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			Prologue

			I am…aware.

			Knowledge of my life comes to me. I am a human female, fully physically developed into the equivalent of a twenty-something adult. However, I have not been alive for twenty years. My body’s growth has been artificially accelerated. 

			I recognise that this accelerated development was not supposed to happen. Not yet. 

			The world beyond my eyelids is dark. There is a pressure, as if something has been wrapped around my eyes. There is a tube in my throat. I’m aware that it ensures I can breathe. 

			My living environment is wet. My fingers twitch, examining the gel between them. The exertion of pressure, squeezing the substance with my thumb and index finger, causes it to harden, almost to solidity, but not quite. 

			Why am I aware?

			I recall information. Human civilisation has existed for thousands of years on a planet called Earth. The species evolved from other mammals over millions of years. Finally, in the twenty-second century of modern reckoning, humanity has managed to establish permanent settlements on other planets and astronomical bodies. As part of this outreach, I am being sent to the stars. 

			I am the apex of human development. A living being, created through an artificial genetic engineering process. I was made with a very specific purpose in mind.

			I do not know what that purpose is. That information appears to be missing or forgotten.

			Each snippet of knowledge cascades into a hundred tangents. It is hard to focus, to edit and organise the information so that it remains coherent and relevant to my current circumstances. I realise I have never had to do this before.

			The lingering sensation that something is wrong with me will not go away. I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be awake. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One: Abiola

			I look out into a deadly but beautiful sky.

			Six feet of reinforced glass separates me from the outside of Europa, its inadequate atmosphere and fluctuating radiation. Above me, I can see Jupiter, a huge pendulum sliding across the sky. Its gas clouds seethe and churn as it rolls across my view. It is so close, it is difficult not to flinch, to feel it is falling down to crush us, or that I am falling from here, down into that gigantic maelstrom.

			I have been here three weeks and the view remains a challenge that I face every day. The raw power of the scene, the powerlessness I feel as a witness below such a hanging doom.

			We are eight human souls, who chose to be here and accept this visceral confrontation in the name of science and the progress of our civilisation. Together, we came here on the Teljavelik, a research vessel, outbound from the asteroid belt into orbit around our current home.

			“Denni, are you coming?”

			I am drawn from the scene by the present. Professor Melani Surova appears in the doorway. We have a lunch planned – a group meal with two others, David Hannington II and Petrina Frayne, the Odin Corporation representatives.

			“Sorry, I….” My gaze lingers on the planet above us. I take a deep breath, blink slowly and deliberately, then let it all out. “Yes, let’s go, I’m ready.”

			As we move through the complex, I keep my eyes on the floor, making use of the safety rails and support holds. Gravity here is much less than on Earth, but it takes some getting used to after the different forces we were subjected to on our journey out here. I think I’m okay, but it would be easy to slip and misjudge something. My balance was never great when I lived at home with my parents. They said I ‘lacked physical co-ordination’. But I am here, so it clearly wasn’t a deal-breaker for this posting and didn’t affect my metrics in the force tolerance tests. 

			I glance up to find Melani still watching me. “We could put them off?” she says. “If you’re not ready—”

			“No, it’s fine, let’s get this done.”

			I am here. I am here. This is part of my path and destiny. Spiritually, my journey has taken me far away, far from those who I will eventually return to, but made all the richer for that. What an individual brings back to their people is what enriches them and makes them greater. We trace our lineages back to moments of significance, moments of change. I will bring experiences like no other that came before me.

			I am a geneticist by training. My faith has always led me in my work as I peer at the detailed miracle of life in all its forms. Understanding how we were made, seeing the intricacies of how we have developed and evolved from that making, has always reinforced my belief in a creator – a being beyond us that is described in the oldest stories and legends all over the world. Staring into the smallness of things gives me a selfish opportunity to bear witness to the work of a God.

			We’re at the communal room. The corridor opens out in a gentle curve revealing a double-sized space. The lighting in here is a filtered mixture of sunlight and ambient electrical illuminance. A clever mix of refracted and reflected material used to create an effect that is almost earthlike. Our on-site architect, Doctor Kimura Nozomi, has done a good job in softening the harsh utilitarian design of our little research base. Each chamber must be capable of being sealed off in the event of a breach. That means bottleneck hatches, emergency oxygen ports, open ducting cables and pipes. Nozomi has been working on little things that personalise the spaces, making the transition easier for all of us. The changes are subtle and don’t interfere with the necessary functions of the whole facility, but when I look around, I feel a little less like there is a thin barrier of technology between us and an environment that was never intended for human habitation.

			He is also a geologist, which takes up much more of his time.

			“Hello, Denni.”

			Petrina Frayne is alone, sitting at the long communal table surrounded by food containers, freshly produced by the dispenser in the corner. She stands up as we enter. Her smile is wide and genuine. I’ve known her for the journey. We became good friends and I find it difficult to remember she is a corporate representative out here, sent to ensure we stay on task. Best to begin formally, so I return the smile with a careful one of my own. “Miss Frayne. Isn’t Mr Hannington joining us?”

			“He is, but in a few minutes.” Petrina gestures. “Won’t you both take a seat?”

			I move to the proffered chairs and sit down. The low gravity makes this more of a ritual than a matter of comfort. We’re living in fifteen percent Earth standard; standing for long periods is not arduous. “Where is everyone else?” I ask. 

			“We’ve arranged the schedule so there would be privacy,” Petrina explains. “They will have the same dispensation when it’s their turn.”

			I nod. I no longer feel like smiling, but hold the expression and try to look attentive, offering eye contact and responses to her. This all sounds a little ominous. The next question is obvious to me. “Did you want to speak to us without David?” I ask.

			“Yes. I have a personal request.” Petrina looks at me and then at Melani, clearly a request for us both. “When David gives you the detailed specifications for your part in our project, please don’t argue.” 

			“Argue?” The last vestiges of the smile are gone. “Why would we argue?”

			“I can’t say,” Petrina says. “But, there are…there are reasons why we chose to be here. Some of the details – we can go over them later, work through them. What David and I need for today is an in-principle agreement. That’s all.”

			I look at Melani. She is a brilliant biochemist from Malaysia, one of the best in her field, and just like me, offered a huge salary to come all this way to a custom-built research station at the edge of human-explored space. “This wasn’t what I was expecting from this meeting,” Melani says. “We can’t agree to a proposal we haven’t seen.”

			“We’re going to need details,” I add.

			Petrina nods and looks down at the table, rubbing the tension lines in her forehead with her index finger. “Okay,” she says. “But please, be open-minded.”

			“We’re scientists, we’re always open-minded,” I reply.

			“Yes, of course.” Petrina glances towards the doors and for a moment, her guarded expression slips. I get an impression of something. Is it fear? “I wonder what’s keeping him?”

			Melani produces a small portable screen and places it on the table in front of her. “Whilst we’re waiting, perhaps you can explain?” she says.

			“That wouldn’t be my place,” Petrina says. “You see, I—”

			An alarm interrupts her. The noise is distant, but audible, making all three of us turn immediately towards the doorway, where we came in. Melani is half out of her chair when the alert chime reaches the speakers in this room, taking up the staccato chimes. “That’s a bio-monitor alarm,” she says.

			Melani is making for the exit. I’m a step behind her. The low gravity makes each stride a giant leap and I have to force myself to slow down so I don’t smash into the wall.

			Melani is much better at controlling her momentum. She races into the corridor and takes a left, towards the laboratories, as I struggle to catch up. I can see she has the portable screen in her hand and is using it to track the alert. She reaches an open hatch and manages to twist herself into the opening in the floor, descending into the subterranean storage level, beneath our base. 

			By the time I get there, she is several steps down on the ladder with a torch in her hand. As I position myself to join her, she looks up and shakes her head. 

			“You don’t want to see this.” 

			“See what? What is it?”

			“It’s David.”

			Melani has blood on her face. She drops down into the storage chamber again. Ignoring the warning, I follow. The motion-sensor lights should have come on, but they haven’t. Something is broken down here. In the dim light of Melani’s torch, I can see a shadowy figure slumped against the wall. 

			“Help me with him. We need to get him up the ladder.”

			I move across to David. There are boxes and their contents everywhere, making it hard to pick a path through. Melani shines her torch on his face. He’s breathing, but in short shallow gasps and his eyes are closed. My hands touch the front of his clothes. The one-piece work suit is torn, and my hands come away covered in blood.

			“Denni, please,” Melani urges. I glance at her. She has her hands under his arms. She wants me to help her get him to the ladder and lift him out of here. The low gravity of Europa means between us we should be able to manage, but if we move him, his injuries could be made worse. 

			I hesitate and open my mouth to say something, but Melani shakes her head, stopping me. She’s already made the decision. I need to be useful.

			As she moves backwards, I grab David’s legs, lifting him from the floor. The weight of him is strangely unreal to me. Ever since we arrived, I’ve found the adjustment to 0.13G difficult. My mind can’t accept that I can carry him, that he is this light.

			“Quickly, push him up.”

			We’re at the hatch. Melani moves upwards, scaling the rungs backwards so she can keep hold of David. As I get close, I add my strength, bracing my feet on the floor and pushing upwards. With a little effort, we manoeuvre him out.

			As Melani’s torch disappears, I’m left in the dark, wondering what happened.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two: Abiola

			“He’s alive.”

			Seven people are around the table. The whole team, apart from David Hannington II, who is lying in the medical bay. 

			I am sat next to Melani and Doctor Kimura. My hands and clothes are dirty with blood. There hasn’t been enough time for any of us involved in what happened to wash or change.

			Above the table is a three-dimensional digital projection of Hannington’s body. The auto-medic’s readouts are spooling across the counter display in front of us all. The person speaking is Doctor Tristan Rocher, the chief medical officer of our mission.

			“Sixty-five different abrasion injuries,” Rocher explains. “Some of them no more than a scratch mark, others more than three inches long. The only scenario I can think of is that he was standing in front of a glass panel when it smashed, and the fragments cut him to ribbons.”

			Petrina is on her feet, leaning over the table, staring at the projection. “It is so strange! We only spoke to one another an hour ago.”

			“David will need to remain unconscious,” Rocher says. “There are several internal injuries which will need to be repaired before we can let his body resume its normal functions. I’ll be using a sequential variation of cold sleep that we all experienced on our way here.”

			“How long will that take?” Petrina asks.

			“Forty-eight hours at least.”

			Uncomfortable stares and muttering emanate all around the table. I share some of the concerns being expressed. “David would be able to tell us what happened,” I say.

			“To wake and question him would jeopardise his recovery,” Rocher says. “I cannot countenance that.”

			I gaze at him, trying to get a read. Tristan Rocher is a dark-haired and dark-eyed Caucasian male. I don’t remember ever having a conversation with him, beyond our introduction and the quick physio he gave me after I awoke from cold sleep. I don’t remember seeing him in conversation with anyone else either. His presence was never something that made an impression on me.

			But he’s responsible for all of us and in a medical emergency, his decisions are final.

			All eyes turn to Jeremiah Caine, the leader of our Europa mission. He is a former Fleet colonel who, like everyone else, was headhunted to be a part of this. He is in his fifties, and has a gaunt, hollowed look. Wisps of grey hair decorate the thin light brown mop that he’s trying to grow back now we’re in a gravity environment. He has watery blue eyes that make him look indecisive, but so far, he’s led us well enough. “Procedure is that we appoint an investigator,” he says. “It should be someone with experience.” 

			He looks at me and so does everyone else.

			I’m surprised. I haven’t studied everyone else’s personnel files. As a young graduate I spent six months as an intern with the Ghanaian national police service. That was twenty years ago.

			“Surely, there is someone more qualified?” I ask.

			“No, there isn’t,” Caine replies. “I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

			“It makes sense,” Petrina says. “Melani, Denni and I were together in this room when we heard the alarm.”

			“No-one has suggested this was anything more than an accident,” Kimura interjects. 

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply—”

			“Of course you didn’t.” Caine’s interruption is firm and quells any further comment. “Doctor Abiola is the most qualified person to lead an inquiry. There should be no assumptions of anything before she has had time to examine everything. The storage chamber will remain off limits until she says otherwise. Is that clear?”

			Caine’s gaze sweeps across all the faces at the table. People either mumble their agreement or nod their heads. I do the latter. I can hardly breathe. Everything is moving so fast.

			A hand squeezes mine. I glance at Melani. She is smiling at me, trying to be supportive. “You’ll do fine,” she whispers.

			“Thanks,” I mutter back, trying to return the smile. But I don’t feel encouraged. This is way outside my comfort zone.

			 * * *

			I am alone in my room. 

			Twenty years ago, I worked in a special crimes unit in Tamale. I was a paid intern there, asked to file forms and organise desks. I had to sign several non-disclosure forms before they would let me into the building, but when I got there, any expectations of finding boxes of gruesome crime scene photographs or lurid case reports lying around were to be disappointed.

			Instead, I moved conduct reports, witness testimonies and other miscellaneous paperwork from one filing cabinet to another, downstairs in the basement, recording their presence on the records database. All the folders were sealed, their titles a teasing glimpse into what might have happened. 

			After six weeks, I wanted to leave. I wasn’t getting the experience I’d wanted. But then my father fell ill, and the money became our family’s sole income, so I had to stay. 

			I never had a chance to be a part of an actual, criminal investigation. Now, I might be running one.

			Our sleeping quarters are shared. Three people in each room with a computer terminal in the corner. Melani and John Sampson, our computer systems engineer, have both let me have a little privacy so I can make a start on ‘The Hannington Incident’.

			I’ve washed and changed clothes. In front of me is a half-finished plastic container of protein, fibre and carbohydrate. I’ve eaten as much as I can manage. I don’t feel hungry, but I know I need to eat.

			The contract terms of my appointment as an official investigator have been sent over to me by Jeremiah. I read the document carefully and see at the bottom, it has been countersigned by Petrina.

			Interesting.

			I sign the document and send it back. The base logs will now be amended. My access privileges will be elevated to accommodate my new status.

			I remember what one of the detectives told me all those years ago – Look for anomalies and errors. They can be your clues.

			I begin my work by accessing the video footage for the corridor, running the recording back through the footage until I see David in the shot. Then I let it play, watching him open the storage hatch and descend into the room below.

			A few minutes later, the alarm goes off and then Melani and I arrive. I pause the playback there.

			The timecode registers seven minutes between the opening of the hatch and the bio-monitor alarm. I check the times against the computer logs. They are the same. I query the system for footage from the storage chamber, but there is nothing, no record of what went on.

			I set up a search query, asking the computer to collect all footage of Hannington and all of his access logs for the previous twenty-four hours and leave it to catalogue all the files. Then I slip out of the chair, grab a portable screen and a pair of surgical gloves and head back to the hatch.

			It takes me a minute or two to get there. I find Caine has been good as his word; there’s a plastic tape seal around the open entrance in the floor. The bloodstained floor has also been marked off, in case I need it to be forensically examined.
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