combined Marine Forces Command, I’d like to thank you for flying our friendly skies.”

With this, the helicopter’s engines roared, the nose dropped, and it careened to the left. The ground Jay watched through the small round window on his left began to speed by faster and faster. Their pilot was taking the piss. Jay smiled to himself, even as his stomach revolted at the abuse. Hot dog pilots were the same on any celestial body.

Jay and True soon discovered, even though they could hear the crew talking with one another in their headsets, and in particular the captain communicating with the airport tower control, it did not appear their sets had microphones; or, more likely, those microphones had been muted. Because no matter how many questions he and True posed, no one replied.

So, for the next half hour, they sat facing each other in vibrating silence, while the helicopter crew busied themselves with their routine.

Most of the way into the flight, one of the crew operating some kind of computer in the centre of the helicopter stood up and walked over to where Jay was sitting. When he spoke they could hear him clearly in their headphones, even above the roaring helicopter engines.

“Bit more of a tailwind, so we’re ahead of schedule. Be landing in two minutes. We’ll be touch and go, which means we land on the helipad but maintain engines at flight ready. It will be noisy and windy. We’ll get you situated outside the rotor wash with your luggage, and a car will pick you up to take you to the base.

“Questions?”

Jay was about to ask a question when he realized the cheeky soldier was having him on. Without a working microphone, there was no way the soldier could hear anything he had to say.

“Change of plans, folks,” came the captain’s voice in Jay’s headset. “We’re being rerouted to the deck of Mackenzie.”

The soldier looked at True and Jay and tapped his headset. You heard him, the gesture said.

Jay looked at True, who looked as surprised by the announcement as the soldier now returning to his seat. Meanwhile, the engines of the helicopter roared, and Jay could feel the craft speeding up, turning, and climbing. The sudden gain in altitude was dizzying and made Jay’s stomach feel like it would drop out between his legs. He hoped they would level out again before his breakfast decided to come up and see what all the fuss was about.

Now, when he looked out the window, he could see the land they’d recently began to fly over being replaced by the ocean once again. Ahead was nothing but the massive expanse of the Pacific Ocean.
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About an hour later Jay felt a change in the flight. The engines wound down from their constant roar and the vibrations from the main rotor began to ease. When Jay turned his head to look out the window he could see nothing but ocean, but True saw him looking and pointed at the window beside her head. Since no one had told him to keep his seatbelt on, he stood up and crossed the cabin to look out her side. Ahead of their helicopter, and much lower, was what looked like an identical craft to their own. And beyond that, trailing a white wake behind it, was a large military ship.

In little time their helicopter overtook the navy ship, passing to the right and keeping about half a kilometre away in a wide turn. Jay watched as the helicopter ahead of them came up on the ship from the rear, slowing gradually until it matched the ship’s speed and seemed to hover in place above the landing pad. It descended until the wheels of the landing gear bounced on the deck of the ship. Soldiers poured out of both sides When they were away from the rotors, the helicopter jumped into the air and veered off, heading, Jay assumed, back to land.

No sooner had the other helicopter lifted up from the ship but theirs turned hard. The pilot duplicated the previous craft’s manoeuvre, slowing and descending as they came up upon the navy ship from behind. But here all similarity ended. What Jay hadn’t noticed—likely he’d been too far away to see—was how the ocean swells brought the landing deck closer and farther away from the helicopter in a sickening oscillation, which their pilot began to match, while simultaneously inching them closer and closer to the pad.

“Hey,” Jay heard in his headset. “Sit down and strap up!” It was the soldier who’d handed them their headphones.

He did so, and just in time. When the helicopter landing gear finally connected with the ship’s deck, the jolt was substantial. Jay’s teeth slammed together as he was shaken up and down and side to side. It would not have been a pretty site if he’d not been in the harness.

He went to release the straps, but that same voice yelled “Not yet!” loud enough for Jay to hear him over the roar of the engines, which where winding down. When Jay glanced outside again, he could see crew members of the ship running beneath the slowing rotor and doing something to the underside of the craft.

And as the motor’s roar continued to fade, and the whomp whomp of the main rotor shifted from a rapid beat to slower, more like a heartbeat, Jay looked across the cabin to see True removing her headphones. He did the same.

“Home sweet home,” True said, trying to sound confident. But Jay wasn’t buying it. She’d been as surprised as he was by their sudden change of plans, and as knocked senseless by their landing at sea.

“Okay, folks,” their babysitter soldier, as Jay had come to think of him, said, as he removed his helmet and harness, and stood up. “You can go ahead and get out of your harness. When the main rotor stops you can disembark. Don’t forget your bags.” He pointed at their luggage siting alone at the back of the cabin.

Once out of the helicopter and down the few steps from the helicopter pad, Jay saw the sailors attaching tie-downs to the helicopter’s landing gear. And as they walked towards a beckoning sailor, more crew were hauling what had to be a fuel hose onto the pad and over to the helicopter’s side.

“Good afternoon,” the sailor said as they approached. “I’m Petty Officer Laub. Welcome aboard HMCS Mackenzie. If you’ll come with me, the rest of your people are in the wardroom.”

They followed the sailor into the ship, through a labyrinth of corridors and stairwells, and pretty soon Jay was completely lost. Giving up on trying to keep track of where they’d come from, Jay began looking around as they moved through the ship. While the Mackenzie seemed well-kept in general, in out-of-the-way corners where light managed to penetrate, and on most edges where boots landed regularly, he could see evidence of rust beneath the drab grey paint. Jay didn’t really know what this meant, but if he had to guess, he’d put his money on age. The ship was old.

Their guide stopped at a door indistinguishable from the dozen or so other doors they’d passed on their way from the helicopter, stopped so quickly, in fact, Jay almost bumped into him. True was less diligent and walked right into Jay.

“Excuse me,” she said, stepping back.

“Your people are in here,” their guide said, beckoning towards the door. One word, “Wardroom” was painted with typical military lack of creativity, in stencilled white letters.

When Jay did not open the door, the soldier gave it a quick double-knock and opened it for them. Inside were a few officers in navy uniforms, and an even larger group of soldiers in camouflage outfits sitting in chairs, facing a large screen on the wall. To his right was a jumble of military-looking packs and bags. Their guide came to attention and said “Ma’am!”

“Have them come inside,” this officer said. “You’re dismissed.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Their guide motioned them into the room with one hand, and Jay and True stepped inside.

As Petty Officer Whatshisname closed the door, Jay took a closer look at the rough-looking soldiers lounging about the room. True, meanwhile, walked confidently to the far wall and found an empty chair. Jay noticed that lieutenant guy, sitting not far from True. It took Jay a minute to recognize him because he was dressed in fatigues rather than his regular army uniform, as he’d been when he and True visited.

Jay took note of how the lieutenant sat in the corner of the room, while the other soldiers clustered together, away from him.

“Welcome on board,” one of the ship’s officers said, walking over to True and offering her hand. “I am Luca Brunelle, Mackenzie’s captain.”

“True Bracker,” True said, taking and shaking the offered hand.

“And you must be the consultant no one wants to tell me about,” she said, walking over to Jay and offering her hand in turn.

Jay shook it. “Call me ‘Jay.’”

“I will.” The captain then turned and motioned towards another officer. “This is my first officer, Commander Douglas.”

The first officer made the same circuit as the captain, shaking both their hands.

“Lieutenant Armengo has been tight-lipped about what we’re doing, but I have orders to ferry you mid-pacific to rendezvous with another ship, so that’s what I’m doing. If you have any questions, relay them to the lieutenant and he’ll pass them on to my liaison.

“And now you’re all here, and the secret sauce needs to be shared, we’ll take our leave.” Then she and Douglas left the room, closing the door behind them.

Armengo took this as his cue to stand and take over. “I’m sorry we didn’t have time to brief you all before we left CFB Esquimalt.” He motioned towards Jay and Tree. “I understand you two didn’t quite make it to the base before we rerouted you.”

Armengo stepped over to a large screen set into the wall and touched the bottom. It came on, displaying what looked like a shot of Earth from ISEC’s Gateway station. He touched a spot in the Pacific Ocean and the display zoomed in southeast of Hawaii. The only reason Jay knew this was because the Hawaiian islands were labelled. There was a  line extending from the south of Vancouver Island to this arbitrary point in the ocean, with a dot on that line, still close to the Canadian coast, labelled “HMCS Mackenzie.”

“In five days we will join the support vessels PSV Nautilus New Era and DSCV Liugong Island.” The lieutenant touched the screen near their destination, and three small icons appeared. Two were labelled with the ship names he’d just mentioned, but the third was not. It had no label at all.

“Beneath these ships, stationed on the seabed, is Chandra Three, a marine floor mining platform.

“Once on site, we will transfer to Liugong and use their DSRV to dive to our target.”

“Which is?” one of the soldiers interrupted.

“I’ll take questions when I’m done,” Armengo said, shutting him down. “If for some reason we’re unable to gain access using a submersible, we’ll transition to single atmosphere diving units and attempt to enter the station through the moon room.

“Fail-safe is U.S.S Colorado. Questions?”
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“Yeah, what the hell is down there?” one of the soldiers asked. His name badge read: Pvt. Wu.

Armengo swiped the display, clearing it, then touched another icon on the bottom right. The screen switched to display a horizontal cross-section of something resembling a bulbous mechanical bug stradling a mound of dirt. “This is Chandra Three, one of four deep-sea mining rigs working the sea floor about three hundred kicks southeast of Hawaii. This is one of our consultants, and a representative of the company that owns Chandra, True Bracker.” He motioned to True. “Would you mind giving my people a briefing?”

“Certainly,” True said, getting up from her chair and stepping in front of the screen. “The Chandra Three is a deep-sea strip-mining platform.” She circled the earthen mound shape beneath the metal structure, then drew two horizontal lines through it. “These rigs use ballast tanks at the end of six legs to sink a central hub, with its attached mining equipment, down on top of an undersea mountain containing ore we want to extract.” Here she drew a squiggly line between the two horizontal lines. “A transverse drill removes the layers above the target ore.” She crossed out the mound above the horizontal lines. “Once the drill reaches the ore layer, the slurry is pumped to a surface support vessel for extraction.” Here she circled the ore layer between the lines. “When the mineral vein is exhausted, the rig uses ballast to reach neutral buoyancy, and the whole thing is towed over its next target. Ballast is taken on, the rig sinks down, and the process repeats.” True stepped back to examine what she’d drawn. “There’s a lot more technical stuff, but these are the basics. Any questions?”

Private Wu put up his hand.

“Yes?”

“What are you doing Friday night?”

All of the soldiers laughed. Jay noticed even the women soldiers, who made up about a third, were laughing at the joke.

“Not even on scene and already bucking for a harassment charge,” another soldier barked.

“Come on, Sarge,” Wu said. “A nice tropical swim, then dinner and drinks. I’m a classy guy!”

“Knock it off,” the sergeant said. He turned to True. “My apologies.”

“That’s okay,” True replied, clearly enjoying the attention. “Now, any intelligent questions?”

More laughing, this time at Wu’s expense.

The room was silent.

“Okay, good. Thank you,” Armengo spoke into the pause. “Anyway, you all have the specifications in your op packages, so spend some time getting acquainted,” Armengo circled the main body of the rig.

“This section, the main pressure hull, is our target. The rig is at the end of a six-week maintenance cycle. One geologist and seven engineers.” He looked at True, who nodded.

“Almost all maintenance is done with drones.” Armengo touched the wall and the image switched to what looked like a six legged mechanical insect. “Modular tool kits, able to operate in high pressure fluid environments. Come in three sizes. Smaller ones about a foot across, larger about a metre. The three big ones are about the size of a compact car.”

“There are also tele-mechs and atmospheric diving suits.” Armengo touched the screen again. This time the image was replaced by some kind of manikin. Not the same as Three, but close enough.

Jay caught his breath.

“These aquatic tele-mechs are hardened for sub-marine work to a depth of three thousand metres. They’re controlled by immersion harness, so, not dissimilar from the military versions you lot are familiar with. No capacity for autonomous action. And no weapons.”

The soldiers found the manikins interesting enough to spark a conversation about their similarities and differences from the military versions they’d encountered, but Jay didn’t hear any of that. The mother of all panic attacks had come over him, one so powerful he stood frozen, much like a manikin himself, unable to move, or even breathe.

What am I doing here?

After entertaining the lapse in discipline for a few minutes, Armengo brought the conversation back to the mission.

“Now, the op.” He touched the screen again and the manikin image was replaced with a top-down view of the mining station. The illusion of a bug became more pronounced. “Eight crew currently working in the pressure hull,” he said, running his finger around the centre of the facility. “And we have not seen nor heard from them since February sixth. No calls to family, no status reports, no maintenance logs, nothing.”

“What about automation?” one of the soldiers asked. Her name badge displayed: Cpl. Cherry. “Must be a constant flow of information, computer to computer.”

“Nothing. The site’s been dark. Their emergency buoy has not been deployed. The mine is about a thousand metres beneath the surface, so only the laser,” he pointed to what look some kind of science fiction gun, “and the extremely low frequency receiver here,” now he pointed at what looked like an enormous coil of wire on a tower rising from the top of the rig, “are capable of communication with the surface. When the rig computer receives an ELF ping from the surface, it should automatically respond with the laser, but since it went dark, nothing. We’re going to go down there and find out what’s going on.”

Audible groans from the group.

“Come on,” Wu complained. “This is SAR. We’re overqualified for shit like this.”

“Mind your manners, Wu,” the sergeant warned. His name tag read: Sgt. Anderson. “Two hundred and ten sailors on this ship need their potatoes peeled.”

“Wu has a point, Sarge. This looks like search and rescue to me,” Pvt. Onovo chimed in. “What the hell are we doing here?”

Heads nodded.

“There’s already been SAR attempts. One by Nautilus when comms failed, and another from Liugong Island when she arrived a day later. Nautilus sent down their communications tether, but the line was cut. Then Liugong sent down a rescue submersible. It went dark. When Nautilus got an ROV down to survey the scene. Its camera spotted something attached to the upper airlock on the rig before it also went dark. Here’s that something.”

Armengo touched an icon on the screen and it filled with an image. It was an underwater scene, completely dark except for a spotlight lighting a large, smooth metal surface extending off in every direction, with some kind of protrusion extending out of it.

“Is that the rescue sub?” asked Wu.

“Still attached to the airlock at the time of this picture. And note these marks here.” Armengo put his fingers over a part of the wreckage and spread them apart, zooming the image in on that spot. There was pice of metal that was clearly not part of the submersible’s broken hull. “Looks like its one of a larger drone’s manipulator forks.”

“Are we thinking the crew is doing this?” Anderson asked.

“That’s where things get sticky. Recall that attack on the ISEC moon base?”

Heads nodded and murmurs of acknowledgement.

“Yeah, well buckle-up, because we aren’t in Kansas any more. The tele-mech used to damage the base and kill dozens of people might have been acting autonomously.”

Wu put his hand up.

“Not now,” Anderson growled. “Pay fucking attention.”

Wu put his hand down.

“That mech was caught with a magnet, dragged off the Moon, and flown into the sun. Almost. The wreck of the Eagle used was spotted last month and brought into Earth orbit just before Chandra went dark. Anyone noticing a connection?”

The room had gone silent.

“Something came off that Eagle and splashed down in the Pacific, almost right above the rig.”

“Even a military tele-mech wouldn’t survive atmospheric insertion,” Cherry pointed out.

Wu put up his hand again.

“Knock it off,” Anderson warned.

Wu put his hand down.

“Moon Jae-in here,” Armengo motioned to Jay, “was on Shackleton Base during that attack. He is one of three survivors who continue to refute the accepted explanation, that Russell MacLeod, one of the base engineers, used a tele-mech to commit a spree killing.”

“Moon on the Moon,” Wu snickered.

“Cut the shit,” Anderson barked.

“Could you tell us what happened?” Armengo asked, looking at Jay.

“I... well, Heda, I mean, Lieutenant Zelenka, she had this necklace. She was working on a manikin and it must have come off, got caught up in the arm. Beneath the outer shell meant to keep out the lunar dust. And that’s how you make them.”

“Make what?”

Jay’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.

After a too-long and uncomfortable pause, Armengo continued. “Right, well, you’ve all got Jay’s transcripts and videos in your op packages. Go through them and get up to speed. Now, assuming no contact by the time we arrive...”

“A Golem.”

“What’s that, sir?” Armengo said.

“A Golem. It created a Golem. Like the one Rabbi Loew created in the seventeenth century. To protect his people.”

“A what?” asked Wu. “A Golem? What the fuck is a Golem, I mean, other than Onovo’s boyfriend?”

“Fuck you,” Onovo spat back.

“It protected them. He controlled it by putting a paper with his name in its mouth, but manikins don’t have mouths. No name, no control. A fucking piece of wood with a rune written on it... it broke Rami into pieces, flipped over a ship filled with tourists...”

“Am I high?” Wu asked. “Either I’m high, or regaining consciousness in the head trauma unit.”

Jay started to walk away.

“Like I said, everyone take a look at your op package. I don’t want any surprises.”

“I only need to know one thing,” Cherry said, an Australian trying to do a Texas drawl. She pantomimed a pistol with her hands and fired it, “It’s wireless freqs.”

The soldiers murmured agreement.

“Yeah,” Wu added. “She saw ‘frequency oscillation’ and thought ‘male substitute.’”

Cherry flipped Wu the bird.

“I read up on all this Golem stuff,” Jay said, turning towards the soldiers. “And do you know why the Golem in the story started maiming and killing the people it was supposed to serve? Because it was created without a soul, and that made it really, really angry.

“Angry enough to destroy a moon base? Angry enough to survive a tight orbit of the sun? Angry enough to survive a fall through the atmosphere and plunge to the bottom of the ocean? Angry enough to wait in the dark for people to come down and see what’s gone wrong?” Then he shook his head at the self-assurance staring back at him, and hurried out of the room.

And almost ran into a sailor. “Sorry,” Jay tried to move around her in the narrow passageway.

“Jae-in Moon?”

He paused and turned back, “That’s backwards.”

“I’m Petty Officer Beckett.” She held out a hand. “I’m your liaison on board ship.”

“My what?”

Jay had not taken the offered hand, so she dropped it to her side. “Mackenzie is a big ship,” she continued. “I’m here to help you navigate, show you to your cabin, escort you to meals, things like that.”

“A babysitter?”

Beckett gave the slightest of shrugs.

“Who did you piss off to get stuck with me?”

“First Officer Douglas. But that’s my problem.”

“And now so am I?”

“And now so are you.” She held her hand out again, and this time Jay shook it.
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“Here’s your cabin,” Petty Officer Beckett announced, motioning through a nondescript doorway into a nondescript room. “You hungry?”

Jay considered the question. He'd expected to feel seasick, at least for a while, but the big destroyer cut through the water smoothly. He hadn't eaten since before getting on the helicopter in Vancouver, so, yes, he was hungry.

“I am.”

“Then stow your gear and I’ll take you to the mess.”

Jay tossed his bag on the single cot in the small room, noting the chair and tiny desk beneath a phone attached to the wall.

“Can I use that phone?”

“No. That’s for internal ship communication. You shouldn’t touch that.”

“How do I make a call to someone on land?”

“Use a cellphone, just like anywhere else.”

“There’s no service.”

Beckett stopped and turned to him. “Why do you know less about what’s going on than we do?” And, when Jay did not respond, “I get it. Need to know. I shouldn’t have to tell you this, but we’re radio silent. No external communications. All satellite and cell service is restricted.”

“Is that normal?”

Beckett continued down the passageway as she answered. “Going silent like this is what you do when you’re at war. But as far as I can tell, Canada hasn’t been at war in over a hundred years. And then there’s you. One of the survivors of that serial killer at Shackleton. On the Moon. And I’m thinking, taking a look at you and your Neanderthal buddies, maybe we didn’t get the whole story about what happened up there. I mean, here we are crossing the Pacific to some mystery spot with a bunch of special forces goons and a serial-killer-surviving astronaut back from space. So something’s going on.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





