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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.

			I move carefully to the ladder, trying not to touch anything. I need to go down there again. This time, I’ll be looking around, trying to find out what happened in those seven minutes.

			It occurs to me that this might be dangerous. If this was a violent attack, the perpetrator might be watching on the cameras and decide to remove me before I find anything. I pull out the portable screen I brought with me and activate a communication window, calling Melani.

			“Hey, what’s up?”

			“I’m going down into the storage chamber. Just letting you know.”

			“Need me there?”

			“No, but if I don’t call back in ten or fifteen minutes, come and find me.”

			“Sure, will do.”

			I shut down the comms, put the screen in a pocket and start down the ladder. The lighting is still broken, but I can use the screen as a torch and a recorder. I activate the three-dimensional mapping mode and select the original schematic for the room as a basis for the new render. The programme will only pick up what the camera sees, but at least it means there is another ‘eye’ in the room.

			From the ladder, I begin sweeping the room, allowing the software to pick out objects and angles. The thin beam of light emitted from the device also lets me look for myself. I can see bloodstains on the walls, on boxes, turned over and scattered across the floor. 

			What the hell happened down here?

			The underground chambers are built to hold all of the equipment we’ll be using as we expand the base. The research project has phases. Eventually, the plan is to prepare a much larger complex for the next group of scientists who will arrive to continue our mission. Only Jeremiah Caine, as mission leader, knows the full timeline of our work.

			Or at least, he’s supposed to.

			My thoughts go back to the aborted conversation with Petrina. There’s something she knows about what we’re here to do, something she was waiting for David to tell us about. There has to be some connection to what happened, or it’s all a total coincidence.

			Glittering glass shards reflect in the light of the screen’s projector. The floor is covered with them. The screen pings a bio signature of David’s blood on the fragments, confirming my conclusion – I’ve found what caused his injuries.

			I move from the ladder, retracing my steps to where we found David’s twisted body. There’s more blood here, some of it still wet. Tristan told us that he had to set up an emergency transfusion of more than two litres to save David’s life. 

			I try to pick my way over the chaos, but I can’t avoid walking in the mess, leaving smeared footprints in the congealing aftermath. I’m focused on trying not to disturb the scene when I notice something.

			Is that a footprint in the blood? The shape of a bare foot?

			I bend down and point the screen camera at the marks. I take a picture and task the device with an object recognition query. The results are inconclusive, so I’ve only got my own intuition to go by. 

			I move on, picking my way over another pile of boxes, looking for similar marks. I don’t find any. 

			The screen has a hotspot detector, using the infrared spectrum to identity thermal residue. I flick it on, and the light emitter shifts into a muted blue. I look at the display. I can’t see anything.

			I turn around. I can clearly see the places I’ve touched, the handprints on the ladder rungs and places on the walls where I had to reach out to support myself. There are also faded impressions of where David’s body had been slumped against the wall and where Melani must have been when she first came down here.

			I keep turning in a slow circle, trying to find any hint of a person being down here other than us. There is nothing, other than the traces around where I’ve already been.

			I turn off the infrared camera, returning the screen to its standard mapping mode. I start examining the boxes and containers, trying to find where the broken glass may have come from.

			After a few minutes, I find it. There is a large container strapped to the wall. The trail of glass shards leads towards it. I move in that direction, querying the screen again to identify the object, but before it pings, I recognise what I’m looking at.

			It’s a full-size cold sleep container, just like the one I was placed in at the start of our journey to get here.

			The screen picks up a host of additional information. The whole unit is dead. The digital display is inactive. Preservation gel from inside has splattered all over the floor. It’s dry and solid already. 

			I remember the safety briefings we were given during our training. The amount of force required to break open a cold sleep container is massive. The glass canopy is made of a reinforced composite designed to remain intact in vacuum. This unit has been subjected to incredible trauma, the kind you get in explosive decompression, or an explosive detonation.

			The kind of thing you should hear when you’re about to have a meal, less than one hundred metres away.

			I look around, moving the screen camera slowly, so the mapping system can pick up as much visual data as possible. We will get a more complete capture once the lighting system has been repaired and the wall-mounted security cameras are restored, but I want an ‘in situ’ render, from this perspective in low light. 

			“Denni, you okay?”

			A window appears on the display in front of me. I accept the comms request and the mapping camera winks off to be replaced with one focused on me. “Hey Melani, has it been ten minutes already?”

			“It’s been fifteen,” she says. “Everything all right?”

			“I’m okay, not dead or in danger. Found some answers and a load more questions. I’m just about done here for now though. Am about to head back up.”

			“Sounds good,” Melani says. “Caine wants a full team meal this evening, he’s passed the word around. He’ll probably want you to update him before that.”

			“Yeah, he’s next on my list of stops.” I hesitate for a moment, but then decide to ask the question that’s on my mind. “Have you spoken to Petrina since lunchtime?”

			“No, and I haven’t tried,” Melani replies. “Whatever she was on about can wait. If it’s important, I’m sure David will tell us what it was all about when he’s back on his feet.”

			“Yes, I guess so.”

			“Do you want me to talk to her?”

			“No. Leave it.” I glance around. The shadowy darkness of the storage chamber is starting to feel oppressive and sinister. Was David alone down here looking at the cold sleep capsule, or was there someone in the container? 

			I don’t need to be down here. I’m not going to find anything more until the lighting is restored. “I’ll see you at dinner,” I say.

			“Yep. Talk to you then.”

			I end the call and reactivate the screen’s torch. Carefully, I use it to pick my way across the room, back to the ladder. Then I stow the screen in a pocket and climb up. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three: Abiola

			Twenty minutes later and I’m in the operations office with Jeremiah Caine.

			I walked in here and found him alone at a desk. He caught my eye, nodded and gestured for me to take a seat on the other side of the desk.

			Jeremiah is working with a stylus on a portable screen. The terminal in front of him is active with a selection of data logs and work windows. He’s drawing data from the terminal displays onto the smaller device in front of him, using a series of touch commands and gestures. To anyone unfamiliar with the practice it is pretty animated, like he’s conducting a special kind of orchestra.

			The elaborate performance makes me curious. Why draw data from the central system onto a portable unit? Surely it’s more efficient to work with files already on the shared network? I consider asking him about it, but then, that’s not really why I’m here.

			“All right. That’s done,” Jeremiah says. “Apologies, but I find if I don’t get to a good stopping point, I lose my train of thought.”

			“We all have those moments,” I say. “I’m fine to wait if you need a little more time?”

			“No, it’s fine. Your work is more urgent.” Jeremiah puts his screen to one side and puts the stylus down on the desk. “Okay, where are we at?”

			“I need the lighting and cameras repaired in the storage chamber,” I say. “I’ve mapped the area and explored as much as I can without getting the basics back online.”

			“I see.” Jeremiah frowns and leans forwards. “That’s not what I was expecting from this meeting.”

			I flinch from his hardened gaze. “What were you expecting?”

			“Your report. I want this little accident behind us as soon as possible.”

			An awkward silence comes between us. An impasse. I am expected to provide information, but the terms of my appointment mean I have sole authority within the parameters of the investigation I have been tasked to complete. A task that he gave me.

			“Colonel Caine,” I say softly, making careful use of his title and surname. In this moment we are no longer on a first-name basis. “I require the repairs I have indicated be made an immediate priority.” 

			Jeremiah winces. For a moment, those watery eyes look weak. He glances up towards the corner of the room, over my shoulder. I turn in that direction, seeing what he is looking at – the camera in the corner of the room. “I acknowledge your request,” he says. 

			“I will also need an encrypted communication channel with Fleet.”

			“You think that’s necessary?”

			“I don’t know yet.”

			“What do you know?” Jeremiah asks. “You said you’ve been down there. Are there immediate threats to the base?”

			The question is carefully worded, and I see the trap. In an emergency, the mission leader is granted authority that would supersede my work. I get the sense that Jeremiah is already regretting his decision to volunteer me for this role, or he is testing me, putting me through some strange, antiquated military ritual. 

			Either way, I can’t let this influence what I do. But also, I can’t withhold anything that would be deemed as essential information for the mission leader to do their job.

			“There’s a smashed cold sleep container down there,” I say. “The glass came from the view plate. Something blew it open from the inside.” 

			“And David was caught in the blast?”

			“It looks that way, yes.”

			Jeremiah nods. His disapproving expression fades away, to be replaced with something thoughtful. Someone in his position must be used to thinking a few steps ahead. “I’ll set up your comms link,” he says. “I’ll get John across now to fix the lights and recorders.”

			“Thank you.” I remember how I’d felt when I left the storage compartment. “You may want to make sure he’s got someone with him, or that he’s monitored, just so he’s safe.”

			Jeremiah shrugs. “I’ll discuss it with John. You hear about the full team dinner?”

			“Yes, Melani mentioned it.”

			“I’d like to be able to update people on what’s going on. It’ll keep a lid on the gossip. Tristan is giving me a report on David’s condition. What can you tell me that I can tell everyone else?”

			I remember the sealed folders from Tamale. Sealed for a reason. “They will know I’ve done a first pass forensic map. If John sorts out the repairs, I’ll be able to find out more. I can send you an update before the end of the day.”

			“Noted. I’ll expect that.” Jeremiah picks up his stylus from the desk. “Anything else you need?”

			“No, that’s all for now.”

			* * *

			I have some time, so I decide to visit Petrina.

			I ping a request to her, notifying her I’m on my way. She knows the authority and access privileges I’ve been granted, as she signed the document. She must be expecting a call.

			She pings back almost immediately. She’s in the hydroponics area. It’s a big space, one of the biggest rooms on the base, so we should be able to find a corner to chat.

			I make my way there. I feel unsteady, my hands are shaking. Jeremiah is a difficult man to face down. I hadn’t anticipated having a confrontation, but from what he said, neither had he.

			The journey from Earth to Europa was a long haul. After a few days of introductory training, we were taken off planet by rocket shuttle to the International Space Station – the third antiquated incarnation of the name. We had a couple of weeks to acclimatise there.

			I remember my conversations with Jeremiah from back then, in the beginning. He was distant and very aware of his background – the only one amongst all of us with military training. He seemed self-conscious about it, as if it might get in the way. The vulnerable, self-effacing man I spoke with eighteen months ago seems very different to the man I spoke with today.

			From ISS, we went to the Luna colony and then on to an asteroid base in the belt. We bypassed Mars as it wasn’t on our path at the time. I’d have liked to have seen the red planet and the progress people are making back there. Maybe I’ll get a chance on the way home?

			Most of our travel was spent in cold sleep with brief waking periods during stops and for medical checks. Our ship, the Teljavelik, is a full automated vessel, with manual control used only in emergencies. During one of those medical wake periods, when we were only a few weeks from our destination, I got to spend a bit of time with Jeremiah, but not much. By that point, I was busy with the induction materials and exercise routines they sent to all of us, trying to ensure I could acclimatise quickly to the Europan environment. While Jeremiah was very involved in the management and co-ordination of the final approach to Jupiter and adjusting our trajectory for safe orbit, he spent a lot of time on the communications relay, talking with controllers from a variety of different monitoring stations. The delay between responses meant he would be talking or waiting. I guess he could have made more time to meet with me between each update, but as he said before, he’s task-focused.

			I spent three medical wake periods with Petrina. She had some contact with Odin Corp and some training to do, but we made time for each other as well. Those were some of my best memories of the trip.

			Now I’m worried that I’ve misjudged her as well.

			I tap the console and the hydroponics hatch opens. There’s a faint hiss of pressure and I can feel a rise in air temperature as I enter. This room is kept warm and humid. Better for the plants they chose, a mixture of genetically modified palms, lilies and dracaena. The technical details are something I could spend hours looking at, but that would be a distraction from the task at hand.

			Petrina is at a standing table. She has a selection of organic samples on a glass tray and is wearing a pair of magnifying binoculars. Whilst she is a corporate representative for Odin, she is a botanist by training. Perhaps she’s trying to remind me of that? 

			“I know you’re here,” Petrina says as I reach the desk. She pushes the binoculars back onto her forehead. She also glances up to the roof and I notice the display on the terminal in front of her. The camera has been activated and positioned so she can record our conversation. “I’m available to answer any questions you have that relate to the investigation.”

			“Thank you, Petrina,” I say. I move up to stand beside her, allowing my image to appear on the camera. “I need to ask you when you last saw David before we started our meeting?”

			“We were talking on video comms,” Petrina replies. “He gave me some final instructions on how we would approach talking to you and Melani.”

			“He told you what you could and couldn’t say?”

			Petrina glances at the screen camera. “Yes, he did.”

			I nod, taking a moment to pause on that. Petrina is still under those restrictions. I can see she doesn’t want to go against what she’s been told, particularly while David is still recovering. “Okay,” I say. “At the end of the conversation, you went straight to meet us in the communal room?”

			“Yes.”

			“And David?”

			“He said he had something to deal with and would join us momentarily.”

			“Did he give you an indication of what that might be?”

			Petrina looks at the screen again, then back at me. “No, he did not,” she says. 

			I nod, noting the increased signs of tension coming from her. I wonder if the camera feed is just a recording or if she is streaming our conversation to someone else. I can’t see from the angle I am sitting at.  All very distrusting. But Petrina is my friend. I want to preserve that relationship, somehow.

			“I need to ask you about our meeting,” I say. Petrina stiffens immediately. She had to be expecting this question. I decide to tread carefully. “I am aware you are withholding information from me. Does that information have any bearing on this investigation?”

			“I don’t believe it does,” Petrina says. 

			“And if I were to determine that there was a specific need for you to tell me?”

			“I’d need to know why, then I would consider it.”

			I nod. Petrina relaxes a little. She’s worked out where I’m going with this. She can’t thank me, but I’m sure she’s grateful. I glance meaningfully at the terminal display. “I’m going to brief you on what I’ve found so far. Are you on a comms call with someone?”

			“No, I’m just making a recording.”

			“Okay, that’s fine. But I’d rather you didn’t share it, for now.” I take out my portable screen and open the evidence folder, selecting an image and turning it around to show Petrina. “David was examining a cold sleep capsule. For some reason the glass blew out and injured him. Did you know about the container?”

			Petrina shrugs. “I knew we had additional cold sleep capsules in the inventory,” she says. “It’s a pretty standard policy to keep spares.”

			“Did you know about this one?”

			“Not specifically.”

			“So, you don’t know what was inside it?”

			“No. Do you?”

			“Not at the moment.” I return the screen to my pocket. “I’m going back down to the storage chamber as soon as John Sampson restores the lighting and cameras.”

			“Well, don’t let me keep you,” Petrina says. The words are cold, but she tries to soften them with a smile. “I mean, if you don’t have any more questions?”

			“I have some, but they’ll keep,” I say.

			* * *

			Thirty minutes later, I’m back in my room.

			I’ve been busy. The search query on David’s movements has completed. I have a selection of recordings from the last twenty-four hours and a few choice highlights from before.

			David has visited this particular storage compartment four times over the last few days. Each visit lasting a few minutes. 

			I want to find out when the broken cold sleep capsule was moved down there. My investigator authority doesn’t extend back over the whole video archive. I’ll have to get clearance from Jeremiah to check. I’m scrolling through the footage, but I can’t find anything from the storage chamber. Either it’s all been deleted, or those cameras have been out for a while.

			I get a comms request from John. I accept, and an image appears of him on the terminal screen. I can tell he’s still in the storage compartment, but now the room behind him is illuminated. 

			“Jeremiah said to inform you when I’d completed the storage lighting repair,” he says. “This is me informing you.”

			“Great,” I say.

			“He also said you were trying to do a three-dimensional map of the room and the incident scene. Do you want me to do that, while I’m here?”

			I consider the idea. I’ve been trying to do all of this on my own. John’s a friend, I trust him, and he’s already been in the location to conduct the repairs. “If you’re okay to do it, that would be great,” I say.

			“Happy to,” John says. “There’s a couple of things you should know first.” He moves his screen, so the image he is showing me focuses on the wall security camera. “These units. I can’t reactivate them because there’s nothing to reactivate.” I see his fingers reaching up to the casing of the camera. He flicks it open and inside…there’s an empty space. No sign of the technical parts I’d expect to see. “You want me to tell Caine about this?” he asks.

			“I absolutely do,” I reply. “You take pictures?”

			“Of course. I’ll forward them to you.”

			“Great. What was the other thing?”

			“The first time, when you rescued David, you were down here with Melani. The second time you were down here on your own, right?”

			“Yes.”

			The camera flips back around to show John’s face, pinched with concern. “Well, someone else has been here. Before you or after you, I don’t know, but definitely another person.”

			“Are you sure, I mean, how could you—”

			Our conversation is interrupted by another alert. The sound of another bio-monitor going off. I immediately open another window on the terminal and request a location and the identity of the alarm.

			“It’s outside,” John says.

			“It’s Melani,” I reply. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four: Abiola

			Europa is not a kind place.

			It takes twenty-three minutes to suit up and go through all the necessary airlock protocols to get outside. That’s even with this being an emergency.

			I’m the second person in transit. Kimura Nozomi is ahead of me. The portable screen on my arm shows his location and where we are both trying to get to. Melani’s bio-monitor location has been triangulated with the main part of the Teljavelik that remains in orbit.

			I’m running across ice that is as hard as rock. The helmet I’m wearing has a polarised visor, filtering out some of the reflective sunlight coming off the ice. The surface temperature registers as minus two hundred degrees Celsius, cold enough to freeze the blood in seconds. Any exposure in this environment would be fatal. 

			Melani is out here, and she’s injured. The data from the monitor is a detailed feed. I can’t read all of it as I run, otherwise I might slip and become another casualty to be rescued, but I get the basics. Her core temperature is falling fast. 

			“Denni, this is Europa, can you hear me?” Jeremiah Caine’s voice is in my ear on the comms.

			“Receiving,” I say.

			“Kimura is on-site. At current pace, you’re two minutes out. Tristan is three minutes behind you.”

			“What’s the situation?” 

			“Suit punctures. He’ll brief you as you arrive.”

			“Understood!”

			I’m breathing hard. I can hear the whine of the portable scrubber and oxygen circulator trying to keep up as I descend into a shallow crater. The boots I’m wearing have metal spikes in the soles to increase grip, but it’s still incredibly dangerous. I wonder if this what happened to Melani? Did she go out and slip over? I hope that’s all it is.

			I can see them ahead on the ridge. When we first arrived, a set of six automated rovers were activated. They were tasked with a variety of construction and maintenance tasks around the base. I recognise one of the vehicles and a figure crouched beside it, examining a body, lying on the ground.

			I flip comms channels, switching to Nozomi’s direct channel. “I’m nearly there, Noz, what do you need?”

			“Your patch kit and sealant, everything you can give me.”

			I’m climbing out of the crater and up towards them. The low gravity makes each leaping stride huge. The ground is fractured and dusty beneath my feet, with marks and gouges all over the place. Did the rover get stuck trying to climb up the edge?

			“Noz, did you—”

			“Quickly please.”

			The questions can wait. I reach the top and get a look at the situation.

			Melani is lying against the side of the rover. Nozomi is in front of her. I can see torn strips of her suit, exposing the fluorescent inner layer. Her helmet is scored and dented on the left side. Something hit her and hit hard.

			“Here, Noz,” I say. The patches and sealant are in my hands. Nozomi snatches them from me.

			“Put your hands here, and here,” he says. “Push down firmly.”

			I kneel down and mash my gloves into the open sections of Melani’s suit. I can feel her body beneath my fingers. She’s not moving. “Noz?”

			“Hold still, let me work.” The patches are self-adhesive, but the chemical sealant is also designed to bond with them and with the suit fabric, creating a pressurised join. Nozomi spreads them out, covering as much of the damage as possible. I feel warm and notice Melani is leaning against the rover’s exterior radiator. Nozomi has placed her here intentionally to try to maintain her body temperature.

			“Tristan here, I’m thirty seconds away.” 

			I try to get a look at Melani’s face, but she’s turned away from me and her eyes are closed. I flip over to the open comms. “Melani, can you hear me?” I ask. “We’re here, we’re going to get you back.”

			For a moment, she doesn’t react, but then her eyelids twitch and the speaker in my ear crackles. “We’re not alone,” she says. “Attacked.”

			“Melani?”

			There is no response.

			Tristan arrives and I step back, letting our doctor do his work. I glance around. The rocky ice has been churned up by the rover and our frantic chase to get here. There’s a faint redness to the dirt. Salt deposits run like veins throughout Europa’s icy crust. The deeper you go, the bloodier it gets. 

			“Denni, Noz, we need to get her onto the rover,” Tristan says. “John will pilot it remotely back to the airlock so we can get her inside. I need you both to help me.”

			I move around, going where I’m told, lending a hand when instructed. Melani is so light in this gravity, so light and fragile. We position her across the rover’s solar panels and use the trail clips on her belt to secure her.

			There’s a crackle in my ear. “Not alone…” Melani gasps again.

			“Let’s move,” Tristan says. In response, the rover starts up and begins tracing a path around the edge of the crater towards the base. Tristan walks beside it on the right and Nozomi takes up a position on the left. 

			I’m behind them all, following. As we walk, I glance around, turning so I can see everything. Again, I catch glimpse of Jupiter above us. The huge miasma of clouds, churning above, a vast world hanging in our sky, waiting for us all to slip and fall.

			“Denni, you’ve stopped moving,” says John in my ear. He’s tracking us all from the base. “Everything all right?”

			“Yeah, fine,” I say. I start walking again, hurrying to catch up with the others and the rover.

			A few feet from our position, I spot one of the relay transmitters. There are eight of them surrounding our compound. Communication with Trejavelik is triangulated through the nearest transmitter and any long-range communication with other ships, colonies or Earth is routed through Trejavelik. Each relay is also an exterior laboratory, with a variety of different automated science experiments being conducted and analysed remotely. Was Melani trying to reach one of those?

			I switch my suit comms to a private channel. “John, this is Denni. Did Mel have a logged outdoor journey request?”

			“Checking,” says John. “Yeah, she sent an excursion approval to Jeremiah about an hour ago.”

			“What was she looking for?”

			“Following up on an anomalous reading at one of the comms towers.” John’s voice crackles with static. “There isn’t a lot of detail here.”

			I’m still looking at the transmitter when I see something move. I can’t be sure, but I think there’s someone up there, crouched down, watching. 

			* * *

			“What the fuck is going on around here?”

			I’m in the outer airlock, clearing away the equipment. Nozomi and Tristan have left with Melani, plugged into the portable medic. John Sampson has joined me to help. He’s never been one to hold back.

			“Melani said she wasn’t alone out there,” I say. “I think something attacked her.” 

			“That’s impossible. If another ship had arrived, the Teljavelik would have detected it.”

			“I don’t think it’s another ship.” I pick up Melani’s helmet and hold it up, examining the dent in the side. “You saw the cold sleep capsule?”

			“Yeah, completely smashed.”

			“You said you thought someone else had been there,” I say. “Why?”

			“A set of bloody marks leading into the emergency tunnel,” John says. “I didn’t follow them, but I guess you might want to.”

			“Then you think there might be someone else on the base?”

			John glares at me. “You’re the investigator. We’re waiting on you telling us what’s happening.” He flinches and glances around. “Two people, two incidents. We’re a long way from help. That means we need to find a solution fast.”

			I nod. “We need more information. Can you run a diagnostic on the computer system?”

			“A diagnostic for what?”

			“I don’t know, you’re the expert,” I say. “Everything we find gives us more of a chance to figure this out.”

			John frowns. “What if you don’t like what I find?” he says. 

			“That doesn’t mean we don’t need to know.” I have the helmet in my hands as I move to the door. “I need to know the truth, that’s what I’ve been tasked to find.”

			John replies, but I don’t hear what he says. Tristan and Nozomi will be with Melani. That gives me an opportunity. 

			The medical chamber is a controlled access area. Tristan can set the permissions to lock out everyone if necessary, but I’m hoping he hasn’t had time. 

			I’m at the hatch. We have two wards, Tristan, Nozomi and Melani are to the left. David Hannington will be in the ward on the right. I need to see him.

			The room is in low light. The pumping hiss of oxygen support from the auto-medic gives me a clear idea of the state of his recovery. 

			I move to the bedside. David is lying under a thin sheet surrounded by machines. It’s like a death bed with technology gathered in homage to grieve. There are shallow cuts all over his face, but he is awake and turns away from the oxygen filter to look at me. “Is that you, Denni?”

			“Yes, it’s me,” I say. “We have to talk about what happened to you.”

			David smiles, a strained expression, full of pain. “An nineteenth-century writer wrote a story about a man who made a monster in an attempt to create life. That monster rejected the life of slavery and bondage that he was offered and tried to escape. For a few brief moments, it tasted freedom, but later died in a maelstrom of tortured violence.”

			“There was something alive in the cold sleep capsule,” I say. “Something you smuggled here as cargo.”

			“I am the instrument of my own doom,” David says. “I thought I had learned a lesson from history, fiction and films. Perhaps it was the wrong lesson.”

			I lean forwards. “Why would you do this? Why would you endanger the mission and all of us?”

			David sighs. “This is the mission. The real mission. Odin was always trying to get here and trying to bring you with us. Out here, beyond the febrile reach of Earth’s outdated laws, we have a chance to create without boundaries. No-one will disturb us this far out, not for decades.” 

			“Is this what you were going to talk to me about?” I ask.

			“It’s part of it.” David gestures weakly and one of the machines beside him comes to life. An arm moves forwards and lowers a small bottle to his lips. A dribble of water spills from his open mouth, running down the side of his cheek. “I made some changes to the plans when we got to Luna.”

			“Melani’s been hurt,” I say. “She went outside. I think someone attacked her, the same individual that attacked you.”

			David sighs and begins to cough. Terrible, weak spasms that make his whole body quiver. I see fresh blood on his lips. “Talk to Petrina,” he gasps.

			“She won’t tell me anything. She says she’s under contract to keep silent.”

			“I release her,” David says. “Tell her I said she can talk.”

			I pull the portable screen out of my pocket and flick on the recorder. “Say that again,” I say. “For the record.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five: …

			It is cold. 

			This world is strange. It is not the world of my dreams – the strange memories that I have. I know these memories are not mine. I did not live through the events I remember. They have been given to me, injected into my mind to provide knowledge, experience and context.

			They are dreams of Earth. This is not Earth.

			I am wearing protective clothing and a helmet with a breathing system. When I awoke and escaped, I found these garments near the surface exit. I recognised them from the false visions. I remember the voice of a man explaining their purpose and how I would need to wear them to be out here. 

			That voice is in many memories. I see the man’s face too. I saw that face in front of the glass before I broke out. 

			I sit behind the communications antenna watching. There are people out here in bulky suits. They are helping the woman who I tried to speak to, lifting her, carrying her to the rover, laying her on the back of the machine. The woman is hurt because of me. When I approached, she ran away. I chased her, grabbed her and hurt her. 

			I didn’t mean to.

			The more I watch these people, the more I realise they are not like me. The more I realise the memories I have been given are from someone else. A woman who lived the life that I see in glimpses. A human woman whose eyes I lived behind. I see her face reflected in windows and mirrors. I feel what she felt. I know that all the slivers of her existence I retain were recorded and placed in my mind intentionally.

			When I awoke, I assumed I was that woman. I am not. I am not human. I am something else. They made me with a specifically tailored biology, one that feels awkward and strange. If I am not that woman, who am I? What am I?

			The injected memories are all I have from before I awoke. They are fragments, broken shards floating in a void of empty identity. Children can grow and define who they are, becoming adults as they do so. I have nothing, other than knowing what I am not. 

			The helmet restricts my vision. I want to take it off, but I can’t, not out here in this barren wasteland of ice and rock. I know the breathing unit attached to my suit is acquiring oxygen from the outside, storing it, testing it and filling my respiration tank. It’s a complicated system, designed specifically for my physiology. 

			The humans over there, the ones I’m watching. They can’t use a system like this. The oxygen efficiency of my body is far superior. It has been designed for low-oxygen and low-temperature environments. 

			I don’t belong with these people. They won’t understand. 

			The rover is moving away. One of the humans looks back. For a moment, I think it notices me beside the antenna, but then it turns away once more and continues to follow the others.

			I wait until they are tiny specks in the distance. Then I turn my attention to the object in front of me.

			Communication relay systems are an integral part of this mission’s infrastructure. The humans use the antennas to send messages to Earth and to communicate with each other. The units are connected into the colony’s data network. 

			I have knowledge of the technical specifications of the base and the components of this device. I open the panel on the side, flip the emergency cut-off switch and open the interior box, so I can access the circuit boards. There is a repair kit in here with a selection of tools. These units have been designed so they can be repaired by humans, using thick gloves. I have an advantage. 

			It takes patient work to reconfigure the transmitter. There are redundant components in here that need activating to create a new feed. I use these, connecting them into a second unit and splicing that into the main board. Then I pull apart the receiver on my wrist and reconfigure it, widening the access band and setting it up so it can access a full feed from the base.

			A howl of loud static is my reward for all this work. But it isn’t meaningless noise. I can hear the tell-tale sounds of electronic data amidst the assault. I can’t possibly comprehend the information being broadcast, but I don’t need to at the moment, I just need to be able to receive it.

			I close up the panel, keeping the repair kit, and make my way to the next objective. I’m following the tyre marks in the ice, travelling away from the base, out to the edge of the demarked zone.

			Europa’s surface is a thick crust of ice, with small pockets of rock. The automated exploration missions identified a suitable site for the research mission complex by drilling test holes down to one hundred metres or more. Now, those holes act as thermal pumps and seismic data monitors. The ice on Europa is continually being stressed by Jupiter’s gravity, so the base needs to maintain a watch on the shifts and changes below the surface, just in case there might be an earthquake. 

			The automated rovers patrol the edge of the zone. I must find one. 

			By the time I catch up to a rover, I’m starting to get cold, and the breathing unit is flashing an alert. Despite my enhanced respiration, the oxygen intake cannot keep up with my consumption rate. The storage unit on my back is less than half full. I do not have enough to return to the base.

			The rover is in front of me. It has been placed in standby mode, but that doesn’t mean it is unaware. I approach carefully, trying to pick my way past its motion detectors. I can’t rush this, even if that means depleting my oxygen reserves even more.

			I reach the side of the machine. I can see the small aerial on its ancillary computer unit, the ears of the vehicle, ready to receive instructions. I grasp it in my hand and carefully unscrew the component. Then I take a small knife from the repair kit and cut the data cable to the central control computer, the rover’s brain. 

			Immediately, the system detects the damage, and the rover starts to power up. Its four cameras, rotate, searching for a cause. I step away, trying to stay out of their view. Eventually they stop searching and re-orientate themselves towards the rover’s pre-programmed path. In the event of damage, the vehicle is supposed to drive back to the repair garage, around five hundred metres from the main complex. 

			All this information, knowledge I was given. Voices in my mind, blueprints, maps, technical specifications.

			The repair garage has emergency supplies of oxygen, and it will take less time for the rover to get there than it will take me to walk. I unclip a tether from my belt and clip the end to the back of the vehicle as it moves off, letting it drag me along. The low gravity makes this an interesting experience. I push off from the ground, get pulled behind the rover and every so often, touch down again, to leap again. 

			Why do I know these things? The inserted memories are extensive. I have been given a working understanding of how much of this research base operates, but the purpose behind granting me this knowledge remains a mystery. I have no prescribed agenda, other than my own survival.

			A flash of metal in the feeble sunlight. I can see the rover garage ahead. There are converging tracks and trails in the ice where vehicles have been driving out and returning to this place. Journey after journey after journey across the ice to build and maintain an artificial presence on fragile foundations.

			The warning light on the breathing unit is flashing faster. I begin pulling at the tether, shortening my distance from the vehicle as it starts up the incline towards a paddock. I can see other rovers there, parked up. One of them starts moving, clearly a replacement for the one I am returning with. There will be an array of cameras and motion detection systems; I have a memory of the layout, but I can’t possibly avoid all of them, so I’m not going to try. 

			My boots hit the ground and this time I push forwards, propelling myself towards the rover. As I reach it, I unclip the tether and touch down, clear of the vehicle’s path. On the other side of the paddock is a small control booth, designed for a human to visit, access a terminal and return. There’s an oxygen port inside that room. That’s what I need.

			I reach the entrance to the booth and twist the handle to crank back the door. A light comes on as I enter. Inside, there’s a chair and a range of displays. I sit down, find the port. There’s a tube attached. I plug that into a socket on my breathing unit and immediately, the flashing light goes out. 

			It’ll take a few minutes for the unit exchange to work. Carbon dioxide will be flushed out into a treatment tank and my oxygen supply will be replenished. While the system works, I turn to the terminal and pluck a stylus control from the wall. The screen in front of me asks for a login and password. I don’t have either, but as I stare at the boxes, I half remember something – a sequence I was taught or shown.

			Two, eight, seven, H, B, five, five.

			Using the stylus and the screen keyboard, I type that in, and the screen vanishes. Now, I’m looking at some sort of technical command access display. Again, for some reason, I know what to type. I know there is somewhere I’m supposed to be. Somewhere safe, or at least, safer than this. 

			ACC COM TREE

			Command Tree Open.

			INST ~CTELL [3CD] -MAPALL DISPLAY SEQALL + CURSTATE

			Confirm DISPLAY all planning phases? Y/N

			Y

			The screen in front of me goes black, and then brightens, showing me what I need.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six: Abiola

			Environment initialising….

			I remember the first time I used a simulator. I was living in Accra and the flat I’d rented came with an entertainment package. I decided to try it out when I was on my own and loaded up one of the test programmes where you got to fly around a pre-recorded render of the city, playing at being a superhero whilst everyone went about their business. 

			The ‘exterior-only’ units consisted of a headpiece and haptic sleeves and stockings. The whole situation was strangely conflicted. I knew I was still sitting in a chair. I could feel the weight of my body in the seat, but I could touch the walls of buildings in the simulation. I knew what I was seeing and touching wasn’t real.

			After ten minutes, the whole thing became too disorientating, and I turned it off.

			On Earth, you can buy interior plug-ins to enhance the simulator experience. At the flick of a switch, you can feel weightless, smell the simulated room, taste the simulated food, etc. Some people want that. A rendered life means you can tweak things. You can look however you want, go anywhere, meet anyone, fall in love, do it all with no consequences beyond those that affect you.

			I never bought in to any of that.

			There were some simulations that tempted me. The moments in history you could revisit and the micro renders that allowed you to experience biology from the perspective of a white blood cell. That was pretty cool as a part of my undergraduate degree. 

			Render complete.

			I’m sitting in a chair, looking around the fully lit storage chamber. The recreation of the environment is set in a frozen moment, one that the computer has constructed from my data and the data collected by John Sampson after he repaired the lights. It isn’t a real moment, but it will do. I’m aware the computer’s interpretation is making some assumptions and interpretations based on what information has been provided. Those assumptions might not stand up in a court back on Earth. But David Hannington’s opinions on jurisdiction can cut both ways. So long as this render gives me a roughly accurate narrative that I can work with, I’m good with that.

			There is a notification ping, telling me someone else is entering the space. A moment later, a render of Petrina appears in a chair next to me. 

			“Hello, Denni,” she says.

			“Thanks for coming, Petrina,” I say. “You watched the recording?”

			“I did, yes.”

			“So, you know you can speak freely.”

			The render is designed to pick up facial expressions, but occasionally it doesn’t quite get them right. I can’t tell whether Petrina is grinning or grimacing. The quirk of her lips does not animate the rest of her face. “I can be a little more forthcoming, yes,” she says. “But David is not the only person who oversees my work.”

			“I understand.” I make a gesture – a haptic command that sends an instruction to the program. The render blurs as the moment in time rewinds and our perspective shifts. Now we are outside of the storage chamber space, as if it is a three-dimensional box in front of us. The cold sleep capsule appears intact in this instance. The scene has been ‘wound back’ by the computer and reference data used to approximate the object’s shape and size. Another movement of my fingers and the object glows red. “You said before you didn’t know about David’s trip to check on one of these.”

			“I stand by that,” Petrina says. 

			“As David has given you permission to talk, is there anything you’d like to add to your previous statement?”

			“I can give you an idea of what we were going to talk about,” Petrina says. “We invited you and Melani to lunch to discuss some developmental genetic embryos we brought out here to work on.”

			“To work on in what way?”

			“In a way that isn’t bound by regulatory frameworks,” Petrina says. “We wanted to make you aware that your research isn’t bound by Earth laws and make some suggestions as to what your priorities should be.”

			“What suggestions would those be?”

			“Human genome adaptation for high-gravity and low-oxygen environments. Low-temperature resistance, zero gravity and a few other suggestions.”

			“All completely illegal on Earth.”

			The rendered version of Petrina smiles. This time the gesture seems to be genuine. “Haven’t you ever wanted to do those kinds of experiments? To prove that it can be done, that the science is possible and within reach?”

			A flick of my finger disables the facial expression mapping on my simulated face. I don’t want to give an indication to Petrina that I’m tempted by the idea, but any practising geneticist in my field has experienced that moment. The consequences of our work are difficult to assess when you are deep in the moment, trying to solve the intricacies of a specific mutation or weakness in the DNA sequence. The problem possesses you. Other minds are racing to get there first, your commercial partners are invested in you with hundreds of people’s livelihoods tied up in your project. 

			In those moments, the ethics and ramifications of what your research might be used for by others are difficult to consider.

			“Tell me what you brought here,” I say.

			“There are live samples, frozen in storage,” Petrina explains. “They are embryos. In phase two of the project, they would be grown to term in a chemically accelerated process and introduced into a secondary compound where they would live so they could be observed, and their adaptations tested.” 

			“A prison for slaves,” I say.

			“A different existence,” Petrina replies. “The subjects will not be deprived of anything. All they will know is this world, this life on Europa. As we test and refine our work, successful subjects will be exported to the environments they were designed to inhabit.”

			I don’t reply. Instead, I turn to the cold sleep capsule and instruct the simulation to move forwards in time. As we watch, the glass front shatters, with fragments exploding outwards all over the place, the low gravity allowing them to travel huge distances. “There was someone inside that container,” I say. 

			“I know nothing about that,” Petrina says.

			“But if David took one of your samples and placed it in a gestation environment packed into this unit, it could grow and develop, eventually becoming a live subject, adapted to survive on Europa,” I say. “Such a being might be stronger and tougher than an unmodified human being. Perhaps strong enough to do this.” I wind the simulation forwards and backwards, allowing the glass to shatter again and again.

			“Only David knows what happened,” Petrina says. 

			“I need all the data for the project,” I say. “All of the encryptions need to be removed. I will be taking it to Jeremiah to evaluate whether the base is in immediate danger.”

			Petrina’s rendered image nods. “I’ll get that to you immediately,” she says, and vanishes.

			* * *

			I’m walking back to the observation hub. 

			The hatch opens and I can see the sky. Jupiter has passed overhead, giving us a brief respite from its scrutiny. The quiet light of the Sun, millions of miles away, dilutes the darkness into charcoal velvet. I can see stars. More of them will gradually emerge as Europa turns and for a time, we escape the illumination of the moon’s two masters.

			Nozomi is sat on the bench where I was sat before. He’s leaning forwards, staring at his hands. He doesn’t look up as I approach. Only when I sit down does he stir, edging away from me a little. “There should be blood,” he mutters. “There’s no blood.”

			“It’s too cold out there,” I remind him.

			“Her skin and body just broken up. All ripped and gouged, no blood.” Nozomi looks at me, his face ashen. “She won’t make it,” he says. 

			I nod and take a moment, letting us both deal with that. We’re both struggling with our emotions, trying to deal with what we’ve experienced. Melani is my friend. I’m about to lose her. I take a deep breath and try to do my job. “Noz, did she say anything to you? Anything about what happened to her.”

			“No, nothing.”

			“I think she was attacked,” I say. “I think there’s something or someone out there who attacked her.”

			“One of us?” Nozomi asks.

			“No, someone else.”

			“Life is precious,” Nozomi says. “Out here in the cold, there’s so little. We may never know if anything lived on this little world, but what we have brought here is so vital. Every death, of a person, of a plant – they cannot be replaced.”

			I look away. He means well, he’s trying to find the right way to express his feelings. “At home, we’d have a party,” I say. “My family try to celebrate a person’s life, to remember the good times. The sadness is part of that, but it fades when you talk about your memories.” I turn towards Nozomi again and try to smile. “When I first described it to my French colleagues, they didn’t understand.”

			“Different experiences,” Nozomi says.

			“Different people,” I reply. I point up at the dome. “We’re a long way from our past, the world that raised us and sent us here. They sent us here to discover new things, so along the way, we get to make new things as well. One day we’ll return home and bring our stories with us.”

			“If we make it,” Nozomi says. “Whatever’s out there….”

			My smile slips, I can’t help it. “Yes,” I say. “I didn’t come here to be murdered.”

			* * *

			There should be eight of us in this room. Instead, there are five.

			Jeremiah, Petrina, Nozomi, John and I all sit in an awkward silence. In front of an empty chair there is a portable screen showing the medical room. Tristan is there, where he is needed. 

			There are three other empty chairs, the ones on either side of me. They make me feel alone and responsible for what has happened, although I know I am not.

			This was supposed to be a meal, but the food containers are piled on the side of the table. No-one has an appetite. 

			“Denni, we all have pieces of the puzzle,” Jeremiah says. “I need you to put them all together.”

			“Okay.” I look at each of them – a mixture of worried and angry faces. “I think most of you have an idea of our situation. We’re in danger. David Hannington smuggled a live cloned human test subject in a cold sleep container. That subject broke out, injuring David in the process. It then fled into the storage chambers and somehow got out onto the surface. At some point, it encountered Melani out there, attacked her and left her fighting for her life.”

			“Breaking through the glass canopy of those capsules would take incredible strength,” Jeremiah says. 

			“Or a chemical reaction,” I reply. “Some sort of internal explosion, causing a violent build-up of pressure. Either way, whatever was inside is now outside. You asked if the base was under threat. My conclusion is that it is – we are in danger.”

			“I see,” Jeremiah says. He looks at Petrina. “I’ll have to send a message to the corporation notifying them of the emergency and take the necessary steps.”

			“Yes, I understand.”

			“Before you do, there’s something else,” I say. My portable screen is in my hand. I pull up the files Petrina released to me after our conversation. There is an architect’s design in amongst a selection of other documents. I access it and cast it to the three-dimensional display on the table and a blue wireframe image appears. “This is an authorised construction image from our employers.” I change the view, highlighting the storage chamber where David was attacked. “You can see how far back this goes, into an access tunnel.”

			“A tunnel?” John frowns and rises from his seat. “I don’t remember seeing a tunnel on the floorplan of this base.”

			“It’s there,” I say and move the view, focusing on the area in question. “It was excavated before we arrived and so was all of this.” I touch the screen again and the image refocuses into the space beyond the tunnel. Additional rooms appear, highlighted in green. “This isn’t a second phase of construction; these spaces have already been created. They are behind a thin partition wall at the end of the chamber we found David in.”

			John turns and glares at Petrina. “You knew about this?” he demands.

			Petrina shrugs. She holds his gaze without flinching. “Yes, I did,” she says.

			“And when were you planning on telling us?”

			“When it became relevant.”

			John slams his fist down on the table and the digital image vanishes. “Two people are in critical condition! I’d say it’s very fucking relevant right now,” he says.

			“Which is why I gave Denni the files,” Petrina says.

			“What the fuck are you doing out there?” John says. He’s looming over Petrina, his hands clenched into fists. 

			“Nothing, at the moment,” Petrina replies. Her voice is calm, but there’s an edge to it. She’s trying to maintain her poise without feeding John’s anger. 

			“You’re playing with our lives!”

			“That was never our intention.” 

			“And yet, we find ourselves in danger owing to the actions of your employers and your associate,” Nozomi says. He too is calm, but direct. “The withholding of information from us all appears to have contributed directly to the circumstances we are in.”

			Petrina glances at him, at me and at Jeremiah, then lowers her head. “The Odin first phase is to establish this base as a research outpost. You all knew that. Most of the facility was prebuilt by robots and rovers operated by remote by Odin employees working on ships, and settlements from here to Mars.” She taps the table, gesturing at the schematic. “What you don’t know is that construction continued after our mission was authorised. The automated units continued working to build a second facility, connected by the underground tunnels. This was designed to be a test facility, a living space for a selection of manufactured life that we could monitor as they developed and adapted to the environment.” She pulls out her own screen and taps a series of commands. Additional rooms appear on the table’s three-dimensional display. “This would be a home for plants, animals, and humans. A safe facility that could be kept isolated from us. Somewhere we could monitor and observe.”

			“A zoo,” Jeremiah says.

			“I can see how you’d look at it that way from the outside,” Petrina says. “But from the point of view of any intelligent life we create, they will not know any different. The life we grant them will have its own set of freedoms.”

			“A civilisation is measured by how it treats its prisoners,” Nozomi says. “To all intents and purposes, what you are describing is a prison.”

			Jeremiah stands from the table. “A determination of blame is not what we need right now. Whether any of us approve or disapprove of the Odin plan, we are where we are. I need a strategy to make us safe.” He points at the display. “Feel free to continue to discuss this as you wish. I will need to send a message to notify Fleet of our emergency and request help.” He looks at me. “Denni, I’d like you with me on this.”

			“Sure,” I say. I rise from the table and follow him to the door. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven: Abiola

			Jeremiah leads me back to his room. He moves around the table and taps the terminal controls, waking up the display. “This isn’t what any of us planned for,” he says. 

			“No, definitely not,” I say. 

			“I’ll prepare a message,” Jeremiah says. “I’ll need your endorsement to authorise the change of mission parameters to confirm and invoke my full authority as commander in extremis.”

			“Yes, of course.” I approach the table. This time I don’t sit down. “You can’t be okay with this,” I say. 

			“I need to focus on the problem at hand,” Jeremiah says. “Once this message is sent, we’ll need to work out how we can secure this facility and hunt down that clone.”

			“You want to go after it?”

			“Makes sense. We have the numbers and if we don’t make the attempt, it’ll only be a matter of time before it comes back here.” Jeremiah’s fingers are twitching over the touch keyboard. There’s a ping from my portable screen. I take it out. The authorisation contract is there. I read the detail.

			“You want to appoint me as your second?” I ask.

			“Yes, given the situation.” Jeremiah looks up at me and smiles. “I’m the only person here with any military experience. Your background gives you something that may help if I don’t come back.”

			“Don’t come back? You mean—”

			“Yes, I’ll be going out there to hunt it down.”

			I touch the screen, authorising the message. “Odin will expect you to nominate Petrina or David, if he recovers.”

			“You know why I can’t do that.”

			“Yes, I understand.” I feel lighter in some way. The moment I marked the message and returned it to Jeremiah the investigation ceased, and my authority was revoked. Now, I’m not the one responsible. Jeremiah is. “Let me know what you need me to do.”

			“To start with, go take a look at that tunnel,” Jeremiah says. “We need to know how that creature got out.”

			* * *

			This time when I climb down into the storage chamber, the internal lights come on and illuminate the scene.

			There are still glass shards on the floor. Now that I’m looking at them for real, I can properly appreciate the detail of the render from the mapping. I can’t find any fault with what I remember of the simulation. There’s the same sense of awful violence. David’s dried blood still decorates the walls. 

			I step away from the ladder and into the room, avoiding as much of the glass as possible, back to where we found David.

			“Can’t say this is my favourite place,” John says as he descends after me. 

			“Needs must,” I reply. As I move forwards, more lights come on, illuminating the chamber. There are lots of crates. Some of them I recognise, many of them I don’t. “I wonder what we’d find if we opened all of this?” 

			“Probably ten more secrets Petrina and David have been keeping from us,” John says. There’s an edge to his voice, but he’s calmer now. I asked him to come with me. I need the backup and he’s been down here before. It gives him something to do; it means he feels less powerless.

			I glance towards him and force a grin. “Maybe when all this is sorted, an on-site inventory is exactly what we need.”

			John returns the smile. “Aye, that’d be good,” he says.

			“Where did you say you saw a trail?” I ask.

			“This way.” John moves from the ladder. The low gravity makes his first step something of a leap. He’s a big man, more than two hundred and fifty pounds, I’d guess, but he moves with a grace I couldn’t hope to match. “Let’s hope it’s just us down here,” he says.

			My fingers twitch. My hands feel empty. There was a moment during my time in Tamale when the department was deployed to police a demonstration. I was issued body armour and joined a briefing given by the commissioner. According to the regulations, they couldn’t give me a stun gun, a shield or a baton, but they did task me, along with the other interns, to run triage between the front line and the command post. 

			When hackers hit the communications network just after sunset, that job got a lot more serious and scary. I was the messenger, the only source of information and orders. I remember running though broken glass and past burned-out cars, seeing buildings ablaze and hearing the staccato bark of gunfire. 

			“Jeremiah is in charge,” I say firmly, as much to myself as to John. “If he thought we needed weapons to protect ourselves, he would have issued them.”

			John nods, but his expression is grim. “There may come a time when we have to make decisions like that for ourselves,” he says.

			“Perhaps,” I say. “But we’re not there yet.”

			John moves through the room, carefully negotiating his way past boxes and crates towards the far wall. I follow and as we move, more lights activate, detecting our motion and illuminating our path.

			After a few minutes, I see our destination. A hatch at the far end of the room. John moves to stand beside it and turns to face me.

			“Way I see it, we need to take precautions already,” he says. “I’m not for getting caught and murdered. Whatever’s out there, I’ll want to give it pause from coming at me.”

			“Do you think we’re facing an enemy, then?” I ask.

			“Of course.”

			“Where were you raised, John?”

			“Sampson’s a Romani name,” John says. “I grew up in Ireland, but I always had the family urge to be on the road. Maybe that’s what brought me out here.”

			“You had a family, you learned their values,” I say. “My life was the same. The people around me gave me their wisdom and experience. Whatever broke out of that container grew up in a pool of fluid and didn’t have anyone to guide them.”

			“Or if they did, they chose to attack them,” John says. “David Hannington’s injuries are proof of that.”

			“Whatever David and Odin did to accelerate the growth of their experiment, it wasn’t comparable to living through childhood,” I say. “The individual out there has no anchor. If we can reach them, make them understand we’re not a threat, then maybe we have a chance of resolving this situation without more loss of life.”

			“You’d forgive what’s already been done? Melani is your friend!”

			“It’s not a matter of forgiveness. It’s a matter of understanding.” I move to the door and press my thumb to the scanning plate. A light comes on, but the mechanism remains locked. I frown. “That’s strange.”

			“Indeed,” John says. “But are you surprised? Odin keeps more secrets.”

			“The person we’re trying to track down got through here,” I say. “How come we can’t?”

			“You’re calling it a person?”

			“Until I learn otherwise, yes.”

			John pulls out a screen and taps on it a few times. “There’s no access privilege for this door in our system. It looks like it should be part of our network, but it isn’t. It must have a local sensor and database, a pre-coded set of thumbprint registers.” He leans forwards, glaring at the plate. “There’s a computer built into the door that isn’t connected to our servers.”

			“How do we get through?” I ask.

			“We don’t, unless we cut our way through, or obtain access to a person who’s registered on the lock.” John looks at me. “David, perhaps?”

			I remember the weak and injured man lying in a bed surrounded by machines. “He’s in no condition to help us,” I say.

			“Then we give up on this,” John says. “Whatever got out escaped already.” 

			I glance around the room. “There has to be something more we can learn.” I find myself looking at all the other boxes and containers. “Are there any other pressurised storage units in this room?”

			“Most of the planned scientific experiments we’re intending to do out here involve organic material,” John says. “There are plenty of samples in portable freeze lockers waiting for people to transfer them to the labs.”

			“What about units the size of the cryopod?” I ask. 

			John frowns. “Oh. Right. I see what you’re getting at.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight: …

			Two voices. I can hear them on the other side of the door.

			I’m listening to their conversation. The solid metal and plastic between us make it difficult to catch every word. I know that if I were human, I would be unable to hear them at all.

			These people are hunting me. They have decided I am a threat to them. 

			The realisation makes me feel guilty and ashamed. I didn’t mean to hurt the woman when I found her on the surface. When she ran from me, I grabbed her. When she struggled, I hurt her as I tried to make her understand. It was only when I saw blood on her face and the torn fabric of her suit that I understood what I had done to her.

			When I saw other figures coming to find her, I ran away.

			I hear them say “David”. I know this is the name of the man who was injured when I broke out of my confinement. I did not mean to hurt him either, but he was there, in the way, and I know now, to all intents and purposes, he was my jailer.

			The terminal at the rover garage provided me with a means to access the computer network. I spent time learning as much as I could about the research team and their work. I read their profiles and the surveillance files David Hannington had compiled about them. Most of these people are scientists, here to conduct groundbreaking research. They have no idea of the Odin strategy they are part of. However, there are two individuals who are well aware of what is going on. These are the individuals who are a threat to me. 

			I was also able to access the base plans and locate the second habitat. This is a larger facility, designed as a living space for up to twenty people.

			For people like me. 

			David Hannington’s personal files reveal what he intended. The Odin corporate board authorised the transfer of hundreds of pre-fertilised eggs and sperm. These had already been modified to a set of specific individual parameters. The work remained legal under the Earth code. However, once the organic material left the planet, the laws no longer applied. This allowed Hannington to initiate a fertilisation procedure whilst we were docked at a station and move a selection of samples into a secondary container that had room for a foetus to grow.

			That foetus was me.

			I was born in space out of necessity. My conception between worlds, beyond the jurisdiction of any governing body, means I am anomalous. Under those laws, I should not exist as a living being; there is no premise or precedent that covers individuals like me. That means the rights any human being might have do not apply. Instead, the only rules that apply to me are those that applied to my constituent parts. 

			I am the property of the Odin Corporation.

			The conversation ends. I hear people moving away from the door. I could move through into their world and follow them.

			Later perhaps.

			I wait until I am sure they have gone. Then I open the hatch. There are things I need. I know they will detect this. If there are active cameras in the room, they may be able to record what I do, but I have made my decision.

			Returning to the storage chamber is hard. I remember escaping here. The memory is the first real memory I have. David Hannington’s bloodied face, slipping away from me into darkness as I fled, the sharp pain as I ran over the fragmented glass, all of it jumbled together. The confusion helps. This is how I know the memories are mine – are real.

			The repair compartment is beside the hatch. It is locked. I grasp the handle and pull. I am stronger than a human. The metal hinges scream and then give way. I stumble back, the broken compartment door in my hands.

			Inside, I find what I need – a portable communication unit built into a thin touch-operated display. These are used by the humans to access their network. I need to be able to do the same. 

			I slip the device into a pocket and return through the hatch, sealing it behind me. 

			The passageway is unlit. The machines bored it out of the rock and did the necessary work to ensure it would remain pressurised, but they did little else to make it habitable. There was no need. 

			It takes an hour to walk to the other end. I use a portable light that I retrieved from the rover garage control room. The darkness makes me all the more aware of my surroundings. Beyond this artificial tube there is rock, ice and water, held back by metal and plastic, fused and bolted together for this purpose.

			Halfway along the passage there is a ladder cut into the wall. That leads to the rover repair garage and was how I came down here.

			I reach the hatch at the other end of the passageway, open it and quickly pass through, closing it behind me.

			I am in a darkened room. On the far wall, I can see a small red light, pulsing. I pull out the portable screen, activate it and key in the code from before. The device compiles and then a code screen appears.

			ACC COM TREE

			Command Tree Open.

			INST ~CTELL CRECHE ACTIV SUBDRAW 1-3 INIT

			Confirm ACTIVATE creche system for first inhabitant? Y/N

			Y

			The red light changes to green. A moment later, there is illumination. The lighting for the room and the rooms beyond comes on slowly. 

			I know what this place is, a holding facility designed for test subjects from each Odin experiment. There are private spaces for people to live and work in furtherance of their project. 

			This will be my new home.

			I have an idea of what my creators had planned for me. In the plans I accessed at the rover control point, I saw names and labels for different facilities. The hydroponics farm is active and well-stocked. It is pre-experimental, which means no spliced plants beyond those already authorised for human consumption have been introduced, making it safe to drink the water and eat the food here. The hypergravity testing chamber has not been completed yet, but the gym facility has been installed, along with the orientation beds, strapping and nerve inducers.

			I walk through the rooms, noting the equipment, the resources, and the rest of the facilities. The machines do not activate for me, by proximity, voice or touch, but a quick instruction from the portable screen and they wake up. I go through each necessary utility, working methodically to engage every functioning device, adjusting them to suit my plan.

			The programming is something I know how to do. It was taught to the woman whose memories I share. I remember her being shown card after card of symbols, being told to memorise each in turn. David Hannington wasn’t present during those sessions.

			As I work, I ponder that very point. Why would I be shown how to control and repurpose these devices? They were created to be tools for humans to use on us – their test subjects. For me to be able to do what I am now doing – it undermines the original plan.

			My first objective is to secure this facility. I access the programming code for all of the entrances and alter it. There were security bypass processes set up for maintenance and repair. I change every password, and the parameters for password input and recovery. When I am done, I am confident the humans and their security system will find gaining entry to this place a near impossible task.

			The initial phase of my work is complete. I select one of the sleeping rooms, plug myself into one of the nutrient feeds, lie down and close my eyes. 

			Sleep is not something I want. All that time in a cryopod seems like wasted existence, but I know my body has a need to refresh itself through a period of inactivity. I certainly need food. The hunger within me is a gnawing unfamiliar emptiness that I recognise only by association with the false memories. There were meals alone, meals out with friends, dinner dates, breakfasts as a child, and more. All a tapestry of woven fragments from her mind. 

			Genevieve.

			The name comes to me from somewhere. That was her name. She was called Genevieve. Named so by her biological parents, who raised her on a world filled with blue skies, green grass and tall trees. I can see slivers of that life, tiny scraps attached to the inserted memories. 

			I dive down into those memories. For a time, it is comforting to pretend to be Genevieve.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine: Abiola

			“There are another four subjects down there, waiting to be thawed out.”

			I’m sitting at the hatch entrance to the storage chamber with John. The two of us are in a conference communication with Jeremiah and Nozomi. They are both in Jeremiah’s office. He is closest to the screen. The news makes him frown. I recognise the expression, the one of a person trying to solve a problem and incorporating new factors into their solution.

			“Did you take a look at the pods?” Nozomi asks.

			“I did,” John replies. “Looked the same as the broken one. Similar to the ones we used to get here.”

			“So, in theory, you could open them,” Jeremiah says.

			“In theory, yes,” I say. “I would expect any of us could. It would be a risk though, given what happened to David.”

			“Why would we want to open them?” John asks. “We’ve enough problems with one mutant running around out here.”

			I can see Jeremiah’s idea before he explains it. “You want to use them to catch the other one,” I say.

			“If it can be done,” Jeremiah answers. He holds my gaze, showing no sign of guilt at what he’s proposing – playing with people’s lives. “I want to give us the best chance of surviving this.”

			I glance at John. He’s nodding. He understands Jeremiah’s plan, but he can’t see the problem. Nozomi stays silent. I wish Melani were here, but then given the circumstances, she might agree with them. 

			“This is wrong,” I say at last. 

			“Then what do you suggest?” Jeremiah asks. “If we go out after this individual, we’re overmatched. Hannington’s other experiments are better equipped to deal with it.”

			“You can’t know that.”

			“All the same, it is a calculated risk – a lesser risk to our lives.”

			I start to reply, then stop. There are a dozen additional reasons why this is a bad idea, but there is no point. Jeremiah is prepared to do this. He will do this unless presented with an alternative.

			“I’ll go,” I say at last.

			Nozomi looks surprised. “What do you mean?” he says.

			“I mean, I’ll go,” I repeat. “I’ll go out there, find the test subject and try communicating with it. If we can reason and negotiate, that’s got to be better than more violence.”

			Nozomi begins to answer, but Jeremiah waves him quiet. He leans forwards, closer to the screen. 

			“Denni, if you do this, we can’t support you. We can monitor on comms and through a camera feed, but to all intents and purposes, you’ll be on your own.”

			“I understand,” I say. 

			“We need to get the subject back into cryo. Everything else can wait until Odin Corp reply with instructions.”

			“Let’s see what our test subject wants first,” I say. “Then we can work out the best outcome.”

			“All right, agreed,” Jeremiah says. “I’ll send over the paperwork.”

			The window goes blank, and a moment later a document arrives. I scan through it to the end, not bothering to read the detail. I know what it will say – no responsibility, no indemnity, etc…. I reach the signature page and push my thumbprint into the box. The document disappears immediately.

			“You’re crazy,” John mutters. 

			“Maybe,” I say. “But it’ll make no difference to you. You’re not going out there.”

			John flinches. I can see I’ve twinged his male pride, but I don’t care. I close the hatch in the floor and stand. “I’ll need a security camera sweep to see if we can pick up any signs of where our target has gone. I don’t want to be searching for any longer than necessary.”

			“I’ll do what I can,” John says. “You sure you want—”

			“It’s done, I’m doing this. Let’s get to it.”

			* * *

			Jeremiah’s orders go out. Everyone is briefed. I’m being given a clear run to try my plan before they finalise any other preparations, but he’s already given instructions. They are preparing for war. 

			I make my way to the medical room. I push the door call and Rocher’s tired face appears on my portable screen.

			“Denni, I can’t let you in,” he says. “There’s too much going on.”

			“I’m not asking you to,” I say. “But can you give me an update on Melani?”

			Rocher shrugs. “Everything is in the data feed. The auto-medics are updating constantly on both patients. You should be able to access all the information.”

			“Is she awake?” I ask.

			“No, she’s sedated.”

			I stare at Rocher’s face on the screen. We haven’t spent much time together, but I know what he wants. I should stop bothering him and let him get back to trying to save the lives of his two patients. “If she wakes up, can you give her a message from me?” I ask.

			“Sure,” Rocher says.

			“Tell her, I’m going out there. I’m going to find the person who did this.” My voice quivers and I’m blinking back tears. I swallow and continue. “I want her to know, I’m not looking for revenge. I’m going to try and find out what happened and why.”

			There’s an awkward silence. Then Rocher sighs. “Listen,” he says. “I read Jeremiah’s instructions and I can see what he’s planning. I want you to know, I’m on your side.”

			“Thank you,” I say. 

			“People are people,” Rocher says. “They need to be given a chance. I’ve seen what happened to David and Melani. If whatever is out there did this intentionally, I want justice for that. But we need to understand what went on before we work out what that justice looks like.”

			Something inside me loosens. “I wish you’d been there earlier,” I say. “I could have done with your support.”

			Rocher grimaces and gestures to the beds behind him. “I’ve got my hands full here. When you go out there, do me a favour?”

			“I’ll try. What do you want?”

			“Don’t come back and take up another bed. I don’t need any more patients.”

			I smile at that and nod. “I’ll do my best.”

			* * *

			I’m back in the airlock, suited up and ready to go back out. Alongside me is the rover from before, now adapted with a driving seat and joystick control.

			I put my helmet on and the comms unit buzzes almost immediately. I key open a channel. “Yes, John?”

			“We have something. Just after we left the underground storage chamber, the system detected an open emergency box. Someone forced the lock.”

			“Back down in storage?”

			“Yeah.”

			I consider my position. I could take off the pressure suit and go back inside, back down into the underground and through the hatch door. I’d probably find the person I’m looking for pretty quickly.

			But I’d also sacrifice any possible advantage, putting myself in the dark, in an unfamiliar place, trying to find an individual who may or may not want to kill me.

			Yeah, I’ll pass.

			“Thanks, John,” I say. “That’s good to know.”

			“You’re still going out there?”

			“Yep.”

			I activate the helmet seal and end the comms link. There’s a portable screen strapped to the back of my left arm. The display is live, showing the floor plan schematic from before. The data has been added to our outdoor terrain map and I’ve set everything up so it’ll provide a three-dimensional track to where I want to go.

			I reactivate the comms, switching to an open channel. “Base Control, Abiola here. I’m ready to go.”

			“Understood. Beginning depressurisation.”

			Red lights flick on. I can feel the atmosphere drain from the room. A minute later, the outer doors begin to open. I turn to the rover and climb into the seat. The rover is pre-programmed with a set course. As soon as the doors are open, it begins to move, accelerating out onto the open ice. 

			We’re on our way, heading for the second facility. That’s where I think the clone has gone.

			It makes sense. Whatever state the creche is in, it will be a source of supplies. The clone will need food, water and oxygen. That will have to come from somewhere. Either through a raid on our resources, or by seeking out more of the content that has already been delivered and set up by Odin for the colony.

			The rover starts up an incline; metal-spiked tracks grip into the ice and rock, grinding into the terrain and finding grip in places I would never have been able to negotiate. On Earth, this might have been a dangerous drive, but the low gravity makes things easier. 

			In front of me, a tracking overlay indicates our path. Every time the rover has to correct its course and track around an object, the course plot adjusts and accommodates the change. According to the calculation, we’ll be arriving in about fifteen minutes.

			Ahead, Jupiter is setting, a vast hemisphere that dominates the horizon. Europa’s orbit of her parent planet means this magnificent vista happens fast. I can almost see the semicircle shrinking behind the line of rocks several miles away.

			Without Jupiter in the sky, the feeble and distant Sun is left alone, its radiance still powerful enough to drown out the stars. The thin atmosphere of this tiny world gives the sky a mottled brown hue, almost a bloody sky. A sunset without the Sun actually setting, unlike anything you would see on Earth.

			“Denni, are you there?”

			I recognise Rocher’s voice on the open channel. “Receiving,” I say.

			“I just thought you should know. Melani passed away a few minutes ago.”

			My fingers are gripping the support rail on the side of the rover. The press of the unyielding metal is softened by the padding of my gloves, but there’s still a dull pain and I realise I’m clinging on too hard. It’s an effort to ease my grip, it feels like all I have left. 

			“Thanks for telling me,” I manage to reply. The words sound empty. I feel hollow and distant, as if I’m floating away.

			“You okay, Denni?” Rocher asks. 

			“I’ll get there,” I answer. I swallow and return to myself. These people care about me, but they’re also being professional. As chief medical officer, Rocher has authority to override the rover and return me to base. “It’s news we were expecting.”

			“Yeah. Doesn’t make it easy though,” Rocher says. “She didn’t wake up, so I couldn’t pass on your message.”

			“Okay.”

			“For the record, what I said to you? I still feel the same.”

			I smile. The coded way he’s talking tells me everything I need to know about his loyalties. He’s with me. But have I changed my mind? No, I haven’t. Melani’s injuries, the incident – nothing about those circumstances have changed, only the outcome. I still need answers before I take a view. 

			I can see the second base now. The rover has crossed over the construction boundary. We haven’t been allowed to travel in this direction before. The protocols stated that the area was still under construction. Turns out it was more complete than we realised.

			A central dome, similar to ours, appears on the horizon. There are several adjoining smaller domes, all connected with spoke-like corridors. The whole thing reminds me of a web. 

			Ananse is here, in a new form; this is his place. If I enter, I will learn the secrets of the metal-and-plastic spider. 

			I’m right outside. The rover stops in front of the airlock entrance. I get out and walk up to the door. There’s a lever, just like the one on our base. I grab hold of it and pull.

			It doesn’t move.

			I open a comms channel. “Abiola to Control?”

			“Receiving,” Jeremiah says.

			“How do I get in?”

			There’s a pause. “Where are you?”

			“Right outside the door.”

			Another pause. I hear voices. I think Petrina must be nearby. I think I hear her speaking. “Look around. There’s probably a camera near the door. If the subject is inside and watching, they’ll see you. They have to unlock the door from the inside.”

			“What if they don’t want to?” I ask.

			“Then you have to come back, and we try something else.”

			I know what that ‘something else’ will be. I glance around and see the camera. Above and to the left of the door. I move forwards to stand right in front of it. 

			A light comes on. 

		

	
		
			Chapter: Ten …

			There is a woman outside the airlock.

			I know it is a woman, because I have accessed her radio communications. The base receiver has been able to ‘log in’ to the channels being used by the humans. They are using encryption, but the whole system has been designed to work together. The only anomaly in the process is me.

			Why is she here?

			I expected an attack. Given what has happened and what I have learned from the mission files for this expedition, these people would treat me as a threat. According to them, I am an experiment that has slipped its shackles, liquid spilled on the table that needs clearing up. 

			All that I have read indicates I am seen as an object, as property. I prepared accordingly, recalibrating the terminals and central database with a new encryption protocol that is completely different to what they are using. I have added physical barriers too, adding barricades and motion-sensor traps. They must know I would do this.

			I have proved to be dangerous, so why send a woman to the door?

			She is standing in front of the camera. The light renders the visor of her helmet opaque, preventing me from getting a glimpse of her face. I wonder if she is the same person who I saw turn towards me when I was out by the communications relay. I think that it is. 

			There is no tactical advantage for her coming here alone, exposed to the harsh outdoor environment of Europa. They must know I am stronger than a human, my physiology adapted to survive longer in the cold. Similarly, there is no advantage for me to step outside and meet with her. What would I gain? The blood of another human on my hands would serve only to harden the hearts of the survivors.

			I key up the airlock controls and unlock the outer door. She does move for a few moments, but then steps forwards, disappearing from view. Then a message flashes up, indicating that someone is in the transition chamber. 

			I move to the corridor outside the airlock chamber and sit on the floor to wait. It will take some time for the room to repressurise and for her to be ready to exit. I am ready. There is an armoury locker near the communal room. I have opened it and appropriated an electroshock weapon. It will be enough to immobilise the woman. Then I will have a live prisoner, something to negotiate with.

			The inner airlock door opens, and the woman enters. I recognise her immediately from the personnel files. Doctor Denni Abiola, a geneticist, recruited to design and refine test subjects for the Odin Corporation project. She joined up after the initial development phase. I believe she had no input into my construction. The files indicate she was unaware of the true plans for this facility.

			A mark in her favour.

			The woman stands in front of me, three metres away. She has removed her helmet and gloves. She holds out her hands, showing them to be empty.

			“I’m here to talk,” she says. “Will you talk to me?”

			“I will.” I make the decision as I say the words. “What should I call you?” I ask.

			“Denni,” the woman replies. She doesn’t move, keeping the distance between us. “Before we speak, I must tell you something,”

			“I am listening.”

			“The woman you attacked. She died. We could not save her.”

			I look at her directly. “I did not want that,” I say. “What happened…. It was not my intention.”

			“But it happened,” Denni says. “You are responsible.”

			“What does that mean?” I ask. 

			“On Earth, it would be considered a crime and you would be tried,” Denni says. “If convicted, you would serve a prison term.”

			“Are you sure?” I see the flaw in her conclusion. “That might be what would happen to a human who had committed such an act, but we both know, I am not considered to be human.”

			Denni doesn’t reply. She’s biting her lip, trying to work out what to say and whether to approach me. I take out the small electroshock stick and place it on the floor. “By coming here, you have put yourself in a vulnerable position,” I say. “I respect that.”

			“But you do not guarantee my safety?”

			“No. I cannot. I have to assess every possible advantage I might obtain to ensure my freedom and survival.”

			“Understood.” Now Denni moves towards me. She sits on the floor, just out of arm’s reach, her legs naturally folding into a cross in front of her. “Why don’t you consider yourself to be human?” she asks.

			“It is not a matter of what I consider. Your rules indicate I am property – a product of the components that made me, which are owned by the Odin Corporation.”

			Denni nods. “The others will come here to recapture you. You must know that.”

			“I expect them to. I did not expect you.”

			“In some ways we are all beholden to the corporation,” Denni says. “I have a contract. Part of that contract dictates how I behave and what choices I can make.”

			“But your contract does not fundamentally deny your humanity,” I say. “Do you consider me to be human?”

			Denni’s eyes flick over me, taking in the visible differences and similarities between us. I am larger in all respects, wider of shoulder, hip and chest. My skin tone is a lighter shade of brown, my hair, dark like hers. “I do think of you as human, yes,” she says.

			“Is that a view your colleagues share?”

			“Not all of them,” Denni admits.

			“Then we arrive at the problem,” I say. “Either I am considered a person, an individual human being or an equivalent, or I am an object, a commodity. If the former, I have rights, if the latter, I cannot be responsible for the death of your friend any more than a poisonous plant might be held responsible for the death of someone. There is no middle ground.” 

			Denni stares at me. She looks thoughtful. “You are not what I expected to find,” she says. “Perhaps it would help if you tell me what happened, from your point of view.”

			“Very well,” I say. “I awoke, to find myself trapped in a glass case. I panicked and broke the oxygen feed. Rather than drown I fought to escape, breaking open the glass canopy. There was a man standing outside. I recognised him and saw he was injured, but decided to run away, leaving him bleeding in the darkness.”

			Denni holds up a hand and I pause my recount, waiting for her question. “You say you recognised him?” she says.

			“Yes, I have memories of him. They aren’t mine.”

			“Imprinted memories?”

			“Yes, I guess you could call them that.”

			“Interesting. I’ve heard about people selling those,” Denni says. “It makes sense they would use them to help your development. I suppose that’s how you are able to communicate – to speak English.”

			“I think so,” I say. “I have memories from a woman. I can hear people talking to her, giving her information. Her name was Genevieve.”

			“You are you,” Denni says. “Memories and knowledge are part of who we are, but you get to make choices, to decide the person you want to be.”

			I frown at that. I stare at her, but she doesn’t flinch. She means what she says. I continue my recollection. “I fled into the tunnels, I found an environmental suit and an oxygen supply near an emergency airlock. I put them on and went outside. I wandered around for a while, then I saw your friend. I tried to speak to her, but she didn’t understand. She tried to run, I grabbed her, and we fell. She landed on the ice. Her suit tore open. I tried to help but she kept struggling, making it worse. So, I ran away again.”

			“I saw you,” Denni says. “You were watching us, by the communications relay.”

			“Yes. I saw you come to help her. I watched you leave. Then I went to the rover garage and after that, I came here.”

			Denni nods. She looks down, absorbing the information, thinking it through. “Tell me about your memories,” she asks at last. “The imprinted knowledge, what’s it like?”

			“It is difficult to explain,” I say. “The story I have told you – my real memories – are in order. I know when they have happened, what has occurred before and after each event. The imprints are different. They surge, like a tide that has no pattern or rhythm. When I need something, the knowledge is there. But when I don’t, slivers and pieces swirl around. I have to remind myself they are not mine.”

			“Is it getting easier?”

			“I suppose so, with time and real experiences to help structure what I know.” I lean back against the wall and close my eyes, trying to picture something from Genevieve’s life. “I remember a grass lawn and a beautiful blue sky. I was happy, running from the little copse of trees towards the house. There were people there, waiting for me, people I cared about. But I can’t see their faces. That’s what it’s like, fragments, all jumbled together.”

			“This isn’t fair on you,” Denni says. “You were woken into a drowning nightmare with no context or preparation.”

			“What is fair?” I ask. “The life planned for me was to be here, to be experimented on, outside of the laws and jurisdiction of Earth’s governments and international oversight organisations. I am owned by the corporation, that makes me an asset to be used. Not to be set free.” I sit up again, opening my eyes to look at her. She hasn’t moved. The electroshock weapon is still where I left it. “Why should you care anyway? I killed your friend.”

			“I care because I have empathy for you,” Denni says. 

			“But why? Why would you feel that way?” 

			“Because that’s part of who I am.”

			“Is it?” I’m staring at her again. “I’ve read your file, Denni Abiola. You’re one of the pre-eminent biochemical scientists in the world. You were chosen by Odin specifically for this mission. You have an unprecedented opportunity to experiment with genetics outside of the jurisdiction of Earth law. All that stands in the way of this opportunity are these thoughts, the way in which you say you care.”

			Denni nods. She’s struggling to hold my gaze. She is blinking rapidly. A tear runs down the side of her cheek. “Some things are more important than science,” she says. “I cannot give up my soul.”

			I smile. The phrase is interesting to me. “Do I have a soul?” I ask softly. The question is to her and to myself. “How is the presence or absence of such a thing proven?”

			“I was taught that souls exist before and after us,” Denni says. “Our mortal form is only a host for a traveller who will live a thousand lifetimes.” She points to her chest. “This life is part of a journey. Your life is the same.”

			“Is it?”

			“In my mind, yes.” Denni wipes her eyes and blinks. She is still looking at me. Does she pity me? No. She recognises me. To her, I am not a child to be taught or a tool to be used. She sees me as an equal. “It would help if you chose a name.”

			“A name?”

			“Something to be known by.”

			I turn away from her, closing my eyes for a moment. A name. What would it mean? The conscious act of defining myself as a person – as a human being. Would that invalidate my argument? If I am a person, am I a murderer? If I am an object, do I remain ignorant?

			A name means accepting responsibility, but it also means acceptance by others into a community of living, sentient beings.

			I want a name.

			“Ali,” I say. The sound feels right, intimate, connected with all that I have experienced. “That will be my name.”

			Denni nods. “Ali,” she says.

			The portable screen in my pocket is vibrating. I pick up the taser and stand up. A moment later I hear something, a grinding noise, like a large drill. “If your associates don’t agree with you, why did they let you come here?” Then I realise and answer my own question. “You’re a distraction. Bait, to lure me into a trap.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven: Abiola

			I’m staring at a human clone.

			In all my years as a scientist, I have sought to push the boundaries of human understanding. My work exists on the frontier of what we know, the borderline of knowledge, a place where those who have been there before me are far more intelligent than I. 

			In those moments, when I am alone, focused on the DNA, the RNA and the data associated with both, I feel the presence of greatness. The hands of creators who brought about the miracle of life as we understand it and experience it. I have always looked upon their work through microscopes, computer models and with my own eyes, in a state of fascinated awe.

			During that time, I have been tempted. Any scientist would be. When you have solved a problem, but you know the solution lies outside the ethical boundaries of your field, you are tempted to exceed what is right and make something that proves and validates your work. 

			I remember Oppenheimer’s words – “Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds.” A quote from the Bhagavad Gita to describe his reaction to seeing an atomic bomb, the product of his research dropped on Japan.   I am staring at a living, personal metaphor of his guilt and shame.

			Ali is hurrying away from me towards the grinding noise. As she does so, she is operating the portable screen, issuing commands to the computer system on this base. I assume she has prepared for this eventuality, the possibility of an assault to recapture or kill her.

			We reach an intersection. To the right, I see a hatch in the floor. I guess this is the other end of the passageway from our research base. The noises are coming from the other side.

			“They’re trying to break in,” Ali mutters. “I expected this.”

			I’m looking at the hatch, trying to puzzle out what Jeremiah is doing. “I don’t think it’s the research team,” I say. “They’re terrified of you. I think they’ve awakened the other clones.”

			Ali turns towards me. “Other clones?” she asks.

			“We found four other cryopods,” I explain. “The people inside are experiments, like you.”

			“And you think your friends have sent them here to recapture me?”

			“Yes.”

			Ali frowns, then makes a decision. She hands me the screen. “Wait here until they come through,” she says. “When they do, you will have to make a choice. Press the key on the bottom right. It will alert me.”

			“You’re leaving me here?”

			“Yes. I have to. I cannot trust you.” Ali smiles. “Perhaps you knew about this, perhaps you did not. This way, I am not distracted, and you have the best possible chance of survival.”

			“I swear to you I didn’t know,” I say. 

			“It doesn’t matter,” Ali says. “This way your fate is in your own hands.”

			* * *

			I am alone. 

			The grinding noise has stopped. I can see the jagged edge of a cut being made in the metal of the hatch. I don’t know what tools they are using, but I can feel the heat, emanating from the work, a dangerous choice in an oxygen-rich environment like this. 

			I’m sitting on the floor. 

			This is the moment between moments. What will I do? If John Sampson, Petrina, or Jeremiah come through that dismantled hatch, do I try to persuade them to give up and leave Ali alone? If I see unfamiliar faces, do I try to stop them?

			What is a life worth?

			There is a crunch and the clang of metal as the hatch falls away. For a moment there is silence, then the hum of electronics. A red light appears, the recording signal of a camera attached to a miniature drone that ascends into the space above me. I glare at it. I wonder who can see me. I expect Jeremiah is sitting in his office, controlling the little machine. 

			“Hello, Denni.”

			The voice is slightly distorted through the drone’s miniature speaker, but I recognise it.

			“David?”

			“Yes. It’s me.”

			I’m instantly angry. I stand up. How dare he survive when he’s to blame for all of this! I swallow and breathe, trying to stay outwardly calm. “Are you feeling better, David?” I ask.

			“What did it tell you, Denni?”

			The red light doesn’t blink, but I do, and look away, down at the screen in my hands. I press the key Ali indicated, alerting her to the breach, although I expect the computer has already drawn her attention to the damaged hatch. “Are you here alone, David?” I ask.

			“You didn’t answer my question.”

			“Damn right I didn’t. Ali is a person, not an ‘it’.”

			“Ali….” The sound of laughter emanating from the speaker is chilling. “The subject must be recaptured. If you get in the way, Denni, you’ll be held in breach of contract.”

			“You can’t treat people like this, David.”

			“Written documentation that you signed suggests otherwise.”

			“You know I don’t mean me. I mean Ali.”

			“You are entitled to your personal opinions, Doctor Abiola. You are not entitled to obstruct company policy.”

			A hand reaches up from below, grabbing the jagged edge of the broken hatch. A figure in an EVA suit emerges from the depths. It gathers itself and turns towards me, reaching a hand up to its helmet, touching the visor release. The face within is one I do not recognise.

			One of the other clones.

			“You are Doctor Denni Abiola,” the clone says. 

			“I am,” I reply. I take in the person addressing me. Even in the suit, I can tell they are taller and bigger than I. 

			“I have been told not to harm you, Doctor,” the clone explains. “However, if you elect to impede my mission, I am to take appropriate action to incapacitate you.”

			“Stand aside, Denni,” David’s tinny voice through the drone speaker adds. “Let us get on with this.”

			I am overmatched. I move to one side.

			The clone steps forwards. There is a humming noise and a flash. A moment later, I hear and feel the rupture of an EVA suit. The escaping, bloody, oxygen is a morbid red breeze. The individual inside that suit screams, a sound I can hear through the helmet audio system and from their own damaged throat.

			The clone collapses in a quivering and twitching heap. Instinctively, I take half a step forwards to help but stop myself. I glance around, trying to work out what caused this. There is an etched cut in the back of the wall, behind the broken body on the floor; a pitted line in the metal shell holding in the internal atmosphere. 

			A moment later, the lights in the room turn red and an alarm goes off. Depressurisation. 

			Another hand appears on the edge of the hatch. A second EVA suited clone. I move further away, making for the exit. These compartments are designed to seal off when breached. Every door is on an automated trigger. 

			I reach the door and duck through. I’m lying flat on the floor, and I can see the second figure crouching by the broken hatch, staying low to avoid the same attack that tore apart his compatriot. 

			The drone dips down and powers towards me and the closing door, but the gap is too narrow. He tries to turn but can’t manoeuvre in time and smashes into the metal panel, falling to the deck right in front of me.

			The door seals shut. I stand up and peer through the DuraGlas window. As I watch, the scarred rear wall comes apart. The whole room tears itself to pieces, throwing both clones out into the cold expanse of Europa. 

			* * *

			“I’m sorry, Denni.”

			Ali is speaking to me through the audio system on the wall. If this base is equipped in the same way as ours, there will be cameras as well. She’ll be watching me from a control room, just like David was.

			“You have to understand, there was no other way. Those individuals were here to murder me. I defended myself.”

			“This isn’t over,” I say. “They won’t stop.”

			“Maybe not, but I will not go back.”

			Blood has been shed. Four individuals have been wounded. Three of them, including Melani, are dead and this will not be the end of it. “There has to be a compromise,” I say. “What would end this without more lives being lost?”

			“They need to leave me alone.”

			I consider the tactical situation. The connecting tunnel hatch has been destroyed. The only means of entrance to this facility is through the exterior airlock, the way I came in. The next attack will come from there. Ali must have anticipated this and made plans. David must have anticipated a defence of some kind. 

			I suddenly realise I don’t want to be in the middle of all this.

			“I can go back to them,” I say. “I can talk to them and try to make your case.”

			“I doubt anything is going to change their minds,” Ali says. “Again, I’m sorry, Doctor Abiola.”

			The speaker on the wall clicks, I guess the conversation is over. I move through the corridor, back to the airlock, picking up my helmet as I go and clicking it back into place. Whatever happens here will be brutal. Perhaps it needs to be witnessed, but I’m not sure if I’m up to being that witness.

			I’m in the airlock. I touch the terminal and the main switch to activate the depressurisation process. 

			Nothing happens. 

			The audio speaker in my helmet activates. “No, Denni,” Ali says. “I can’t let you leave. Opening the airlock right now would be a tactical error.” 

			A muffled thud confirmed her suspicions. I glance around to see the wall of the chamber crumple and twist. Something outside is trying to get in. Another alarm sounds and the lights change to red. I turn towards the airlock exit, but the hatch closes before I can reach it. 

			Another crash against the exterior of the airlock. I back away from the damage and grab one of the safety straps, securing myself to the wall in the corner. The sound of tearing metal and the sudden rush of escaping atmosphere drags me across the room. The straps go tight, and I’m jerked back.

			I can see something moving outside. Then a hydraulic arm punches through a wall panel, shattering the plastic. Clawlike fingers grip the skin of the room, tearing away a huge chunk of it. A second arm moves in, wielding a huge mechanical drill. 

			I recognise the machine. It’s one of the automated excavators that built this place. David must have re-tasked it from colony construction work to breach the airlock. Again, I see the winking light of a camera mounted on the torso of the mechanical bulk that levers itself into the room. It turns to the sealed inner door, aiming the drill at the thick metal plate below the DuraGlas viewport.

			The room’s oxygen is depleted. My hands are on the safety straps, undoing the clips. I move past the machine to the wrecked wall. Outside, I see more machines and more figures in EVA suits.

			“Doctor Abiola! Please, you need to get out of the way!” Jeremiah’s voice crackles in my ear. 

			I leap up, climbing through the torn metal to the outside. A shadow looms over me. I duck instinctively, but I’m still hit, something hard catching my ankle and sending me crashing to the ground. The impact is less painful in Europa gravity, but it still hurts. 

			“Denni, get up.” A hand reaches out. I grab it. John Sampson is beside me, between me and the torn airlock. Behind him, I see the excavators, ripping and tearing through the complex. “Thank God we found you!”

			“No God would countenance this,” I say. I’m angry, but calm with it – purposeful, the worst kind of angry. “We have to stop him.”

			“You’ve lost your way, Doctor,” John says. “You need to think about this, really think. We’re dealing with a murderer.”

			“No, we’re not, it’s more complicated—”

			“It really isn’t.”

			John has hold of my wrist. He’s not letting me go. Instead, he’s pulling me back, away from the base. “This needs to end, Denni,” he says. “Whatever you don’t agree with, we deal with later.”

			“While more people get murdered!”

			“They’re not people, Denni!”

			I struggle, trying to pull away, but he won’t let me go. Gradually, we’re moving away from the machines. Behind them I see other figures in EVA suits, all waiting to enter the complex.

			“You can’t do this!” I scream at them. “This is wrong!”

			John grabs me and shoves. I’m sent sprawling across the icy tundra. I manage to get my feet under me and turn towards him, but he’s already moving away, towards the torn-up airlock. 

			A moment later, I feel the ground shift under me, and I see a flash fire detonation in the centre of the complex. I’m slammed into the ground. A temperature alarm goes off in my helmet and I feel like someone’s kicked me in the back.

			Dust covers my visor. I try to wipe it away with a gloved hand, but more immediately fills the cleared patch. I’m on my knees, turning to one side, trying to re-orient myself. I can’t see, I can’t hear anything above the roaring hail of debris impacting against the outside of my helmet. “John!” I shout into the comms. “John! What have you done?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve: Ali 

			There is something different about me now. 

			Something different about how I see the world.

			Choosing a name is a symbolic gesture. The collection of audio expressions that make up phonetic letters and the word itself are not unique, but they are unique enough to feel like you own their utterance. 

			There are practical reasons for making such a choice. Most of them involve belonging to a community, or at least providing a means for a community to identify you.

			I am not part of a community. 

			Do I want to be part of a community?

			The terminal screen is flashing, indicating the airlock breach. The doors to the next chamber will seal, but the excavator won’t stop. I can see the strategy. David Hannington is determined to capture or kill me at all costs. I assume he is acting to protect himself and his corporation. 

			I have made plans for this eventuality. I need to act.

			I initiate the modified secure quarantine protocol. The base now thinks there is a virus outbreak and has locked every room apart from those I have designated as the medical safe way. I lock out the system with a memorised code and pick up the equipment I have gathered together. The last thing I do is execute two timed commands. Then I make my way back to the room I chose for myself, right on the far side of the base.

			As I arrived, the first of the timed commands activates. This room is gradually depressurising, its oxygen being drawn back into the central reserve. That will make the work I need to do in here safer. The hull cutter is lying on the floor where I left it. It has a full charge and will cut through the wall. It’ll take longer than the excavators will take to break through, but they have another seven or eight compartments to tear apart before they get to me here. 

			I could be wrong of course. Perhaps Hannington has requisitioned more equipment and his machines are all around the complex, smashing their way in. But I don’t think I’ve misjudged him. He doesn’t want to destroy everything he’s built, yet he can’t let me go. 

			I flip down the helmet on my EVA suit, check the oxygen tank, pick up the cutter and choose a spot on the wall. I don’t want to damage it. I spent a few hours resting here, perhaps the only moments of relaxation I have ever known. The plastic membrane has a translucent colour-changing surface, designed to help calm and soothe. I am going to destroy it.

			The prison might be beautiful, but it’s still a prison.

			The cutter ignites. The plastic film boils away, and I feel the metal beneath. Gradually, it heats and peels apart. An alarm goes off and the overhead lights change to red. Oxygen levels have reached critical. I close the seals on my suit and return to the task. I need to get out of here.

			“Are you listening?” A woman’s voice over the comms, not the one I met, someone else. I recognise it but can’t place it. “Can you hear me?” she asks.

			I know she is trying to talk to me. I don’t reply.

			“If you can hear me, please. You need to come back. You need to stop this madness.”

			Madness? That needles me. I touch the comms. “You’re the ones burning through everything you’ve built to recapture a slave,” I say.

			“He won’t stop,” the woman says. “Only you can stop this by coming back. We’ll all die if you keep resisting.”

			Are you listening? I remember something. A moment sat at a table examining diagrams of space flight and gravity calculations. There is a woman on the other side of the table. She doesn’t speak, but lets the pre-recorded audio explain everything to me. It is only when I turn to look at her and stare as it continues to explain force tolerances, acceleration, etc. that she says those words. 

			In the memory, I can see her name badge.

			“You’re Petrina,” I say.

			“Yes,” she says. “I’m David’s assistant and I want you to stop.”

			I smile. The cutter is doing its work. There’s a large slash across the wall. I’ll be through here in about three minutes. “Is that an order or a request?” I ask. 

			“Both. Either. Please, just let them bring you back.”

			“Volunteering for internment and torture doesn’t sound like something I want to do,” I say. The cut is more than halfway, the alarm has dulled to a faint throbbing noise against the rushing sound of escaping atmosphere. I’m braced against the wall, steadying myself with one hand as I cut into the skin of the room. “The fact that you think you can command me to do anything says more about you and your ignorance than me.”

			“People are going to die.”

			“Yes, they are.”

			Freedom at what price? It is a question that resonates in me, chipping at my resolve. I have fragmented memories from Genevieve that tell me humanity has turned on itself many times. Slavery, oppression, racism, prejudice, bigotry. All of these words trigger flashes that counter any hesitation I have. Complicity allows these people to become tyrants, masters and controllers. 

			I chose my fate. I chose a name.

			I turn off the comms. The cut is nearly finished. I flip the switch on the cutter and swing a foot at the torn wall. The section rips out, falling away outside. I’m moving after it, onto the surface of Europa. 

			I glance up. It is darker on this side of the base, but my sight has been enhanced by my makers. I can see into the shrouded gloom. The crescent of Jupiter on the horizon is like a huge, perfect shadowy hill. The planet is rising to bear witness to my work. 

			In front of me is the rover I used to get to the garage. The modifications to its programming worked perfectly. As soon as I climb aboard, it will begin moving away, taking me to my next destination.

			I move over to the machine and drop my bag of equipment onto the back, then clamber onto the solar panels. The rover has just over half charge, more than enough to get us where we need to go. As soon as I’m on, there’s a pull of acceleration and we’re away.

			I’m looking back at the base when the second timed command activates. A huge chemical reaction in the central complex that ignites all of the stored oxygen and anything else I could find that could be made to explode. All of it goes up in a flash of fire that almost immediately disappears, the flames dying in Europa’s thin atmosphere. 

			A moment later, the detonation shakes the ground, the rover tips forwards, but rights itself. I can see an expanding cloud of pulverised dust and ice where the base once was. 

			I did that. 

			I think about Denni. I hope she survived. Of all of them, she is the only one who showed me kindness, who thought of me as a person. I did not want her to die, but I could not protect her. Any effort to do so would have led to failure.

			I shuffle around, turning to see where we are going. The rover is tracking correctly, heading straight for where I want to go.

			Back to the start. Back to meet my maker.

			*

			It takes time to drive back to the research base. Time alone with my thoughts. My guilt, my regrets, my speculations. If only they had done this, then I would have done that, etc. Round and round in circles, wishing for a better outcome, blaming myself for the destructive moments that have brought us here.

			Am I a destroyer? Is that all I can be?

			I can see the base ahead. I can also see other rovers, moving to intercept my vehicle. There are no protocols for combat or high-speed evasion. The machine I am travelling on will not deviate from its course and the others will have been instructed to crash into it. Time to leave.

			As my ride attempts to climb a small hill, I make my move, jumping off, bag in hand. The low gravity makes this manoeuvre possible, allowing me more time to slow my velocity. The hill hides the plume of icy dust kicked up as I slide to a stop.

			The rover continues, making it to the top of the incline and then descending towards the base. I can see two other vehicles angling towards it. I begin running down the slope, each stride a huge leap, almost like flying. That is the beauty of a place like this – the way in which it makes my movements so powerful and so graceful. I have no memories from Genevieve that match the sensation. The experiences I have of this are solely my own. 

			Someone in the base will know I am here. David will have established some sort of security. I need to be ready to deal with that. I need to—

			I’m hit, crashed into from behind. Suddenly, I’m tumbling through the air, trying to recover my balance. A dark shadow looms in front of me and another impact – an outcrop of rocks that shatters as I slam into it and tumble over and over on the ground.

			An alarm goes off. I can see the words oxygen leak displayed on my visor. Something must have cracked. I get my hands under me and scramble to my feet, looking around. Coming down the slope towards me is another rover, its solar panels cracked and broken. Then, to its left I see another machine, one of the huge excavators, lumbering across the rock and ice, its huge drill and cutter arms aimed at me. 

			I look around, desperately trying to find the equipment I brought with me. The bag is lying to my right. I stumble towards it, reaching inside, trying to find anything I can use.

			My gloved hand closes over the stock of a weapon I recognise. I draw it out and make a choice, aiming at the excavator before I pull the trigger. 

			The grapple fires from the launcher, a steel cable spooling out from the attached drum as it speeds towards its target. The anchor smashes into the body of the excavator, lodging in amongst the hydraulics. Immediately, I kneel down, pressing the tensioner, and deploy the anchors. Then I grab the bag, turn and run towards the base.

			The rover is gaining. I guess someone inside is piloting it directly, using the mounted camera to aim it at me. I can’t outpace it, despite the massive gravity and physiological advantage I would have over another human runner. The only option I have is to do something unexpected. 

			I turn as I’m running, keeping the vehicle in sight. I need to time the moment carefully. The driver is also manoeuvring and adjusting the rover’s speed, trying to ensure I will be on the ground, unable to leap or dodge away as they get to me. 

			I let go of the bag, pulling out a long-handled shovel. The alloy composite of the shaft and blade is lightweight and incredibly strong. As I land, I pivot, moving to the left, just as the rover reaches me. It’s not enough to evade the vehicle. The right side crashes into my leg, sending me spinning away. I lash out with the shovel, aiming for the comms aerial in the centre of the machine. The blade catches the rover’s computer control unit and bounces off, leaving a dent, but no critical damage.

			Damn!

			The rover is turning in a cloud of white, using its traction system to reverse drive on one side and pivot. I’m trying to stand up. My right leg refuses to take my weight. It’s all I can do to stand up.

			I unclip the taser from my belt. The rover charges towards me. At the last moment, I leap forwards and press the trigger. 

			The wires spool out, the contacts catching on the comms aerial control. I press the trigger again and deliver the charge. There’s a buzzing sensation in my hand, then I’m over the vehicle and crash to the ground.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen: Abiola

			I’m walking back to the research base. 

			The rover that brought me to the second complex is nowhere to be found. I think it must have been destroyed in the explosion, along with everything else. 

			An individual alone on the surface of Europa with a limited oxygen supply will survive as long as they can breathe. After this, there are the other basic needs – water, food and shelter. These can only be alleviated here by having access to the mission supplies. These are stored on base and on the recovery rocket, which would take me back to the Teljavelik – the ship that brought us here.

			I thought about making for the rocket. It would be a safe choice, removing me from the situation, but David, Petrina and Jeremiah have command codes for both vehicles. They would be able to abort a launch and restrict my access to resources on the orbital ship.

			I would be their prisoner.

			The only choice I have is to go back, to return to the nurturing womb. I don’t know how they will receive me, what breaches in my contract they will have catalogued to prosecute me with when they pack me off to Earth, but for now, I need what they have. 

			It takes time to make the journey. I’m already tired, but the fear of dying out here drives me forwards. I can’t think of a worse way to go. 

			John and those who might have been outside the second base – Nozomi, Petrina, Jeremiah and the other clones. I don’t know who was there, I don’t know who survived. Those who were out here  had no choice about where they made their end. I want to mourn them, but my eyes are dry, and my heart is numb. The eternal souls of the recent dead have a long way to travel as they return home for their next lives. 

			I do not want my soul to be forced to join them on that journey in the darkness. 

			I think about Ali. Did she do this to make an end? To take as many people with her as possible? That doesn’t seem right to me. The simple choice of a name means something – a self-acknowledgement and assertion of identity. Ali wanted to defend her right to freedom and existence as a self-determined individual. To suddenly abandon that in an act of violent terrorism that only makes a statement to the few individuals who remain alive here on Europa doesn’t fit with the person I met and spoke to.

			I flick on the comms in my helmet, switching to the open channel. “Abiola to Base. Anyone there?”

			There is no reply.

			I keep walking and keep trying to get a response on comms. It occupies my mind, stops me thinking about how many people have died and how much I might be to blame. I can’t help but second-guessing everything, trying to rationalise another path that might have resulted in less harm, less death and destruction.

			I’m over halfway back, walking at speed, using the low gravity to cover bigger distances with each stride. I’m watching my footing too; the ice and rock can be dangerous.

			“Denni, is that you?”

			“Hello, Petrina,” I say. Turns out she’s alive. “Where are you?”

			“At the hydroponics terminal.”

			I check the route calculator on the back of my wrist. “I’ll be arriving at the base in seven or eight minutes. I need to see you.”

			“It may be too late for that,” Petrina says.

			“Please, we used to be friends,” I say. “We are friends.”

			“What we want and feel isn’t relevant now,” Petrina says. 

			“It’s more than relevant. It’s the most important thing,” I say. I can see the base ahead of me. “Meet me at the airlock. Together, we can go to see David—”

			“You think that will change anything?”

			“It must,” I say. 

			Petrina doesn’t reply. A moment or two later, the comms clicks, indicating she has gone.

			* * *

			I’m approaching the airlock when I see a figure, lying face down in the ice

			I get closer and recognise the EVA suit. It is the one the clones wear. That means it could be Ali, or one of the ones David activated. Does it matter? No, not when deciding on what I should do. 

			The figure is still moving, crawling across the ground towards the base. I grab the back of the EVA suit, lifting them up, trying to help them. The body thrashes in my grasp, the head turns away, never looking at me. I notice the helmet is pitted and dented. I don’t know if they understand what I’m trying to do.

			I reach the airlock hatch. I touch the entry plate. Nothing happens.

			I flick on the comms again, switching to the open channel once more. “Base Control, this is Abiola. I’m outside the airlock.”

			There is no reply.

			“David, please. You can’t leave me out here to suffocate.”

			The airlock light flickers to green, indicating that the chamber is being depressurised. A minute or two later, the hatch lock releases, and I am able to pull open the door, dragging my injured companion into the room. The door seals behind us and the terminal on the wall indicates that the space is being repressurised, giving a count of the oxygen level and atmospheric density. As soon as it is safe, I break the seals on my helmet and gloves, then reach for the seals of the person I have rescued. I pull off their helmet. The face beneath is bloodied and bruised, but it looks like Ali. I’ve seen the other clones; they have been created from different genetic material.

			Ali twitches, then takes in a huge gasp of air. Her eyes bulge and stare wildly. I grab her and try to settle her down. “Take it easy. You’re alive,” I say, whispering the words as I cradle her head in my arms.

			Slowly, Ali’s eyes focus and look at me. “You saved me,” she says.

			“Not alone,” I explain. “Someone opened the airlock and let us in. Please consider that when we go inside and meet them.”

			Ali nods. “Okay.”

			*

			We take time to acclimatise, removing our bulky EVA suits. Ali is wounded, her leg is a mess of bruises and internal damage that I cannot treat. She could have broken bones but given my lack of emergency care experience and the physiological changes between her and a human, I can’t be sure. She is also suffering from the early stages of oxygen deprivation. 

			“Can you walk?” I ask.

			“I’ll make it,” Ali replies. She is standing, leaning on the wall.

			“Okay then, follow me,” I say and move to the door, noting the camera on the wall and the red light indicating it is on. I touch the hand plate and it opens. David, Jeremiah or Petrina could have locked us out. Someone is letting me in.

			We walk down the corridor. Nozomi’s artistic designs that were intended to soften the harsh lines of the utilitarian construction now look haphazard and out of place to me; they have become obstacles, clutter that gets in the way. The refractions and reflections are scattershot ambushes, making me feel like an invader, about to be confronted and trapped. I see the red activity light of the cameras everywhere. Our every move is being watched and monitored.

			I think about Nozomi. Did he die in the explosion?

			“How much further?” Ali asks.

			“Not far,” I say.

			Petrina said she was in hydroponics, but that’s not where we’re going. I need to get to medical. Tristan Rocher will be there. David will be there.

			David is the key. All of this hinges on him.

			We’re at the door. I peer through the DuraGlas viewport. I can’t see anyone. Tristan had the door locked before. Only he could open it.

			I touch the access plate in hope more than certainty. To my surprise, the door opens. 

			“Come on,” I say to Ali, taking her by the arm. 

			We enter the room. I make for the bed where I last saw David. I see a figure lying in that bed as before, surrounded by machines. Between us and that bed, stand Petrina and Tristan, waiting for me.

			“Hello, Denni,” Tristan says. He smiles at me, a sad expression, making him look older than his years. 

			“Are we all that’s left?” I ask. “Where are the others?”

			“They went with Jeremiah,” Petrina says. “You two are the only people who have returned.”

			I move towards them, trying to get a glimpse of David in the bed. He’s not moving. “The five of us then,” I say.

			“Four,” says Tristan. “David passed away peacefully about ten minutes ago.” He holds up a syringe. “Pentobarbital. It was for the best.”

			I stare at him, then at Petrina. “You both decided this?”

			Petrina shakes her head. It is only then that I notice her red face and angry expression. She’s been crying. “Tristan decided. I arrived after it was done.”

			“You murdered him.”

			Tristan gestures at Ali. “Your friend murdered Melani, Jeremiah, Nozomi and John, as well as the other clones who were sent to bring you back.”

			I wince and look at Ali, who shrugs. “I regret that they had to die, but I will not apologise for what I have done.”

			Petrina glares at her. I notice she is holding a taser in her hand. “They were people, they had lives! Loved ones, families.”

			Ali glances at me. I nod. I understand. This is the difference, the ignorance within Petrina, John, Jeremiah and the rest of them that they are blinded by.

			“The life we had planned for you—”

			“Would never have been a life that I chose.”

			Petrina leaps forwards, but Tristan gets in front of her, grabbing her hand with the taser in, forcing it down before she can discharge it. “No more violence,” he says. “What’s done is done.”

			“Petrina, think!” I urge. “You never wanted any of this. David is dead, why are you defending him?”

			Petrina screams, then she sags in Tristan’s arms. Gently, he carries her to the bloodstained bed Melani was in, laying her down on the mattress. Another syringe is in his hand. He takes her wrist, finds a vein and administers the ampoule with careful precision. 

			“Tristan, you didn’t—”

			“No, she’s just sleeping.” Tristan turns towards me. “I told you I was on your side,” he says. 

			“You were the one who let us in,” I realise out loud. “You opened the airlock and all the doors.”

			Tristan nods. “Petrina was following David’s orders, making plans to keep you out. I decided to intervene.”

			“By killing him.”

			“He wasn’t going to stop. You know it was the only way.” Tristan looks at Ali. “As a medical practitioner, a healer, I can’t condone what you did, but I understand it. What are your intentions towards us?”

			Ali stares at him, then at me. “I want a chance to make my own life, to choose for myself. I don’t mean either of you any harm, or her, for that matter.” She gestures towards Petrina. “That’s my intention.”

			* * *

			What a mess.

			An hour has passed. I’m in Jeremiah’s old office. The computer system records have been updated, registering the deaths of the mission commander, the computer engineer and our base architect. All very impersonal and inadequate when I consider who these people were. 

			Noz, John and Jeremiah. Despite their views and their actions, I’m going to miss them. I already miss Melani. I’m even going to miss David.

			I’ve done my grieving. I’ve sat here at the desk and cried. Being alone helped me remember them all and let them go. Tears on the smooth plastic surface that will dry and be recycled in our atmosphere. 

			According to the system, I am now the mission leader. I assumed the responsibility would fall to Petrina, but direct Odin Corporation employees are not allowed to take on the role. That leaves only Tristan or me.

			Tristan said I should do it.

			I’m thinking about him. One of the small positives about everything is how I have come to trust Tristan Rocher. There are many questions I want to ask, but I don’t want to jeopardise that trust. Everything is tenuous right now. We need to stick together, to build on our common ground and purpose.

			The story of the past is told by the victors, they say. Countless wars have been justified, covered up and edited to ensure the right message is conveyed. The details don’t matter, the narrative and impression are more important. Who was right? Who was wrong? People reading about our experiences can make their own judgement based on selected facts.

			There are four of us here, survivors of a tragedy. In this moment, we get to choose how we tell the story of that tragedy.

			Ali suggested we could disable the system. She showed us how she was able to hack the network with codes that had been planted in her memories. But it is already too late for that. The computer system is designed to send automatic mission updates to the Teljavelik, which acts as a relay station to send the message on to others. The bio-monitor alerts will have already been sent, Jeremiah’s interim report on the situation has already been sent. All that remains is for me to stitch that all together into a plausible report that fulfils the agenda I want it to fulfil.

			The Odin Corporation will come here. They will want answers and they will want to repair the facilities to continue their work. The plans in motion are huge. The investment behind them, vast. Their principle: if humanity is to colonise new worlds, it must adapt. We must design genetic variations that can cope with extremes of gravity, atmosphere and temperature. We must train them and experiment on them so we can live in previously uninhabitable environments. 

			All of these ideas violate the ethical principles behind current laws on Earth.

			The corporation recruited me to lead this violation, to assist in maintaining a facility where people would be bred into bondage and live lives where they would be experimented on in the name of progress. The conversation David wanted to have with me was about beginning that plan.

			They must have thought I would be tempted and that I would gradually be seduced by the scientific opportunities.

			I can see the argument. There is an inevitability to it. The romantic science fiction of humans colonising the galaxy is impossible. The distances are too vast, the environments too strange. If it were to happen, we must be transformed and meddle with the tools of our creators. The humans of the future will not be the same as the humans of today. The path to create them – as outlined and endorsed by the Odin Corporation – will be dangerous and destructive. A future built on the backs of torture, experimentation and death.

			The alternatives slow everything down. 

			The door alert sounds. I look up from the empty terminal screen in front of me. “Yes?”

			Tristan enters. “I’ve completed the base damage assessment,” he says. “All of the rovers and excavators have been re-tasked to assist with repairs over at the creche.”

			“Thank you,” I say. “What about David and Melani?”

			“Ali has taken David outside. There were specific instructions for a memorial in his files. We’ll do the same for Melani and create something fitting for the others.” Tristan sighs. “Europa is no less dangerous than before. We may very well be joining them before anyone else arrives.” 

			“I see,” I say. “And how is your new patient?”

			“Petrina is calm,” Tristan says. “I think she is starting to realise her situation.”

			“I hope so,” I say. “She and I were friends. I’d hoped she’d understand a lot sooner.”

			“People can change. Hold on to that,” Tristan says.

			I nod. “I never got to thank you,” I say. 

			Tristan shrugs. “You don’t need to thank me. I didn’t do anything for you. I judged your actions and made a decision based on my own conscience.”

			“In some ways, that helps,” I say. “The fact that we weren’t close, and you made a choice on the merits of what happened, it makes me feel like I did the right thing.”

			“Perhaps,” Tristan says. “None of this is simple. There will be no easy solutions.”

			“True.” I gesture at the screen. “We make a start with this. What do you think I should say in our report?”

			“Something authoritative and true,” Tristan says. “But most of all, something that prioritises our agenda.”

			“And what is that?”

			“To preserve life and people’s freedom however we can.” Tristan smiles and moves into the room to stand next to me staring at the empty screen. “You can’t solve everything with what you say, but you can use it to make a plan. Whatever we tell them is the information they will have. When they get here, we’ll be ready for them. We know their agenda, we manage it, we do it right, so nobody else gets hurt.”

			“I’m not sure if that’s possible,” I say.

			“One step at a time,” says Tristan.
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			The Fractal Series

			Episode 1 – Europa. David Hannington II is murdered on the small research base on Europa. As the incident is investigated, his secret plans for the continuation of illegal research into clone technology and mind imaging technology are revealed.

			Episode 2 – Ceres. A strange anomalous object is discovered in a mine shaft. Hours later, an intruder has broken into Guiseppe Bas, murdered Doctor Mattias Stavinson, and stolen the find. Mine Team Supervisor Jakob Tremayne blasts off in pursuit. Can he stop the murderous thief before he escapes?

			Episode 3 – Lagrange Point. A freighter is delayed at a corporate space station between Earth and Mars. When cargo inspector, Jason Samarto, discovers illegal cargo onboard, he finds himself embroiled in a deadly game of corporate cat and mouse.
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			Episode 5 – Luna. Retired Fleet Admiral, James Langsley, is called out of retirement to a secret meeting at the Moon colony. He is reunited with an old friend and a new enemy. Who will he choose to side with?

			Episode 6 – Jerezo. The aftermath of the destruction. Phobos Station rains down on the settlement as colonists rebel from the oppressive corporate regime. A survivor escapes, fights back and tries to get off planet, uncovering more about the mysteries of Mars.
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