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			Chapter One

			United Space Corps Vessel Demeter

			30.8.2231 AD

			0900 hours

			Ensign Kris Cunningham blinks at the screen on the flight deck not once, but twice.

			It’s too ludicrous to be true. But there it is, a blip on the monitor as bright as a comet, and coming straight at them.

			“Captain?” Kris forces her eyelids closed, then reopens them.

			Still there.

			Fuck.

			The captain leans back in his command chair and stretches. His hands graze the ceiling of the battered flight deck. Kris suppresses a sigh. He must have fallen asleep again. He does that. Especially when the botany team is on a planet’s surface and they’re left in orbit, waiting for hours. “What?” the captain mumbles, smacking his lips.

			“There’s a foreign mass approaching, sir,” Kris says.

			“Hmm.” He sits up in his chair and takes his feet off the dash. His boots hit the floor with a clunk. “What’s the trajectory?”

			Kris can hear the annoyance in his voice and hesitates. He’s referring to the asteroids that circulate through this sector. He’s probably just as sick of them as are the rest of the crew. Normally they’d power up the lasers and blast the asteroid out of existence before it even gets close, but this is something else.

			Something worse.

			Kris blinks at the monitor again and considers how best to correct him. She looks to the pilot, who sits on the captain’s right, as if she can provide silent guidance.

			She doesn’t.

			No surprise there.

			Instead, the pilot readies the controls for the lasers with a flick of three overhead switches. They snap like bones and glow blood red. “Ready,” the pilot says, cracking her neck by contorting it to one side and rolling her shoulders.

			Kris shifts at her console.

			“What are the coordinates?” the pilot asks, and Kris’s frown deepens.

			Uncertainty silences her. The familiar buzz of the laser controls resonates in her ears, and for lack of anything better to do she checks the monitor again. Maybe she read the alert incorrectly.

			Nope. Still blipping.

			The little fucker.

			“Come on, Ensign, where is it?” the captain barks. “We’re waiting!”

			“The g-grille panel, sir.” Kris’s eyes dart over her shoulder, indicating the grilles that serve as ventilation between decks.

			The captain turns toward her, disbelief on his face. His mustache twitches. “Come again?”

			Kris clears her throat. She’d give anything not to be the one sitting at the navigations station. A kidney. A toe. Maybe even an eye. If she screws up again, she’ll be on kitchen duty for the rest of the mission and that’s not why she’s here. She has big plans for her career in the United Space Corps and she doesn’t want it to be over before it’s even begun. “It’s one hundred meters away and closing, sir,” she finally says.

			The pilot scoffs. “Are you serious?”

			“Yes, ma’am. No joke.”

			“From inside the ship?” the captain clarifies.

			Kris nods. “Yes, sir.”

			“What’s the classification?” The captain turns to the monitor on his left so Kris can screen-share the data. He rubs his sleeve on the display to remove the dust. “Do we have visual? Come on, Ensign, don’t just sit there.”

			Kris fights her growing anxiety and sends the data to the captain’s screen, and then to the pilot’s, just to be on the safe side. She’s got to be reading it wrong, surely. She’s missing something. She’s sure of it. Maybe they can make sense of what it is, because it certainly doesn’t make sense to her.

			“Goddamnit.” The captain squints at his monitor. “What the hell is that?”

			“Can’t get a visual. There aren’t any cameras in the shafts,” the pilot says quickly.

			“It’s classified as a ‘foreign biological’,” Kris reads, her stomach rolling over.

			This is bad news, no matter what. Foreign biologicals carry toxins, viruses, and various dangers currently unknown and uncured by man. It’s happened to other vessels in the Corps – wiped clean by some alien bug. And now, it’s happening to them. Even if they catch whatever the biological is, the damage could already be done.

			Kris envisions weeks of quarantine and medicated showers, correspondence home to worried loved ones and the embarrassment of the debriefing at headquarters, plus the impending headlines on Earth announcing their failure to take the necessary precautions – this is, if they survive.

			She shudders. A thin layer of sweat bleeds through her sun-deprived skin and she fights the rise of bile in the back of her throat.

			They’re so fucked.

			“Could it be a glitch?” the pilot asks, pulling Kris back to reality. “Maybe the internal sensors are malfunctioning?”

			There’s an idea. “Should I call maintenance?” she offers, but the captain shakes his head.

			“I doubt it’s a glitch. How far away is it?”

			She checks the monitor and blinks. Whatever it is, it’s really booking. “Fifty meters, sir.” Kris sends an updated readout to both their screens.

			“I don’t get it.” The pilot shakes her head at her monitor.

			Kris’s tongue thickens. “It appears there’s something crawling up the ventilation shaft.”

			“No shit.” The pilot unlatches her restraints. “What I meant was, I don’t get how it got on the ship to begin with. We’re in orbit.”

			“Right now I’m more concerned with what the hell it is,” the captain says.

			Kris forces her eyes back to the nav monitor. “Unidentified, sir.” She wipes droplets of sweat from her forehead. It leaves a greasy smudge on the sleeve of her uniform.

			Great.

			“It’s not in any of the databases?” the captain challenges her.

			Kris shakes her head, checking again for the third time. “No, sir. It just says ‘unknown’.”

			The captain slams his fist against his console. “Then how the hell are we supposed to know what to do with it?”

			Swinging her leg over the joystick, the pilot labors out of her chair. She steps into the small space behind her station and looms over the access shaft, tapping the ladder with the tip of her boot. “I don’t see anything.”

			“The grille, ma’am,” Kris corrects her. “On your left.”

			The pilot gives her a glare that could skin a cat, then bends to her knees and wraps her fingers around the metal grate to the left of the shaft, giving it a tug. “Screwed in,” she grunts.

			The captain fumbles around his console and hands the pilot a screwdriver. She places it directly over the first screw, flicks the switch and lets the magnets do their job.

			“Hurry up,” the captain grumbles at her. “And let’s hope the damned thing is docile.”

			“That’s more than likely,” the pilot sighs. “An aggressive species would have attacked by now or made itself known sooner. My guess is we picked it up on Gliese 163c.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			The pilot shrugs at the captain. “Most advanced ecosystem we’ve encountered this whole trip. Wouldn’t surprise me if we missed biologicals. It seemed odd to me we didn’t see any to begin with.”

			“That was two planets ago!” the captain says.

			“Twenty-five meters, and closing,” Kris says. She wipes more sweat onto her sleeve. “Should I alert the crew?”

			“No.” The captain unlatches his restraints and stands to assist the pilot. “Let’s not cause a panic while the team is away. Not until we figure out what it is.”

			The pilot places the first loose screw into the pocket of her flight suit. “I still don’t see how it could have gotten aboard, though. We were so careful.”

			The captain runs his hands through his hair. “Maybe while we loaded the specimens, it snuck on? Although, I’m not sure how that could’ve happened given that the airlock is so small. This is insane. Where’s Sorrel when you need him?”

			“Want me to call him up?” Kris suggests. It makes sense to ask the payload supervisor to come. Maybe he has an idea what to do with it. Besides, that will bring one more senior officer to the flight deck, and then Kris will get dismissed – she hopes.

			The captain nods. “Yeah. Call him.”

			With relief, Kris presses her finger to the ship’s intercom control on the dash of the navigations console. The button jams. She wiggles it with her thumb and it finally catches. “Sorrel, report to the flight deck, please.” She adds that last word by accident and cringes when the captain raises an eyebrow at her.

			The pilot drops the second screw onto the floor and bends over to retrieve it. “Son of a bitch.”

			“Would you quit clowning around and hurry up?” the captain barks at her.

			“I’m trying!”

			The captain turns his attention to Kris. “Did we miss any documented biologicals on Gliese 163c?”

			She types on her monitor, pulling up the information. “No biologicals listed except for plant life, sir.”

			“You know, maybe it wasn’t Gliese,” the pilot points out. “It could have been on any number of the planets, and just been lurking about the ship all this time.”

			“There’s a comforting thought,” Kris says.

			The intercom squeals to life. Sorrel’s craggy voice sounds from the dented speakers above Kris’s station. “I just started eating. What’s up?”

			The captain reaches over Kris’s shoulder and presses the intercom button. “Just get your ass up here.”

			“Yes, sir,” Sorrel responds, sounding dejected.

			“If this is a previously undocumented species, Captain,” the pilot says, full of excitement, “we’ll make the Universal News Feed.”

			“Save your celebration for after we have it contained,” he grumbles.

			Kris agrees. Another blip on the nav monitor catches her attention. “Ten meters.”

			The pilot has the last screw out and pockets it. She pulls the heavy iron grate up and quickly hands it to the captain. Getting on her hands and knees, she peers down into the shaft. “I need a torch,” she says.

			The captain hands her the flashlight from his utility belt. “See anything?”

			“I think so. It looks…furry.”

			“Careful,” the captain says. “Could be aggressive.”

			“Oh man.” Kris reaches across her console to raise the alert level to yellow. She does so without asking for the captain’s approval, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He’s looking over the pilot’s shoulder into the shaft. The vent grate rests on his hip.

			“What are we going to do with it once it gets here?” Kris hates the fear in her voice. She unlatches her restraints so she can move about the flight deck, hoping to find some sort of weapon, but damned if all the laser rifles aren’t locked in the armory two decks down.

			“Let’s herd it to the airlock and release it out the bay doors,” the captain says.

			“That’s assuming it wants to be herded.” Kris wrenches the fire extinguisher off the wall.

			“You’re just going to release it into outer space?” The pilot peers down the shaft and then back up to the captain. “Better if we kill it. Then we can take fluids, tissue samples, and a detailed scan afterwards.”

			“I say we use the bay doors,” the captain says. “Better it emits whatever toxins it’s carrying out into space than in here. If it’s not too late already.” As if Kris hadn’t just said it a moment ago, he asks, “What the hell are we going to do with it? Is there anything in here we could restrain it with?”

			“We could push it back down the grate,” Kris suggests. “Force it onto the other floors. If it gets loose in here with the controls, the whole ship could be floating dead in space by the time we catch it.”

			The captain scans the flight deck for something useful. “Good point.”

			Kris barely has time to register the compliment before the pilot shrieks, “There it is!”

			“How big is it?” The others ignore Kris’s question as they peer down into the shaft.

			“What class is that?” the captain asks. He shifts the metal grate on his hip.

			“Looks like a mammal,” the pilot says. “The fur is silver. Four legs, maybe six. Two eyes. No, four. Two on each side of its head. It’s about as big as a dog. Look at the size of that mouth! Hold on, it’s stopped.”

			“Good. It’s probably scared.” The captain relaxes his posture. “Ensign, call Sorrel again and see if he can’t bring some sort of container we can keep it in.”

			Kris nods and backs up toward her console, too petrified to speak.

			The pilot leans away from the shaft. “Get ready. It’s moving again.” She holds the flashlight in her hands like a club.

			In a flash of gray fur the creature erupts from the shaft and lands on the flight deck floor, on all six of its muscular, hairy legs.

			Kris stifles a scream and backs up into the navigations console as far as she can, pressing her spine against the controls.

			The creature’s four unblinking eyes scan the flight deck and the officers, allowing them time to watch the animal. The pilot’s description is accurate.

			It has six padded paws and a large mouth. Its bulbous head and slender body sit motionless atop the vent shaft as it watches them. It’s not tall, and only comes up to just under the captain’s knees.

			There’s a ripple across the beast’s shaggy fur as if the animal has a chill, and the hair changes color to match the flight deck controls in one fluid motion. With the creature’s coat matching the environment so closely, it becomes virtually invisible.

			“Holy fuck,” Kris whispers.

			“Don’t move,” the captain says softly, and his voice causes the beast’s eyes to turn toward him. He labors to quietly lift the vent grate up off his hip. “Maybe we can knock it out?”

			In an instant, the creature lowers itself close to the floor, and then windlessly lifts into the air. Before anyone can move, it launches at the captain’s chest, legs extended.

			“What the—” he starts to say. Dropping the grate in his hands with a clatter, the captain yelps and attempts to step aside, but he’s too slow.

			Massive talons the size of scissor blades emerge from the creature’s paws mid-flight and pierce straight into the captain’s torso, cascading a mist of blood in all directions. Shock and pain cross the captain’s face as his skin fades to ashen white. The beast opens its colossal mouth and clamps its jaws onto the captain’s throat. With a sharp twist it rips the flesh wide open, splattering the pilot and Kris with a wave of bloody meat.

			The pilot screams.

			Kris releases the safety on the fire extinguisher and fires once, but the foam doesn’t slow the creature in the slightest.

			The captain’s eyes roll back into his head. His body collapses backward onto the main controls and he splays out, slapping numerous controls when he lands. The dash blazes alive with warning lights.

			With both arms at full swing, Kris heaves the extinguisher, thrashing the creature off the captain’s limp body. Both it and the extinguisher crash into the pilot’s chair.

			In the meantime, the pilot makes a mad dash for the ladder.

			Kris watches with mounting horror as the creature recovers from the extinguisher’s blow. It twists around as if it had never been struck at all. Maneuvering without a whisper, it spins and leaps back into the air. Claws extended, it pounces on the pilot’s back with a growl.

			She’s three rungs down when the beast plunges its talons into her back. Barbs as strong as vises shred her body to ribbons, pressing and slicing into her flesh like hot steel.

			Kris shrieks.

			The creature reaches through the pilot’s spinal cord and pulls back her beating heart. Blood and tissue spew across the entire flight deck and controls, burning Kris’s face like acid rain. With her back pressed firmly against the navigations console, and nowhere to run, Kris can do nothing but scream. “No! Oh god! No!”

			The creature drops the pilot’s shredded body, then turns to face her. For a brief moment, it considers her, turning its head from side to side as if waiting for something. It’s all Kris can do not to die from fear.

			Just as she feels the slightest hope that it will turn away, the animal bounds forward with a silent leap, separating her head from her sweat-covered body with one slice of its front razor-like hooks.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Planet Gliese 581g

			30.8.2231 AD

			0915 hours

			Technical Sergeant Pollux stares at the crevasse and mentally calculates her odds.

			Not bad. But not great either.

			Seems close enough, but she’s low on oxygen and if she gets too excited she runs the risk of using too much, and there’s nothing worse, in her mind, than breathing her own backwash. Besides which, with the gravity-assist boots she’s not sure she’s buoyant enough to clear it.

			Corporal Gayla has gone the long way, taking the winding path down the side of the mound, and holding a specimen sample in front of her like it’s radioactive. Science Ensign Avram is nipping at her heels. Their oxygen tanks bob on their backs, pushing them closer to the plateau where they’ve parked the freight pod.

			Pollux scans the fading horizon. The orange light from this system’s sun is almost gone. This particular planet’s axis isn’t symmetrical and whiplashes like a slingshot. They have a good hour before they’re swallowed by darkness but for some reason Pollux feels anxious to get back to the ship, and the path seems like such a pussy move.

			If she clears the ravine, she could beat them to the freighter and still have time enough to start the engines. It might save them a whole ten minutes.

			Less backwash.

			“Sarge,” Ensign Avram speaks over the com. “Tell me something. Are you feeling lucky, punk?”

			Pollux turns her body away from the ravine. “Excuse me?”

			Avram’s stopped on the path and has craned his body to watch her. “It’s a line from…you’ve never heard it? Never mind. Sorry, ma’am.”

			She glares back at him but doubts he can see her expression. The helmet’s visual field is only three-quarters and he’s barely in her line of sight.

			She hears her breath increase before she feels it. The sound echoes off the inside of her helmet and reverberates in her ears. Jump or not, she’s burning through too much oxygen either way.

			“Pollux? See something we missed, eh?” It’s Gayla.

			“No,” she answers, still debating.

			There’s no way they missed anything on this rock. They’ve spent the last week exploring what the Planetary Commission has deemed a possibly habitable planet, but the oxygen levels are too low to sustain human life, and the plants on the surface confirm that. They’re small, low-level organisms. Mostly bacteria and a few patches of algae. But no greenery, and that limits the atmospheric oxygen.

			The planet needs more time to evolve – another hundred thousand years, at least. The Commission won’t be happy with this but that’s not Pollux’s problem. She just wants off this rock.

			She scratches the inside of her elbow but can’t quite reach the itch underneath the confines of her suit. Frustrated, she eyes the ravine again.

			What is that? A meter? Two?

			She taps the suit’s processor on her arm, trying to calculate the distance, but as usual, it’s off-line.

			Piece of shit.

			“Pollux?” It’s Gayla again. The worrywart.

			“I’m fine!”

			“What are you doing?”

			Pollux takes a few steps back, hoping to gain some momentum. Step one, two….

			Jump!

			Bending her knees, she pushes forward and feels her boots lift off the ground.

			“My processor is online, gimme a minute, eh?” Gayla says over the com.

			“Sarge!” Avram bellows.

			Too late. Pollux is in flight.

			She’s halfway across the ravine before she realizes she’s going to come up short. Reaching out her hands, she grasps thin air. There are no roots to grip. No branches. Nothing but rock, and the other side of the ravine is at least two arm lengths away.

			She feels her boots heat as they recalibrate on her way down, trying to cushion her fall. They don’t finish in time. A wall of rock zips by her visual field. Red warning lights flash on her com. She tries to slow her descent, spiraling her arms, but it’s useless. She knows the ground is coming but can’t gauge the distance.

			She bends her knees and hits solid rock. Trying to roll out of the fall, she feels rather than hears a control panel on her hip crunch as she rotates onto her side and tumbles a few meters.

			Better the control panel than her pelvis, she guesses.

			Still….

			“Ouch.”

			“Inconceivable!” Avram shouts.

			“Oh my god. Pollux, are you okay?” Gayla sounds like she’s crying.

			Lying in a pile of rubble, Pollux stares straight into the orange sky, but she still manages to roll her eyes. “That sucked.”

			Gayla appears in Pollux’s visual field. “Is anything broken?”

			Pollux shakes her head and feels it swimming. Something’s wrong. The orange sky has gone blurry, and she can’t make out Gayla’s freckled face anymore. Plus, the itch from her elbow has spread down to her fingertips and she’s sweating from head to toe. Dribbles of perspiration cascade down her face. It’s salty and stings her lips. “Too hot,” she says. It feels like her head has grown a mile wide and her temples press against the sides of her helmet. “Too…hot….”

			The orange fades. Is it whiplash already? Too early for that.

			Blackness takes its place.

			* * *

			When she comes to, she hears more than sees what’s happening.

			She’s being dragged. Someone is doing a piss-poor job of carrying her feet. Someone else with boney fingers drags her from under her arms.

			Pollux tries to swat their hands away. She’ll be damned if she’s carried anywhere. She’s the chief science officer! Who the hell do they think—?

			* * *

			Her eyes flutter open.

			She’s inside the freighter.

			Someone shouts.

			She wants to shush them. Every syllable makes her head grow a meter wider. It’s pressing on the inside of her helmet like a goiter.

			Why aren’t they moving?

			What is she doing on the floor?

			Her mouth isn’t working.

			God, the itch. Her arm is on fire.

			She shoves her hands on the floor, attempts to sit up. Someone pushes her down. If she ever finds out who that motherfucker is she’s going to bash their head in.

			She hears the docking sequence sensors ring in her ear. The computer, for some reason, has its emergency protocols in play and they’re burning up as they exit the planet’s atmosphere. They must be.

			It’s so fucking hot.

			* * *

			Demeter

			30.8.2231 AD

			0930 hours

			The circuit boards of the control panel dangle from red wires like corpses on the gallows. If there were a breeze, they would waft from side to side, but since the greenhouse has the stagnant air of a sauna, the circuits only hang, suffocating. All Mechanics Ensign Raina can do is tuck a tuft of wayward hair behind her ear, wipe the sweat from her palm onto the pants of her uniform, and rebuild the lifeless boards, piece by piece.

			Above, her boss looms, which is difficult for him to pull off since he’s only five and a half feet tall. Still, he’s a good half-foot taller than she is, so he manages. Sergeant Osric’s beaded upper lip purses as he judges her every breath. “Why are you so fucking slow?”

			Raina doesn’t answer. Truthfully, no matter what she says, it’ll only set him off. It takes great effort to swallow her reply. She concentrates on the control panel and fixes a short, but the warning lights above flash yellow and draw her attention. Again. She can’t help it and opens her mouth. “Why are we on yellow alert?”

			Osric snaps his fingers in her face. “Focus, will you?”

			She bites the inside of her cheek to keep from saying something rude. “I just thought maybe we should find out why we’re on yellow alert?”

			“Why?” he asks. “So the captain can pontificate for an hour about asteroid field safety? Fuck that. Just do your job. Wait, hold on a second. What are you doing there?”

			Her hands float in position over the pieces of control panel. One look at Osric’s face and she knows what’s coming.

			Good god, here we go again. Meltdown in three, two….

			“Did you just—?” In a fit of disgust, he grips his bald head with both his palms and runs them across his scalp, scrunching his skin like rolls of leather. “That’s not a regulation repair. Again! What the hell are you thinking?”

			She follows his gaze back to her handiwork. Almost immediately she realizes her mistake.

			She’d been ‘thinking’ that the current control panel in the greenhouse is an antiquated pile of shit, and that this new design, her design, is far superior. Like most of the electronics aboard the Demeter, the panel needs an upgrade. But given that she’s only a first-year ensign, nothing more than a trainee, and on her very first mission with the Corps, she doesn’t have much of a leg to stand on. She realizes her mistake is not in making the upgrade, but in not proposing it to Osric for his approval first, thus, making the decision his.

			Stupid. Should have known better.

			She grimaces but forces herself to reply. “If we bypass the safety protocol we can raise the greenhouse humidity level.” She tries to keep her tone even as she watches Osric’s face for a sign of comprehension. There isn’t any. “Tech Sergeant Pollux wants to raise the humidity to ninety per cent but the current protocols won’t go that high.” She opens her mouth to continue but thinks better of it. Instead, she tucks another strand of hair behind her ear and waits for the inevitable.

			Osric doesn’t disappoint. He curses under his breath and kicks the greenhouse wall. His boots leave a scuff on the wall panel. “It isn’t up to you,” he begins, turning his customary shade of purple, “a fucking mechanics ensign, and a piss-poor Academy flunky besides, to decide what percentage of humidity is necessary in the greenhouse.”

			“But Pollux said—”

			“Did she ask for the humidity to be raised to ninety per cent? Did she put in a work order?”

			Raina sighs deeply and regrets it. The humidity has given Osric an even more pungent stench. Some cross between body odor, sweat, and rocket fuel. It leaves a rancid taste in her mouth. “No, she asked, but didn’t put in a work order,” she admits.

			“No, what?”

			Raina inhales slowly to still her surging frustration. “No, sir.”

			Typical Osric – serving up ridicule with a side of humiliation.

			She looks away, unable to tolerate his expression any moment longer. Out of the corner of her eye she sees him smirk and her annoyance pulses. She’d like nothing better than to tell him to fuck off, but he’s still her superior, and the last thing she needs is another mark against her already poor military record. No matter how much she despises him, she just has to shut up and take it – even if he is the second worst human being in the universe.

			It’s a sad twist of fate that the first worst human in the universe is also aboard the Demeter. But she’d rather not think about him just now.

			“Then don’t touch the humidity level,” Osric sighs, tossing his arms out for effect. “Safety protocols are installed for a reason. Now, reconfigure this back the way it was. I swear, when we’re back on Earth, I hope I never have to lay eyes on your sorry-ass mug again.”

			“Yes, sir,” Raina snaps. The feeling is mutual.

			“Hurry up,” he says, leaning against the wall beside the panel and folding his doughy arms across his chest. “They’re almost back.”

			She doesn’t respond. Instead, she clenches her teeth and sets about undoing an hour’s worth of work, cutting wires, stripping off the connector caps, and adjusting her position on the floor. Her legs have gone stiff.

			Two weeks, she reminds herself. One year and eleven-and-a half months down. Two weeks left.

			It takes an effort not to yank the wires out of the wall in irritation, but despite her best efforts her eyes go back to the flashing yellow alert above. She’d almost forgotten.

			Shouldn’t they call the captain and find out what’s wrong? Why hasn’t there been an announcement over the ship’s intercom?

			It pains her to admit it, but Osric is right about one thing – it’s not her job to worry about it. She sets back to work, listening to Osric’s raspy breaths over her shoulder. She wishes she could slap a strip of duct tape over his mouth. Either that or drill holes in his nose so he would actually breathe through it.

			Her hands shake and she clenches them into fists. Forcing herself to pay attention, she blocks out Osric’s heavy breathing and loses herself in the control panel reconfiguration. There’s a certain comfort forgetting all else and only seeing wires. They don’t talk back. They don’t do anything other than what they’re supposed to do. As she focuses, the yellow alert slips from her mind.

			“Team ascending,” a voice reverberates over the intercom.

			Raina snaps her head back, yanked from the caverns of her mind.

			“Mechanics to airlock, stat!” the speaker squeals. It’s Corporal Gayla. She sounds rushed for some reason.

			“See?” Osric yaps, pointing his finger at Raina’s face. “I swear, it’s like you enjoy failure. Now, get your ass to the space prep chamber and prepare the airlock.”

			“I know,” Raina sighs.

			A sneer crawls across his lips. It’s almost like he enjoys it when she dishes it back. “Watch your tone, Ensign. I’ll write you up for insubordination,” he warns her. “Again.”

			She shakes her head.

			“Don’t give me that look,” he adds. “I’ve had it up to here with you. I really have. I’ve seen your kind before – spineless whiners that get off on playing the helpless victim. ‘Oh, poor me, I’m abused. Give me a promotion.’ Bullshit. If you didn’t like getting slapped around, you wouldn’t have put up with it. I’m only giving you what you want, so don’t you scowl at me. I see you for what you really are.”

			She swallows her rage. He doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about, but she can’t correct him. It’s enough to give her goose bumps in a hundred degrees. “Yes, sir.” Getting up from her position on the floor, it’s all she can do not to shove a pair of wire cutters down his throat.

			“Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asks, pointing at the unfinished control panel, still dangling in pieces.

			She squints at him, speaking through clenched teeth. “You just told me to get up to space prep. Would you have me leave the payload team in the airlock?”

			He frowns.

			She’s right.

			“Go away,” he says. “I’ll clean up your mess, like always.”

			She gathers up her tools and exits the greenhouse.

			Motherfucking jerk.

			Two. Weeks. Left.

			Then she’ll never have to listen to that pint-size Napoleon again, or any of the other assholes on this ship.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Demeter

			30.8.2231 AD

			0935 hours

			Outside the greenhouse, in the dim hallway of lower deck, away from Osric’s stench and the oppressive humidity, Raina waits for the door to seal closed, then releases the death grip in her right hand.

			No sense in strangling her screwdriver. It’s not its fault Osric is such a jackass.

			She takes a deep breath and lets it out her mouth, then latches the screwdriver into her tool belt.

			It’d be one thing if he was right about her, but he’s not. Not completely. Maybe she did play the victim, but it’s not in the way he thinks.

			Osric’s been on her ass from the moment she came aboard, letting loose his bile. It was mild, at first. A comment here, a snide remark there. But now, after everything came out about her, he’s worse and worse the closer they get to the end of the mission, like some sick and twisted time bomb, revving up to explode the moment they reach port.

			A part of her wonders if he isn’t dreading the return home, but that sure as hell isn’t her problem. She only wishes he wasn’t so bent on making her suffer.

			It was easy to brush it off at first, but now…?

			Halfway up the access ladder, which leads to mid-deck, her eyes catch on the overhead alert light, still flashing yellow.

			And still no intercom from the captain?

			Odd.

			She climbs.

			She hops off the metal ladder onto mid-deck and climbs the next one, up to upper deck.

			With every step farther away from Osric, she feels her blood pressure lessening. There’s no point in losing her cool over him. She knows this. She just has to buckle down, keep her trap shut, and it’ll soon be over.

			Down upper deck hallway, she eyes the grated ceiling, checking the long metallic tubes for the electrical circuits, plumbing pipes, and communication wires. She takes a mental inventory. Each one gets visually inspected as she moves down the hall.

			It all looks fine. A little dusty, dented, rusty in spots and dated, but functional. Still, it’s abnormally warm on upper deck. The ventilation grates along the ceiling might not be blowing enough air. She reaches up and tries to feel the cool breeze. There isn’t one. She’ll have to check that later.

			When she reaches the spacewalk preparation chamber, she opens the thick sliding doors and locks them in place. Then she activates the pressurization gauge from the work console and heads back across the hallway to the airlock.

			Ensign Tamsin arrives, smiling widely. “We really must stop meeting like this,” she jokes.

			Raina grins in return but isn’t up for their usual playful banter. Something about Osric’s rant today got under her skin.

			Maybe it’s just the heat.

			Raina’s thankful when Tamsin gets busy and doesn’t push her. Tam sits at a console and starts the process of downloading the camera feeds and sensory readings from the space suit’s computers, but Raina catches her watching out of the corner of her eye.

			“What? No Osric today?” Tamsin asks.

			“Nope, just me.”

			Tamsin winks, then sets back to typing. “Well, isn’t that refreshing? Let’s handle this without the usual drama. Shall we?”

			“Amen to that,” she agrees and watches Tamsin work.

			Tam’s usual beaming smile mutes behind a thin mouth as she concentrates. She’s wearing her altered uniform, the one with the sparkly belt and a multitude of glittery bead necklaces around her neck. Tam has her long stick-straight blond hair knotted on the top of her head, held up with an alligator clip.

			Raina resists the urge to reach over and mess her hair. She’s a good kid, although she seems too much of a free spirit for the Space Corps. But maybe that’s just her age. At eighteen she’s the youngest of the ensigns, compared to the others, who are all in their early twenties. All except Raina, that is, who’s the old lady at twenty-seven.

			Still, for someone so young, Tamsin’s wicked smart. She’s got a photographic memory, is a freakishly quick study, got accepted to the Academy two years early and graduated after only two cycles, which is more than Raina can say. It took her seven.

			With a click of a button, Tamsin activates the airlock. “Ta-da!”

			Raina smirks and makes her way to the doors, feeling a rush of adrenaline. This is always interesting. There hasn’t been a single walk that hasn’t resulted in a mechanics malfunction of some kind.

			The first happened only three months into the mission. On descent, the freighter pod got stuck to the airlock with the walkers inside, and Osric and Raina had to suit up and manually release it from the ship’s exterior. It’d been Raina’s first spacewalk. Osric managed to blame her in the official report, claiming she hadn’t properly inspected the freight pod before departure, which was an all-out lie. Osric had done the inspection himself and missed a bent docking clamp.

			But she knows the crew is well aware she was the one that fixed it. In fact, a few weeks after that, when the pod door got jammed re-attaching to the airlock, the crew didn’t even bother calling Osric. They sent for her.

			It amazes her how Osric has advanced as far as he has within the Corps, being as useless and abrasive as he is. But if the last two years are any indication, she’s sure he’s done it on the backs of his ensigns.

			Lazy, sexist jackass.

			She’d love to tell him just what she thinks of him, but it’ll end her career faster than a shorted circuit breaker box. She’d considered going up the chain of command about him, but after everything else, she gave up the idea. Maybe on her last day she’ll tell Osric what a dim-witted dumbass he is. He certainly has it coming. The thought makes her smile.

			She shakes her head and listens as the airlock rises up the chamber. It churns along at a snail’s pace. So far, so good.

			Tamsin hums to herself and types away at her console, then hits the release with a click.

			The airlock gears labor and crank to a stop. It’s loud and grinding but operating as it should. Raina steps forward and uses the control panel on the wall and starts depressurization. It takes a full sixty seconds.

			Tamsin sighs. “I miss cheese.”

			Raina turns from the airlock doors. “What?”

			Tam twists her head to one side. “I think the thing I miss most about Earth is the cheese. When I get home, I’m eating the largest block of Gouda I can get. What about you? What do you miss most about home?”

			She thinks a moment, her eyes going back to the airlock controls. “My family, I suppose. I have nine brothers and sisters, so I guess I miss them.”

			“You guess?” Tamsin giggles. “You never told me you had nine siblings.”

			“I have over twenty cousins, too.”

			“Sheesh.” Tamsin gapes. “Sounds crowded. I think if I were you, I’d run away to a desert island.”

			“Why do you think I joined the Space Corps?” Raina smirks.

			Tamsin purses her lips and nods. “Point taken.”

			The depressurization is complete. Raina hits the control panel again and the two sliding doors slowly hiss, then crank open. They get stuck once, but Raina kicks them, and they keep going.

			Inside, she can make out the three walkers in their tan-colored suits. Each wears a head-to-toe encasement, complete with an oxygen tank, gravity-assist boots, and a large round helmet. Raina smiles at them and is about to welcome them back when she notices Sergeant Pollux’s face. Inside her helmet, her eyes roll back. She’s not smiling. She looks like she’s about to pass out.

			The second the door is completely open, Pollux pitches forward. Raina catches her, but crumples under the weight. They both crash to the hallway floor.

			Still inside the airlock, Corporal Gayla and Ensign Avram shout over the top of each other.

			“Help her!” Gayla bellows, her light eyes wide. “Get her open!”

			“Get her open!” yells Avram. “Now!”

			“What happened?” Tamsin hollers, then uses the intercom to call a medical officer.

			Raina slides out from under Pollux’s suit and rolls her over. One check of the suit’s controls at Pollux’s hip and she can spot the issue.

			“She jumped off a boulder and ever since then she’s been complaining about the heat and passing out,” Gayla shouts. She tries to step out of the airlock, but Raina has Pollux on the floor just outside the doors, and there’s no room to get around.

			Raina whips out her screwdriver and pops off a control casing, loosens the screw holding the power wire, rips a new copper lead from her tool belt, and switches them out. She then reroutes the power from the planetary gravity-assist controls to the temperature gauge.

			Raina straddles Pollux’s body to gain a better view of her face as she waits for the body temperature gauge to reboot.

			“Hey,” she says, tapping on the helmet. “Can you hear me?”

			Inside the suit, Pollux sweats profusely, fogging the helmet’s glass. She’s breathing heavily and whispers something about itching and backwash. Raina can barely hear what she says.

			“Medical officer to the space prep room – stat!” Tamsin shouts over the intercom again.

			Heavy boots pound down the hallway from behind Raina. She looks over her shoulder and sees Airman First Class Valda approaching.

			“Más vale que sea bueno. Report, Ensign,” he says to Raina.

			“She’s overheating, sir,” she says. “Just give the suit a minute, the temp gauge has to recalibrate.”

			“What are her vitals?” he demands, standing over them. “Crack her open.”

			“She hasn’t been switched to proper oxygenation,” Raina says.

			“Then do it fast!” he orders, muttering something to himself in Spanish. “Where the hell is Osric?”

			“I’m sure he’s hiding under a bridge and scaring small children for sport,” Avram quips from inside the airlock, but everyone ignores him. “Wow. Tough crowd.”

			Raina grabs Valda’s hands and shoves them down onto Pollux’s shoulders. “Here, watch her. I’ll get the oxygen.”

			“Watch her? ¿Qué demonios?” He bends over Pollux.

			She scrambles to her feet, skirts around Pollux and Valda, lightly shoves Tamsin out of the way, and snatches a pair of oxygen tanks from the locker. She drags them back and flicks the valve open.

			With the oxygen on, Raina rolls the dial on the tank to the proper levels and attaches it to the coupling on Pollux’s suit. Moving on, she hooks Gayla to the other tank.

			Avram throws up his hands. “Hey! What am I, chopped liver?”

			“She’s coming around,” Valda says. “Pollux, can you hear me?” He taps on the glass of her helmet and she slowly nods. “Ensign,” he says to Raina. “Now?”

			Raina checks Pollux’s temperature gauge and the oxygenation levels – back to normal. “Crack it.”

			Valda grips either side of her helmet. With a sharp twist he snaps it loose and pulls it away. Pollux gasps for air.

			Once the helmet is off, Raina approaches Pollux, rips out the temporary wire in the temp gauge, and runs it back to the planetary gravity-assist controls.

			As Valda shines a light in Pollux’s eyes and asks her to recite the alphabet for him, Pollux’s suit powers down.

			Without pausing, Raina turns to Gayla, checks her oxygenation levels, then clears her for helmet removal as well. Gayla pops off her helmet and shakes her bobbed hair loose, just as Raina starts the process of removing the oxygen tank from Gayla and attaching it to Avram.

			“Last but not least,” he muses.

			“What a disaster, eh?” Gayla says, peeling off the space suit a bit at a time. She drops a glove to the airlock floor.

			Avram twists off his helmet and blows out a lungful of recycled air. “This is what you get for showing off, Pollux. Wouldn’t you say?”

			Pollux moans something from the floor and then lifts the middle finger of her gloved hand in Avram’s direction.

			He smiles brightly then drops his helmet. He bites the fingertips of his gloves and yanks them off next. “Well, that was fun. For your next trick let’s go into oxygen shock.”

			Gayla giggles, fussing with her hair again. “No kidding, eh?”

			“I’m taking Pollux to the sleep chamber for examination,” Valda says, removing Pollux’s spacesuit a piece at a time so all that’s left are her boots and sweaty uniform. “Despasito.”

			Pollux manages to get to her feet, and she and Valda amble down the hallway together.

			In a matter of moments, Gayla and Avram are gone too, slapping each other on the back and laughing about close calls. All that’s left is Raina and Tamsin standing over a dozen pieces of spacewalk suits, cluttering the floor like garbage at a landfill. Tamsin bends over, picks up an empty oxygen tank, and eyes Raina.

			“Lucky you were here,” she says. “I don’t think Osric would have thought to reroute the planetary gravity-assist controls.”

			Raina purses her lips. “You noticed that? Just wait. He’ll report me for unregulated repairs again.”

			“Let him,” Tamsin scoffs. “She was going to roast in that suit.”

			Raina lugs two helmets back into the space prep chamber, stacks them in an open containment locker, and locks them down.

			Tamsin’s right, but Raina knows it doesn’t matter. Osric will spin it, just like he always does. With all the complaints he’s made against her, she’ll be lucky if she isn’t demoted. It’s possible she’ll have to repeat her exit exams at the Academy again and they’ll make her train under Osric for another two years.

			She stifles a growl.

			“I suppose I’ll have to cover for Valda at the data processing controls if he’s taking Pollux to the sleep chamber,” Tamsin notes, checking the clock on the wall. “You mind if I take off?”

			Raina waves her off. “Yeah, go ahead, I got this.”

			“Thanks.” Tamsin steps over the pile of equipment and skips down the hall toward the access shaft.

			Raina watches her go, grinning to herself. That girl is far too chipper for her own good. Raina sets about cleaning up and is nearly halfway done when she smells something putrid.

			“What the hell happened here?” Osric eyes the suits on the floor. He’s purple with fury all the way to the tips of his fleshy ears.

			“There was a suit malfunction,” Raina says, then hastily adds, “sir.”

			“Do you know how much each one of these suits costs?”

			Of course she knows. Raina sets down Gayla’s suit pants into the appropriate compartment, locks it, and turns around to face him.

			He keeps opening and closing his mouth like he’s gearing up for an oration. The whites of his eyes are huge and pulsing.

			Raina puts her hands on her hips, presses her lips together and sighs.

			Here we go. Let’s count how many fucks I give…. One…. Two….

			“You can’t just leave these suits on the floor in the middle of the hallway,” he keeps on. “What the fuck have you been doing up here?”

			“Your job,” Raina says quickly, then regrets it.

			His face contorts with disbelief and wrath like she’s never seen before. The dome of his head slicks with sweat and grease. “You can’t speak to your superior officer like that. What the hell is the matter with you?”

			Words play on the tip of her tongue, but she bites them back. “What’s the matter with me?” she asks finally. The sentence echoes off her mind with thunderous reverberation.

			What’s the matter with me?

			With me?

			Despite the voice inside her head shouting: Calm down, take it easy, don’t forget to breathe, give him a second before speaking – images of another two years with Osric, of having to return to the Academy as a failed ensign, of every foul, sexist, and cruel comment he’s ever made while she was on board – they flash through Raina’s mind like lightning, burning the back of her eyes with searing heat.

			If he demotes her, which she’s pretty sure he’s about to do, and she fails her exams again, she’ll have to retake all the mechanics courses. She’ll be almost thirty by the time she’s done. Again.

			A thirty-year-old ensign?

			Good god.

			Her career will never amount to anything at that rate. She’ll be lucky to crack corporal by the time she’s forty, doing grunt repairs and shit assignments until she’s old and bent.

			In an instant, Raina’s face flushes with mountains of unspoken words – pent up like magma under the Earth’s crust they push out her mouth with steam and lava. “What’s the matter with…me?”

			Osric’s eyes shoot wide as her volume builds. He opens his mouth to speak again but she beats him to it.

			Mount Raina erupts.

			“You know what?” she says, kicking a glove into the air. It hits the wall beside Osric. “Fuck it. I’m done. Done. Yes – I know how much these fucking suits cost. And yes – I know they can’t be left in the middle of the fucking hallway. What the hell do you think I’ve been doing? Does it look like I’m just standing here, picking my fucking nose? There are three suits to put away and sterilize, and the team just left! So, I apologize for the mess, you fucking dumbass. But I was too busy saving Pollux’s ass from boiling to death in her suit after her temp gauge was damaged. But of course, you wouldn’t know that – since you weren’t even fucking here!”

			Osric blinks but recovers quickly. “What did you call me?”

			“I called you a fucking dumbass,” she repeats gladly. She slows the next part down like she’s addressing a dim child. “That’s D-U-M-B-A-S-S. Don’t forget the B.”

			Osric’s face deforms. Anger slides down his face like melted wax. “You can’t speak to me like that,” he says, visibly shaking in his boots. “You’re just an ensign – a fucking, stupid cunt ensign. And I’m your superior officer!”

			“What’re you going to do?” Raina asks, not thinking and waving her arms. “You going to write me up? Again? You’re going to do that no matter what I do anyway! You know what? I really don’t see the point of even talking to you.” She turns her back to him and raises a palm in his direction. “You’re useless. You seriously don’t know shit. Just leave me alone and let me finish this in peace. It’s the least you can do given that I’ve been doing your fucking job for the past two years.” She hears the rage in his voice but doesn’t bother to turn around.

			“When I’m through with you,” he says, “you’ll be lucky to get stationed as a chef’s assistant. You want to spend your life peeling potatoes? You got it! It’s all you’re good for anyway.”

			“So you keep saying!” Raina shouts back, finally turning around to face him. She takes a grim satisfaction in seeing sweat beading on his scalp. He’s gone beyond purple with his anger and is now pale. “You want to know what you’re good for, Osric? Nothing. Abso-fucking-lutely nothing. You’re a worthless, lazy, stupid-as-fuck dumbass. You’re the worst trainer in all of the charted and uncharted universes. I haven’t learned a damned thing since you’ve been my commanding officer. And, you know what else? You fucking smell like a rotting corpse.” Leaving the suits scattered, she stalks down the hall toward the access shaft. “Fuck it. Do this yourself. I’m done. I’m done. I’m done!”
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