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Cybergenesis
Chapter 1
Data and code swirled in bright colors. Shelly focused on the central point. She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of roses. Breathing really was a misnomer here. There was no air in the Dive to breathe, just electrical impulses interpreted by the brain as sights, sounds, and smells.
She stared deeper into the center of the winding brush strokes of color, holding the rosy aroma. She dug deeper, seeking the secondary scent of the program, the true essence. It was like those old 3D paintings. Stare at them long enough and the hidden picture would appear.
The air crackled around her. “Hey Shells,” Collin said, “sorry to interrupt your meditation.” His voice shattered her concentration. Data and code scattered. Roses burnt to ash.
Shelly sighed. “What is it?”
“Corporate's on the line. They want to talk to you, as in five minutes ago.”
She groaned. “Fine, give me a few minutes to disconnect. Their stock portfolios won't crash before then.”
Shelly pulled at the back of her neck, gripping the neural tether. “Deactivate now.” The Dive stream faded. A black, mesh hood covered her face. She unhooked her tether and pulled the hood off her head.
“Sixty seconds until nominal gravity,” Collin said.
Slowly, Shelly's weight settled into the hammock. Her legs and arms tingled as fresh blood flowed to the joints. She grabbed the balance bar in front of her and pushed up to her knees.
“Easy, Shells,” Collin said, “still ten seconds until nominal gravity.”
Shelly snorted. “What's ten seconds between friends? Hell, only five seconds now.” She swung her legs out of the hammock and landed softly on the deck.
“You're going to fly into a bulkhead someday,” Collin said, “bash your head against something.”
Shelly patted him on the cheek. “You're sweet,” she said. “But just because things can be tested and run in optimal conditions doesn't mean they always will be. I try to prepare for even the worst.”
“Even for tele-conferences with corporate?” he asked, grinning widely.
She sighed. “Not for those, unfortunately. Send it to my quarters. I want to be miserable in comfort.”
“You know they hate waiting,” he said.
A smirk spread across her face. “I know. It keeps them on their toes.”
~~~~~
Shelly smoothed the refresher oils over her skin and into her hair as she sat in front of her console. The smell of citrus wafted through the air as emulsifiers collected dirt and sweat from her skin. Goosebumps rose on her arms from the cooling effect.
She eased herself into her beaten up desk chair, taking her time. The old recliner could have been an antique if it wasn't so ugly and worn. It clashed painfully with her molded steel-plaz desk. Well, painful for anyone else. She loved it. She eased back into the musky upholstery, and kicked up her feet.
Finally, comfortable and convinced she had wasted enough of the boards time, she said, "Go ahead, Collin."
The screen snapped to life. A stern business man greeted her on the other end, his image caked with a layer of dust and grime. Even though it was probably the newest and nicest object in her and Beau's shared quarters, Shelly rarely cleaned her office computer. “Nice of you to join us Ms. Konrad.”
“I do have work to do out here, Mr. Simmons,” she said. “That is what you pay me for.”
“We also pay you for regular reports on your progress and we expect you to respond in a timely fashion to our requests. This is a business.”
“I do send you regular reports,” she said, flicking a piece of lint from her desk. “And I refuse to jump to your every beck and call. I could have been in the middle of a critical dive.”
“Which you weren't,” Simmons said. “All such dives are scheduled.”
“That's not the point,” said Shelly. “I can't do my work if you expect me to drop everything at your whim.”
Simmons opened his mouth to respond, but was cut short. “We understand the pressure you're under, Ms. Konrad,” a new voice said. “Mr. Simmons is just over-excited about a new opportunity.”
“I don't know you,” said Shelly. “Who are you?”
The camera turned to the source of the new voice. “My name is Joseph Gabel. I'm here to oversee a new project.”
Shelly narrowed her eyes. She did not do well with change. The oil started to tingle. She brushed it off absently with a damp towel. “I'm listening.”
“Three weeks ago, we sent another team to investigate an infection aboard an Odysseus class explorer. It recently returned from a voyage beyond Pluto. Most of the crew was dead, but the ship's systems still seemed to be running perfectly.”
“What do you mean 'seemed?'” she asked.
“Life supports, engines, computers,” said Gabel, “everything was still running, but the crew was dead.”
“You said most of the crew,” Shelly said. “What of the survivors?”
“Survivors is a loose term,” he said, fidgeting in his seat.
“I don't understand.”
“The survivors are not the point,” he said. “What we found was more impressive.”
Shelly held her breath. Cold sweat trickled down her back making her shiver. She knew whatever they had found, whatever it was that made the board nervous, she didn't want any part of.
Gabel's eyes gleamed. Despite the discomfort, he was excited. “The AI,” he said, “it was running everything. It was compensating for variables, maintaining life support. There was no human interference. The remaining crew was too frightened to touch it. When we sent our team in, the entire ship shut down and sealed itself. It took them a week just to open it up.”
“I won't do it,” Shelly said, standing. “I've seen what you're talking about and I won't do it.”
“Ms. Konrad,” Gabel said.
“Please,” Simmons said. “Ms. Konrad, Shelly, that thing completely destroyed the team we sent in. No one survived. Whatever it is, we need to find out. If this is what waits for us beyond our solar system, humanity has to know. You're the only team skilled enough to handle it.”
“What do you hope to accomplish?” she asked.
Gabel raised an eyebrow. “Whatever do you mean.”
Shelly stood, placing her hands on the table. Her heart thudded in her chest. “This isn't just a data retrieval mission or some investigation. You want that AI, don't you?”
Gabel leaned forward, his face stern and his eyes cold. “Ms. Konrad, that technology is unique and will give this company the leading edge. We are the only ones currently in a position to capitalize on it. We need to find out how it was created.”
“And what if it wasn't created?” she asked. “What if it's something that found them?”
Gabel gritted his teeth, “Then humanity needs to be prepared. I don't understand why this is such a problem.”
Simmons held up a hand. “I'm sorry sir,” he said, “Ms. Konrad has a history of fighting authority. It's only her extreme talents that keep her employed.” He steepled his fingers and smiled. “I understand your discomfort, Shelly. This isn't a safe situation by any means. We're willing to make you an offer.”
She sat back down, her stomach tightened. “I'm listening.”
“Do this for us,” Simmons said, “and this will be your last mission for us. The company is willing to clear your entire debt. You will be a free agent.”
Shelly stared. The comm screen blurred. She chewed her tongue and took a deep breath. She became hyper aware of her surroundings. Recycled air puffed into her nostrils, sterile, almost medicinal. The ship hummed underneath her. The oil had evaporated off her skin, leaving it fresh and cool. Her heart thudded harder in her chest.
“I need some time to think,” she said.
“We'll give you twenty-four hours,” Simmons said.
“After that, Ms. Konrad,” said Gabel, “we will assign a different, less skilled team. Should anything happen, their deaths will be on your hands.” The screen went dark.
Shelly glared at the comm. “You little prick.”
~~~~~
“Geez, you're tense,” Beau said as Shelly stabbed at her dinner. “Have you heard anything I've said?”
“Hmm?” she said. “Sorry Beau. I guess I can't really focus right now.”
“You had a talk with corporate today, didn't you?” he asked.
She nodded absently. She pushed a piece of broccoli around her plate, staring at the empty places in-between. Finally, she stabbed it with her fork and ate it. It had no flavor, like chewing paper.
Beau sighed. “I shoulda figured. That little twit Collin's been in a mood too. What did they want?”
“You should be nice to Collin,” she said. “He can't help his situation.”
Beau pointed his fork at her, “I'll be nice to him when he stops being a twit and you're avoiding the topic. What did the suits want?”
“They have a new job for us,” she said.
“Great,” he said, “I'm getting tired of the training simulations. What's the pay?”
“They'll settle my debts. I can go freelance,” she said. Her stomach turned sour and the smell of food made her nauseous. She pushed it away.
Beau's boyish face lit up. “That's great, babe! I've only got another year. We can get that cargo hauler you've had your eyes on and really start making some cash.”
“I don't know if I wanna take it,” she said.
His eyes widened. “Why not? They'll settle your debts. It won't matter after that.”
Shelly looked him directly in the eyes. “It's dangerous,” she said. “Very dangerous. This thing we're going after, it's already killed one team. I don't know if I want to take that risk, not when we're all so close anyways.”
“All of us except Collin you mean,” said Beau.
“Collin's father works for Cyberize, you know that” she said, “and now you're avoiding the subject. I don't like how this job feels. They've pulled in some greasy pencil pusher on this one and the whole thing has the board squirming in their skin.”
Beau put down his silverware and stood. He began to pace the room. His feet thudded heavily on the deck. Shelly knew he was agitated now.
“Those self-righteous bastards,” he said. He spun on his heel and stared at her. “They told you they'd send in another team if you turned it down and you'd be responsible, didn't they?”
Shelly sighed and dropped her fork on her plate. She had completely lost her appetite. The cold chill from earlier returned.
“Unbelievable,” Beau said. “Simply unbelievable. They know you won't let them send someone else in to die. What are you going to do?”
She through her napkin on the table. “I'm going to bed. I'm too tired to think. I'll give them an answer in the morning.”
~~~~~
The station was dark. Warm, stale air circulated carrying a sickly-sweet aroma. The recyclers must have been malfunctioning. An emergency light flickered red in front of her. Shelly could hear a soft mewling echoing against the bulkheads, and somewhere, something was dripping.
She moved closer to the mewling, her heart caught in her chest. This was wrong. Still, she couldn't stop herself. She had to know.
The noise steadily grew louder, like some pitiful mix of a cry and a howl. She could see pale light at the end of the corridor, emergency lights and backup systems. She could hear shuffling now, like feet dragging across a steel floor. The smell was stronger, decay and mold. Her stomach churned.
Shelly rounded the corner, slipping in a puddle on the floor. She caught herself in the doorway. Something dripped from above making her look up. A lifeless face stared down at her. She screamed.
~~~~~
Shelly bolted upright in bed, sweat pouring down her face. Her heart was in her throat and she could barely breathe. Something moved next to her and she jumped.
“Lights, dim,” said Beau. “Easy babe. Geez-Louise you look terrible.” He swung his legs over the side of the bed and walked to the bathroom. He came back with a glass of water.
“Titan station?” he asked.
She nodded her head slightly.
Beau sat on the edge of the bed next to her and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “This thing the board wants has really got you shook up, huh?” He handed her the water.
She sipped at it. Her heart slowed and her panic subsided. She hadn't dreamed of Titan station in over a year. Mainly because she tried not to think about it.
Beau placed his forefinger under her chin and lifted her head up. “No matter what you decide, I'll stand by you, and I'll protect you, understand? I won't let anything happen to you, I promise.” He kissed her gently.
She nodded and drank the rest of her water. “I know. I don't like how this feels. It's too much like Titan.”
“You don't think the two are related, do you?”
“I don't know,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “There's only one way to find out.”
“You can make that decision in the morning. Sleep now.”
She laid back down and Beau nuzzled beside her, his arm wrapped around her waist. She knew he would protect her. That was his job. He loved her too much to let anything happen to her. She trusted in that. Still, whenever she closed her eyes, all she could see was that face, staring and empty and it terrified her.
Chapter 2
Gabel folded his hands. “I suppose you've come to a decision Ms. Konrad?” Her neglected screen flickered and popped. Gabel's imaged blurred and swerved, then stilled. Shelly thought it very telling.
“Yes,” Shelly said, “we'll do it, but on one condition.”
“Name it,” said Gabel.
She leaned forward in her chair and it creaked appreciatively, kicking up the familiar musty odor. With all the conversations with the council, she was starting to dislike it. “I want my whole team clear, everyone's debt erased.”
Gabel smiled and spread his hands. The screen flickered again. “That shouldn't be a problem. You and Beaufort Lariat are the only two under contract with the company, and your debts aren't too terribly large, almost paid from what I understand. You both only have a year or two left. That seems like a small price."
"It's big enough," she said with a sniff. She relaxed back into the chair, keeping her eyes on the screen.
He nodded, "Understandable. Collin Mercer, however, works for us voluntarily. It would be completely up to him if he wished to tender his resignation.”
“That's fine,” Shelly said, “and I want it in writing.”
“Of course,” said Gabel. He pressed his fingers together and gave her an oily smile. “There is one other thing we wanted to speak with you about.”
Shelly's stomach dropped. And things were going so well. She took a deep breath. “What else?” She tried to keep her tone even.
Gabel held up a defensive hand. “No need for anger,” he said. “It's a simple thing really. We're testing some new modifications. They should increase interaction with the dive and decrease the need for disassociation.”
Shelly's eyes went wide and the hairs on her arms stood on end, “but disassociation is what makes the dive. You can't realize the environment if you're worried about external stimuli.”
“We believe we've fixed that and this is the perfect opportunity,” said Gabel. “Imagine Divers who don't have to fear becoming vegetables if they become caught up in the artificial reality. Lives could be saved.”
Shelly stared at the table, at the empty spaces in between, just like she did in the dive. Only here, her thoughts couldn't control anything. She couldn't see the swirls of code and eddies of data packages. Reality was static. The smell, the sights, the feel couldn't be changed by anything but physical intervention and even then, sometimes it was too late.
“And who would take these modifications?” Shelly asked. “Not any of my team, I assume?”
“You have a shrewd mind, Ms. Konrad,” said Gabel, tilting his head to the side. He looked the cat who ate the canary. Well, maybe in this case, it was an ostrich. He looked very pleased. “We're sending her to you. You can see her qualifications in your console. Her record is quite impressive. She outscored even you.”
Shelly tapped a few keys. Gabel's face was replaced by a dossier. Her eyes narrowed on the dates. “She's just a kid, Gabel.” Her throat tightened. She suddenly felt ill.
“She's legal age,” he said.
“And people have died on this assignment.” Her mouth turned sour, as if she would vomit. “I don't care how good a recruit is, she's too wet behind the ears. I will not be held responsible for her death.”
Gabel smiled again. It was thin and conniving this time. “Those are the terms, Ms. Konrad. We have full faith in her abilities. Either you take her, or the deal is off.”
Shelly clenched her teeth. “Fine. Anything else you want to drop on me?”
Gabel shook his head and waved his hands dismissively. “No, no, that's all. We do appreciate your cooperation in this. Just remember, once your team is done, you won't have to deal with it ever again.”
“If we survive,” she said.
“We have the utmost confidence in your skills, Ms. Konrad.”
~~~~~
Shelly descended into the dive stream. The sensation was more like sinking through syrup rather splashing into water. Her feet touched down on the surface. It hummed beneath her toes, almost like a purr. It smelled slightly metallic, like the air right before a rain storm. She raked her tongue across the roof of her mouth, savoring it. Despite the dangers, she felt at home here.
The training program stretched in front of her, capable of taking on hundreds of possible variables. They could test new techniques, run simulations, and recreate a dangerous environment in a controlled situation. A diver still needed to take care in the training program. Sloppy execution in practice would spell death for any diver, no matter how experienced.
Beau dropped into the dive beside her, graceful as a dancer despite his lumbering build. Size, large or small, was useful in the dive. It made certain obstacles more passable if the person had natural ability to get around a similar real life obstacle. Beau was a brute.
“Okay, Collin,” Shelly said, “go ahead and load the specifications from the previous team.”
“It's not pretty,” his disembodied voice said. His voice came as if he stood just inches away, not in the dive control room. She pushed away the thought about the outside world. She need to focus on what was here, she needed full immersion.
Beau snorted. “Is it ever?”
“No really,” said Collin, “but this is bad.”
“Just do it,” Shelly said.
“You're the boss.”
The dive bed dried and cracked. Howling winds filled their ears. The faint smell of putrefaction invaded Shelly's nostrils. The sky darkened to a deep, menacing purple. Rotted structures rose in front of them. The “air” staled.
“See,” said Beau, “no worse than what we're used to.”
“Easy,” Shelly said, putting a hand on his sturdy shoulder, “that thinking will get you killed. This program's already wiped out one team.”
“Well, they weren't us,” he said, shrugging.
“Beau,” she said. The muscles loosed and he looked at her sheepishly.
“Sorry, sorry,” he grinned, “it just doesn't seem all that scary. How many of these have we done?”
“Treat it like your first,” said Shelly. “I need you on your toes for this Beau, please.”
“You can count on me,” Collin piped up.
Beau snorted again. “Quit sucking up rich boy.”
“Enough,” said Shelly. She spun on her heel and jabbed a finger in Beau's face, “This thing, this program has killed people. Last night you took this seriously. Now you're just showing off for Collin. And Collin, stop provoking him. No one dies on my team, understand?”
Beau wrapped an arm around Shelly and kissed the top of her head. “I know, babe, sorry.”
“Sorry, Shells,” Collin said.
“Thank you,” she said, “now finish uploading the parameters.”
The wind stilled for a moment and then the dive bed began to shake underneath them. It began slowly and first and then moved with enough force to knock them off their feet. Rocks crumbled from invisible escarpments. Dust filled the air, her nostrils, her eyes, everything. She coughed and sputtered.
“Hit the deck,” Shelly managed. “Collin, do something, dammit.”
“I'm working on it,” he said, “the original program was incredibly damaged. I can't tell if this is from the virus or degradation from the original team.”
"You can figure it out later, rich boy," Beau stammered. "I don't much like the idea of my brain turning to mush."
"Patience," said Collin. The dive bed stilled, but the wind continued. "There. I had to figure out which damage was causing the quakes so I could remove the layer. Apparently the last team severely agitated whatever's in here. You'll need to be extremely careful."
"I gathered that," said Shelly.
The wind whipped through them, sharp and hot. The dive environment was bleak. Gray skies towered overhead and dry, cracked earth lay under their feet. Whoever programmed this virus didn't want anything left.
"Collin," Shelly said, "can you give us a marker for the epicenter of the damage? I want to see just what we're dealing with."
"What are you thinking?" asked Beau. "Doomsday? Scorched Earth?"
"Most likely a scorched Earth," she said. "There's not a whole lot of anything. I wonder what was so valuable?"
"Probably mining information, maybe some sort of military data?" said Beau.
"More likely rich mineral veins," said Collin. "The competition between these survey companies is ridiculous. Shelly, I've found the epicenter. These guys are good, it's right in the core. It didn't piggyback or anything and I can't find any outward traces. Probably an inside job."
A red indicator light appeared in the distance. Beau gave a low whistle. The clouds there were black and swirled. Flashes of lightening crashed nearby.
"Collin, check the current feeds," said Shelly. "Is that virus still running?"
"From everything I can read here," he said, "yes, and strong. No wonder HQ wants their hands on it. This is a good bit of programming. I've never seen a signal this steady after a scorched Earth. It doesn't have anything to eat."
"Yes it does," said Shelly. "These things live off of electrical impulses and data. What better to munch on than human brain waves?"
Beau stopped and turned. "I've never heard of a program eating people."
"I have," said Shelly darkly. "Let's get a closer look."
The ground powdered beneath them and huge fissures split the path. They grew larger and larger as Shelly and Beau got closer to the core. Giant rifts thrust out of the ground, creating large impasses that took several minutes to go around.
"Whatever this thing is," said Beau, "it does not want to be found."
Shelly shook her head. "No I don't think it cares if it's found or not. It was incredibly easy for Collin to find it. There's something else going on here. Collin, you removed all the watchdogs?"
Watchdogs weren't generally very harmful, but, on occasion, Shelly had come across some real nasty ones. Meant to protect both a virus and a healthy program alike, they could be particularly violent depending on their original programmers. Beau had sent a week in the hospital after a watchdog tried to tear his arm off.
"Yes," he said, "all that's left is the physical. The previous team never could get a good look on the virus, so I don't even have that in here."
"Then what caused the quakes?" asked Beau.
"Like I said, the first team irritated the existing environment. I don't know if it's connected to the virus or not. The program may have had a fail safe. I don't have all the data, it's pretty piece meal."
"So where did this come from?" Shelly asked.
"I'm filling in the spaces," he said. "Unfortunately, the fissures and crags are original. The smooth terrain is my doing."
Beau held out a hand and stopped. "Hey, fancy pants, how far does that go?"
A vertical sheet of rock stood before them extending up several hundred feet and sprawling out for what seemed miles. There were no foot holds or hand grips. It was completely smooth.
Collin groaned. "How did I miss that? It's huge," he said. "Think Texas. If that's still in the existing program, you'll have to go over."
Beau grinned, "Excellent." He curved his fingers and slammed the tips into the rock face. The rock was just as fragile as the crumbling bed. The surface cracked and crumbled. "Climb up," he said.
Shelly hesitated. "It doesn't look stable."
"It's only the surface," he said. "Underneath, I've got a good strong grip. Trust me, babe. I won't let anything happen to you."
With a quick nod, Shelly climbed on his back and wrapped her arms and legs around him. Physical prowess had nothing to do with the Dive, but someone with existing strength and ability had an easier time manipulating the physical aspects of the environment. Shelly preferred to focus more on the intangible.
They made it about halfway up and the bed began to shake again. Beau grunted and strained to hold on. His fingers slipped. The rock face was crumbling and tearing. They slid down at a frightening rate. The bed began to shake harder and Shelly started to lose her grip.
"Collin, what the hell is going on?" she said.
"I don't know. I peeled back that layer, it shouldn't be doing that anymore. Initiating emergency shut down."
The bed gave a tremendous shudder. Beau lost his grip and the two tumbled to the ground. Shelly's world went dark.
~~~~~
The signal was dim at first, barely noticeable. It would have been ignored. Suddenly, it rang out, high, and clear like a bell or a familiar piece of music. Music, was that the right term? Data indicated comparisons, though dissimilar in sound and tonality were apt to the experience. The source had been found.
~~~~~
Shelly's head felt like it would split open. She tried to push her up from the dive hammock, but her muscles wouldn't respond. They twitched and shuddered, but would not move.
“Easy, Shells,” said Collin. “You and Beau took quite the fall. Even in the Dive environment, having a 250 pound gorilla land on you does some damage.”
“I am not 250 pounds,” groaned Beau, "nor am I a gorilla."
“What happened?” she asked. Her jaw struggled around the words. Her whole body ached.
“I told you,” Collin said, “a gorilla fell on you.”
She groaned. “Quit fighting.”
He sighed. “Just trying to bring some levity. You two scared the holy heavens out of me. Honestly, I don't know. It was almost like someone ripped the controls right out of my hands. The only thing I could do was an emergency evac., but at that point you guys were already falling. I am so sorry.”
"Hey little man," said Beau, slapping Collin on the shoulder, "we're both still in one piece. A little bumped, a little bruised, but alright. I'll get her into the steam rooms and over to the doc and she'll be ready to go."
Shelly shook her head with great effort. It felt like her brain would explode out of her skull at any moment. She tried to open her eyes, but the light was offensive and made the pounding between her ears much worse. She could hear the blood rushing through her head. "I want to talk to corporate, now. Get them on the line."
Beau bent next to her ear. "Shells, honey, you're in no condition to talk to anyone. You need rest. You might have some internal bleeding. We need to get you to the doc."
She shook her head again. "Help me up." Her body protested as they pulled her out of the hammock. Something warm and wet dripped down her face and she could taste blood at the back of her throat. Beau was probably right, but she wanted this settled now.
They eased her into a chair and Collin pulled up a comm line. Shelly's jaw clenched, making her head throb harder. It helped her stay focused. They took their time answering.
As soon as she saw him, Shelly wanted to smack the smile off the board member's face. "What the hell are you playing at?" Her voice cracked and strained.
His smile fell and concern coated his face like a mask. "Whatever do you mean? You don't seem well. Is everything alright?"
"No it's not alright and you know damn well why," she said. "My team almost died during a training exercise."
"Certainly, you cannot hold us responsible for your training methods," he said, frowning. "You should lie down. I hear that Dive accidents can be quite straining."
"What's wrong with that program?" she asked. Her face began to flush from anger and the sudden swell of blood made her nauseous, but she kept at it. "We set up a duplicate construct for training. No virus, no watchdogs, just the environment. Nothing should have happened. It attacked us."
His eyes narrowed and he creased his brows. "We warned you this is a dangerous mission. We've already lost a team. I suggest you take this more seriously."
"What do you gain out of this program?" she asked.
His smile flashed back into place. "There is always something to gain. I have good news. Your new teammate arrives tomorrow. Once the error with the training program is corrected, you should begin training her immediately. Have a lovely night."
The screen went black. Shelly fumed. There was definitely something they weren't telling them. Her eyes began to blur with anger and her stomach churned painfully. Bile rose at the back of her throat and she could barely breathe. "Beau, I'll see that doctor now," she said before passing out.
~~~~~
Collin stared at his monitor. His mouth was as dry as an air filter. He had nearly lost two very dear friends. Well, one very dear friend and someone she cared about, heavens only knew why. He had run through the program over a hundred times. There should have been no way for the changes to re-manifest. The quakes were clearly part of the first dive team's immersion. There was absolutely no evidence of that kind of damage in the existing platform, just a barren infrastructure.
The mind interpreted electrical impulses in really interesting ways. Everyone saw something different. Remarkably, Beau and Shelly had worked together long enough that they saw the same thing. He wasn't sure how introducing a third mind to team would go over. It would be difficult to integrate.
He blinked, resetting the resolution of his optical implants. The base matrix layer shimmered over the programming code. His nano-pupils dilated and took a one shot of the complete program. They refocused and flashed a half dozen more times as each layer of code spread over the monitor. He scanned over the other three monitors he kept up during dives, replaying the information. He took multiple retinal shots of each, building a framework in his neural implants. His mind buzzed with the new data. He could almost hear the nano processors churning, even though he knew it was impossible.
It wasn't overly complex. Compound algorithms and functions combined to make a greater, simplistic whole. Together they meshed into a simple, effective program. Collin thought it was beautiful, but easy to hack. Fortunately, the security protocols were much more fantastic, making him suspect an inside job more and more. Whoever implanted that virus, they knew the security very well.
He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. The overlays of the program soaked into his neural net. He ran through layer after layer, stacking them up each time, looking for any abnormalities. An inconsistency caught his eye and he zoomed in. Collin felt his jaw drop. He pushed himself out of his chair, jarring his knees against the edge and nearly falling over. He cursed and ran to Shelly's quarters.
Chapter 3
“You got lucky,” the doctor said, giving Shelly a dirty look. “Only minor hemorrhaging and some mental strain. You'll have some nasty bruises though and it will hurt like hell. I can prescribe something for the pain.”
She shook her head, “Pain pills make you stupid in the Dive.”
The doctor glared, “I should think you would hold off on that until you've healed. And I really don't think you need pills to make you stupid. You're stable now, but the slightest accident could put you in the infirmary or cause permanent brain damage. Tell me again how you sustained these injuries?”
Beau shrank against the wall. “I fell,” Shelly said. “I told you.”
The doctor's face twisted in anger. He glared at Beau. “You were carrying her when she fell, weren't you? And you both fell, isn't that right?”
Beau shrank back further.
The doctor smacked him with Shelly's chart. “I don't see any injuries on you. Lucky she was there to break your fall, wasn't it? At least have the decency to pretend you know safety protocols. She could have died.”
“We thought it was safe,” said Beau sheepishly, rubbing his shoulder. "We had all the precautions in place."
The doctor hit him again. “It's never safe. Assumptions like that will get you killed.”
“Take it easy, doc,” said Shelly. “We've never had that happen. There's a first time for everything. We'll be more careful next time.”
“I should hope so,” he said. “Have you ever been to Ellison Memorial Hospital, the cybernetics wing?”
“Yes,” she said, “I used to be a patient.” Shelly clenched her teeth. She really didn't like talking about it.
A flicker of surprise flashed across the doctor's face and vanished. “Then I think you would be a little more mindful. I've seen too many young people destroy their lives.”
“You don't know the half of it doc,” said Shelly. She pushed her legs over the edge of the exam table. “I've got a new recruit arriving in a few hours. Hopefully she's not some bullheaded hotshot that'll get us all killed.”
“You mean like you?” the doctor asked.
Shelly grinned, grateful to change the subject, “I may be a hotshot, but I'm not bullheaded. I leave that to him.” She cocked her head at Beau.
“That explains so much,” the doctor said.
“Now help me up,” she said to Beau. “I'm not looking like an invalid when we get our new recruit.” She paused on the last two words. They gave her a sour taste in her mouth.
Collin ran into them as they left the med center. “Oh, hey,” he said. “I hoped you guys would be here. Your quarters were empty.”
Shelly raised her eyebrows. “It must be important, otherwise you would have waited.”
He nodded, catching his breath.
“Well, out with it.”
“You know how I said that the hack was an inside job? That they completely circumvented the security protocols to install the virus?”
“Yeah,” Shelly said and put her hands on her hips. “You told us they would need to know the system pretty well.”
He nodded. “Not just know it, they would have had to create it themselves and now I know they programmed it.”
“How?”
“The virus, it wasn't put in the system, it is the system," he said. "It's part of the program. I can't find any evidence that the security was bypassed. It's all perfectly intact. This thing's just been waiting like a ticking time bomb. There's definitely more to this than anyone's letting on.”
“I figured as much,” said Shelly with a sigh, “thanks for the update.”
“What do you want to do about this?” Collin asked.
She shrugged. “Not much we can do right now. Send the first team's notes and logs to my quarters. After that, prep the playpen. I want to put our newest addition through her paces before we reach the station.”
Collin grinned and gave a mock salute. He spun on his heel and disappeared before Shelly could say another word. Secretly, she hoped he would make a simulation so rough the girl would leave the same day, but she doubted it would happen, no matter how difficult the program.
~~~~~
Shelly wasn't impressed. Sophie Roucheaux was remarkably plain. Mousy brown hair and flat, gray eyes blended with the muted tones of her wardrobe. She had pasty, pale white skin. Shelly doubted the girl had ever seen the sun.
“A station baby,” she said.
“Hi,” the girl said, extending a hand. “I'm Sophie.” She spoke it short, clipped English, slightly accented. It sounded French to Shelly, but she couldn't be sure. The girl worked very hard to cover it.
Shelly waved her off. “I know who you are. Collin, show her to her room. Chow's in an hour. After that, we'll put your through your paces, see if you're worth it.” She turned to leave.
“You don't think I can do it,” said Sophie. “My scores are the highest anyone's ever made, higher than even you. I was top of my class in theory and practice. I have cutting edge modifications. I've waited my whole life to be a diver.”
Shelly stopped and turned back. She approached Sophie slowly. “You've got guts, I'll give you that. Had I talked to my team lead like that, I'd be on theory drills for a month. Be glad I'm more practical.”
“I have no doubt you have the best education money and corporate greed can buy and I'm sure your modifications are very high tech. What you fail to realize is that men and women, good men and women have died doing what you've waited so long to do. The chances are good that someone will die or get seriously injured on our next mission because people already have. The fact that I have to bring a snot-nosed trainee along only increases those chances.”
“You want to impress me? Do exactly what I tell you, don't step on any toes and for God's sakes, don't die. The paperwork is a real bitch.”
~~~~~
Shelly skipped dinner in the chow hall to go over Collin's training program. The kid was cocky, she wanted to make sure Sophie knew exactly what she was getting into. Practical exercises and theory drills were all well and good, but unless they started use real life, full system melt-downs in a classroom setting with no safeties and no back up, Sophie knew exactly jack about diving.
Shelly smiled in appreciation. This program was tough. Collin loved making unsolvable problems. She set aside his recent work and looked at the notes from the last Dive team.
The team was meticulous. They noted the start and end time of every dive down to the second. There was a complete analysis of the program before each dive and afterwards. Shelly never would have taken the time, but she appreciated their effort. It gave her a better idea of what happened. She played one of the log entries.
“We arrived at Outpost Three at 15:37,” a smooth, male voice said. He sounded quite a bit older than Shelly. Most likely a very experienced diver. She focused on the log.
“Unloading took significantly longer than expected. The station residents don't seem to appreciate bio-engineering or cybernetics. They certainly haven't been very warm to our arrival. I will have to watch for incidents.”
“The Dive seems to be fairly routine....”
Shelly skipped to the next one. She needed something after the first dive.
“We have worked on this machine for three days now. I would have reported earlier, but there is a great deal of data at hand. My team is starting to feel the strain. Jessica is currently confined to quarters for starting a fight with some of the locals. The residents have not been at all friendly so I am not surprised. I will be glad when this job is done, but that may be a while.”
“We are still unable to access the core. As you can see from my notes, there is a great barrier blocking access. We cannot start the dive that close to the core without knowing what is on the other side. All efforts to go around, over and through the barrier have been met with resistance, nearly putting one of my people in the medical bay. This is not part of the original design. This was put in by whatever virus has taken hold.”
Shelly swore. More than likely, what they encountered in the training Dive was there to stay. Unless the original team had found a way past it. She skipped to the next log.
“Jessica was found dead in her quarters this morning. She apparently suffocated, although I am not sure how. The maintenance staff could find no evidence of breaches or environmental damage. I've requested to conduct my own investigation. I honestly believe these people do not care about our kind.”
“Prompted by pressure from corporate, we will attempt a direct dive at the core. I have already made my disagreement known. Corporate insists. Assuming we survive with our minds intact, I will give a full detail of the results.”
Shelly checked the log lists. There were two more logs. Eagerly, she brought up the next. Her comm rang just as the file came up. She gritted her teeth.
“Yes?” she said through a clenched jaw.
“Sorry if I'm interrupting something,” said Collin. “But we're ready for Sophie's trial run. I figured you would want to monitor.”
She relaxed slightly. “Yes, of course. I'll be there shortly.” She put the log on hold and locked out her console. They still had two days until they reached the Outer Stations, the log could wait a few hours.
~~~~~
Sophie took a big breath and plugged into the dive chair. She gave the operator the thumbs up and settled into the hammocks. A small tingle began at the base of her neck and traveled down her spine. She shivered involuntarily. She had plugged in hundreds of times, but this was the first time with a real team.
“Relax,” said Shelly, “you've done this before. If your heart rate goes up too much, the safeties will kick you out. Beau will be with you and we'll monitor from here. Nothing will happen to you.”
“I know,” said Sophie, her voice muffled by the dive hood.
“Now,” said Shelly, “they tell me your modifications limit the need for disassociation so we're running the gravity at 75% instead of 50%. Will that be sufficient?”
“Yes,” said Sophie. She gave the operator a thumbs up again. “Let's go.”
The blackness began to clear in swirls of mist and color. Blacks and grays at first then pale blues, reds and yellows. The swirls sharpened and Sophie found herself standing in the middle of a Monet painting. She gasped. “This is my favorite,” she tried to say, but no words would come. “I can't breathe,” she mouthed.
Big hands rested on her shoulders. “Remember kid,” said Beau, “there's no air in here. You're still breathing, outside the Dive. You've got to separate yourself from the images. Relax and focus.”
She nodded and closed her eyes. Distantly, she could feel her body resting in the dive chair. Slow, steady breaths of air passed through her lungs. She opened her eyes again. The painting filled her vision. She could feel puddles of paint beneath her feet and in between her toes as if she was walking on the canvas right as Monet finished.
“Incredible,” she said. “I've never seen an environment so vivid.”
“Collin may be a pain,” Beau said, “but he's the best.”
“Awww,” Collin's disembodied voice said. “I didn't know you cared.”
“Well, maybe second best,” said Beau, “I'm sure there's someone out there better than you.”
“Good luck finding them,” said Collin. “I don't like competition.”
Shelly sighed. “Don't make me separated you two,” she said. “We're here for Sophie. We need to see what she can do. And yes, Collin is very good. Now that we've seen you can integrate into the program, let's run a simulation.”
The Monet painting faded. The familiar layout of a space station replaced it. She could even feel the gravity lighten slightly. Instinctively, she focused on her body in the lab to maintain separation. “What's the goal?” she asked.
“Get to the end,” said Collin.
“That's it?” she asked. “You're kidding.”
“You'll wish I was,” he said.
Beau leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Collin's brutal on training exercises. Shelly looks over them before putting them into practice. She's a real slave driver. This won't be easy kiddo.”
Sophie nodded. The corridor seemed simple enough. Steel-plaz alloy bulkheads, completely seamless save the ventilation. The first thing any station brat learns is that the ventilation can kill you. A backed up CO2 recycler or a bad oxygen fan could rob you of air just as well as any hull breach.
Minding the ventilation ducts, Sophie took a step forward and the light faded. She kicked herself mentally. The second thing a station brat learns is artificial light fails. Luckily, bio-engineered night vision filters in her cornea made a quick fix of that. Even though it was all in her mind, her brain still knew the modification was there and made the necessary alteration.
“Beau,” she said, “can you see anything?”
“Not a bit,” he said. “You?”
“In a manner of speaking,” she said. Muted reds and deep burgundies filled her vision. She tapped the side of her head, forgetting Beau couldn't see, “Bio-engineering combined with cybernetics, the best modifications on the market.”
“Is that even legal?” he asked.
“Doesn't matter,” she said. “Put your hand on my shoulder, I'll guide you through.” Thinking about the ventilation ducts she asked, “would Collin use poisons in the air?”
“Nah,” said Beau, “he doesn't have the stomach for it.”
Shelly's voice cut over the comm, “we do actually want you to live through this. You're doing fine," she paused, "for a rookie."
“Thanks,” said Sophie sourly, “but save the congratulations until I finish. I don't need anyone holding my hand.”
They pushed forward, moving cautiously. She hadn't had time to get a feel for Collin as a person, but the Monet definitely impressed her which meant he knew his way around a dive environment.
As they moved, Sophie caught the scent of ozone and heated metal. She noticed sweat beading down her back. Her clothing began to stick uncomfortably.
“Did the life support go out?” she asked.
“Remember,” said Beau, “this is a program. Think of the equivalent in a damaged system. There is no life support or environmental subsystems, just the program.”
“So a virus,” she said.
“Could be,” he said, “could be the system's own self-defense protocols. Your mind interprets the sensory input in its own way. It's one thing to see a painting that was intended to be seen. There's no definite construct inside the machine.”
“What do you see then?”
“The forests outside my parents' home in Oregon. I got caught out here one night during one helluva thunder storm. It was completely black. I couldn't see my way back to the house.”
“How did you get back?”
“I had to wait for the storm to pass. It wouldn't have done me any good to get more lost. I found an outcropping of rock and sheltered there for hours.”
“How terrible,” she said, “your parents must have been worried.”
“They raised me to survive. You adapt, you live. It's what makes me so good at this. Now think, what would cause the temperature to rise? Is it a virus or a watchdog?”
“Well, if it were a virus, the temperature would rise much faster, so it's a watchdog. If you know the process to turn off the safeguards, you'll make it through. If not...”
“Thanksgiving turkey time,” he said. “Good job. Now find out how to turn down the heat. I'm a big guy and I sweat a lot.”
Sophie peered into the darkness. On normal stations, there was usually an access panel for maintenance. Of course, this wasn't a normal station. And Beau saw it as a forest. Signals interpreted by the brain. The answer would have to translate into both visions, but Sophie didn't know jack about Earth's ecosystem. She pretty much ignored that part in school.
“Tell me about the forest outside your parents house,” she said. “Was it big?”
“It was decently sized,” he said. “A lot of the wood in Oregon and Washington is protected these days.”
“What kind of plant life?”
“Conifers mostly. Moss, ferns, stuff that liked the wet and damp. It rains all the time in Oregon.”
“What would cause a forest to be this hot?” she asked.
“Fire,” said Beau, “but like I said, it rains all the time. They happen, just not that often. High humidity would up the temp too, but it definitely feels too dry.”
“Space stations are dry,” said Sophie. “I smell smoke. Do you smell smoke?”
Beau took a loud sniff behind her. “Yep.”
“Great,” she said. Fire anywhere was deadly, but fire on a space station was death. It ate oxygen, breached hulls. Instinctively, Sophie ran for a maintenance locker, leaving Beau behind.
“Hey,” he said, “Hold on. This is not a solo-dive, kid.”
Sophie ignored him. She found the maintenance locker and yanked it open. It was completely empty. “Damn,” she said.
Shelly's voice came over the comm, “You're thinking literally again. The computer isn't going to give you ways to go through the security. You have to do it yourself, prove you're not a threat.”
“Right,” Sophie said, “I need to create a fire extinguisher. That should work really really well.”
“It's a program,” said Shelly. “Think in terms of the program. Don't see the construct, see the building blocks. Geez, you'd think this kid was a first year student.”
“Hey,” Sophie said, “it's one thing to be in the classroom with theory and practicals. It's a whole different thing to be in here with a real team. I'm a bit stressed.”
“Then remember your focusing exercises. Forget everything going on outside of the program. This is not a test. You can die in the Dive. You can't die here, not today, but use your head and your training.”
“Yeah, gotcha,” said Sophie. “See the programming, not the representation of the programming. Environmental systems are failing, but there's no air. I can't suffocate and I technically can't burn. Smoke inhalation won't hurt me either. It's not even a problem. It's a bluff. Beau, where are ya big guy? Did you get lost?”
“No,” he said, “I was able to follow the sound of your moaning and groaning.”
She grinned. “Come on. Let's keep going. A little heat and smoke won't kill us. I doubt there's even smoke, just my mind trying to figure out what it thought I was experiencing. Very clever, Collin. You really are quite good.”
“Quit stroking his ego,” said Beau. “Guy's already full of himself.”
Sophie giggled and pushed on. She reached a fork in the corridor. “I thought you said to the end?”
“Yes,” said Collin, “and you're definitely not there yet. You'll know it when you see it.”
Her smiled widened and glanced at each corridor. One would be a dummy program for sure. It would lead to a dead end or push them out of the dive. Although, knowing what she knew at that moment about Collin's skills, it would probably be much more unpleasant.
Both hallways were hot and the smell of smoke rose from both. They looked identical, even with her night vision mods. Sophie closed her eyes to feel the pull of the data stream. It was slight here, but it was always present.
“Left,” she said, pulling Beau behind her.
The heat increased as they moved, letting Sophie know they had made the right decision. The 'air' was thick and heavy. She was sincerely happy it was all in her head. Still, rivers of sweat made her extremely uncomfortable.
A pressure door stood at the end. There was no obvious control panel and it would not open at her command. It was most likely a password protection with no place for input. Sophie ran her hands all along the door and the sides, the steel-plaz plates hot on her skin.
“I imagine this is the source of the heat,” she said.
“Sure you chose the right corridor?” Beau asked. “It's getting awfully hot in here.”
“The heat can't hurt us.”
“Yes and no,” said Beau. “We can't suffocate or burn to death, but the brain can interpret the signals in the dive as real life danger. Only a handful of divers can manipulate the program to the level where something mundane like fire can't hurt you, mentally or physically. Now think, did you choose the right way?”
Sophie bit her lip and thought. She definitely felt the flow of the stream from the right, which meant the second hallway wasn't really there, just an illusion. She nodded. “The heat is most likely a deterrent, something to get us to turn around. There's a chance that once I get this door open, the heat will vanish.”
“And there's a chance that there's something on the other side that will fry our neurons and leave us both vegetables,” said Beau.
She shook her head. “The safeties will snap down before that and bump us out.”
“Safeties can fail,” said Beau. “I've seen it happen plenty of times.”
“This is a training program,” she said, “they wouldn't put something in here that could hurt us.”
“No,” he said, “they wouldn't. Even if Collin is a git.”
“I heard that.”
Beau ignored him. “ First, never, ever assume that just because it's a training program you're safe. I've had to learn that lesson the hard way. Second, they can put something in here that will make you wish you hadn't been born. Ever had cybernetic strain? All the muscles along your implants are on fire. You have a migraine for days, dizzy spells, nausea, nightmares from neural overflow.”
Sophie felt her eyes go wide. They had warned against it in school, but she never thought she would see it used against someone in training.
“I see you're starting to take this seriously now,” he said.
She nodded meekly and turned back to the door. It could be a deterrent, or it could be a watch dog meant to burn out synaptic pathways and cybernetic augments. It was most likely a dual layer of protection. The door would be encrypted, then, there would be a secondary encryption for the fire. First she had to find a panel.
“That's it,” she said and turned around.
“Did you change your mind on the doors?”
“No,” she said, “it was staring me in the face the whole time. It wasn't a dummy corridor, it was a disguise. Come on.”
She walked back to the fork in the corridor and went to the right hallway. She put both hands in front of her and felt blindly for a solid surface. Her fingers brushed something cool and smooth.
“Bingo,” she said. “Now get behind me in case that fire is real and decides to come running this way.”
She pressed her hand against the invisible console. A simple keyboard materialized in front of her. She bit her lip again. A password protection. She didn't know the team that well so she couldn't guess. She would have to go the long way. Her finger blurred across the keyboard, typing out a password algorithm. It was simple, but effective. Hopefully, Collin hadn't put in any symbols or numbers, otherwise it would take hours to crack it. That was also assuming he hadn't put a lock out protocol in either.
She heard the door at the end of the hallway slide open. She sighed in relief. Flames burst through the corridor, causing Beau to jump back. “I told you to move,” she said.
She grinned as she typed in the next set of commands for the fire. It took quite a bit longer than she had hoped and it was getting very hot. Sweat evaporated as soon as it formed and her skin felt tight from the heat. She could smell the burning metal.
“Hurry it up, kid,” said Beau. “I don't do sick well.”
“Give me just a moment,” she said, typing furiously. “Every time I get past one security protocol, another one snaps into place. Almost there.” Her fingers blurred across the keyboard. “Ha, done,” she said.
The fire puffed out and the hallway went dark again. The temperature began to drop again and Sophie's knotted shoulders relaxed.
“Good job,” said Beau, patting her on the back. “Lead the way.”
A huge grin spread across Sophie's face. “Hopefully Collin hasn't given us anything else to jump over. Though I don't know why the lights are still out. Passing that door should have turned everything back on.”
Beau shrugged. “Probably Collin's idea of a joke.”
She nodded slightly. The air down the corridor was stale now, most of the 'oxygen' had burned off. The steel-plaz plates creaked and popped as they cooled. She could see a faint light at the end of the hall.
“No joke,” said Collin. “Those lights should be back on.”
“Well,” said Beau, “turn 'em back on.”
“They should have already turned on,” Collin said. “Something's wrong. I'm pulling you out.”
“No,” said Sophie. “I want to finish this. It's only a few more feet. I can see the exit.”
The light grew brighter. A door stood at the end with an exit sign above it. The door had an actual knob on it, like a house door. She had seen one in a book once. She reached out and twisted the knob and pulled the door open. She screamed.
Chapter 4
Sophie thrashed in the dive chair. Her arms flailed. If she moved much more, she would rip out the neural connectors and do permanent damage.
“Get her out now,” Shelly said.
Collin hit the disconnect button and leaped from his console. He sprinted across the lab and typed madly at her station. Beau roused slowly in the chair next to her.
“Whas goin' on?” he said. “What's all the noise.”
“No idea,” said Collin. “That should do it.” He placed a hand on the back of Sophie's skull to still her and yanked the cords out. Her thrashing didn't stop.
“Hold her,” said Shelly. “Before she hurts herself or damages the equipment.”
Beau rolled out of his chair and took an arm while Collin took the other. “Easy kiddo,” he said. “You're okay now. Calm down. Nothing can get you out here.”
“Oh, I can,” said Shelly. “Get her out of the chair.”
“Go easy on her, Shells,” said Beau. “She was just trying to prove herself. You haven't given her much of a chance.”
Sophie finally calmed down enough for Beau to pull her out of the chair and set her on the floor. She stared at her knees. Her skin had turned slightly green.
“She's gonna be sick,” said Beau.
Collin tossed him a stack of fluid pouches from the first aid kit. Beau popped one out and opened it for Sophie just in time. She made a horrible retching noise, but it wasn't enough to deter Shelly's anger.
“What the hell do you think you were doing?” she asked. “Collin said there was something wrong with the program. Why didn't you back out?”
Sophie retched again. Choking between convulsions, she said, “It wasn't much further. I didn't think it would be a problem. It was just a training program.”
“It was damned sloppy,” said Shelly. “Outdated, childish algorithms. You fumbled through everything. They said you were good. And when were you going to tell us about your bio-engineered enhancements? They're not even in your file.”
“I know,” said Sophie. “I'm sorry. It's not widely accepted and I'm afraid you would have turned me away.”
“I'm still tempted to turn you away,” said Shelly. “Unfortunately I don't have a choice. Those modifications are illegal. Does the company know about them?”
Sophie nodded.
Shelly gritted her teeth and turned. She clenched and unclenched her fists several times. “Of course. Why bother with the simple niceties of the legal system or the rights of a single person?” She spun on her heel and glared at Sophie. “Do you have any idea the kind of complications that can come from modifications like that?”
Sophie finished vomiting. “I've had them for years,” she said, “and I've never had any problems. The engineering was done before the cybernetics to make sure they didn't cause mutual rejection. I have a physical twice a year to watch for decay and bleed through. They are quite separate.”
Shelly's nostrils flared, filling her nose with the sour smell of Sophie's mess. It just made her angrier. She didn't like surprises and she didn't like insolent trainees. The last thing she needed was an incident like the wet ware melt-downs of '22. They had tried to pare bio-engineering with cybernetics before and the results were disastrous.
“I want a full medical workup by our doctor and I don't want her on a single dive this mission,” Shelly said. “She's on monitoring duty.”
Beau and Collin nodded but Sophie just stared. “You can't be serious,” she said. “I've wanted nothing else for my entire life. I love diving.”
“And you're an incompetent,” said Shelly. “You fumble constantly, you're easily confused, and you fall back too easily on rudimentary training. I won't risk it. This mission has already destroyed one team. I will not have some self-centered, insolent child getting herself killed. I don't know what corporate thought you could bring to this, but they were mistaken.”
“This is your last mission,” said Sophie. “I know it is. Simmons told me. They want me to work with you, to learn from you. You'll have to let me dive if I tell them you've benched me.”
Shelly tensed. “Do you really have that much of a death wish? Do you know all the horrible ways a diver can die? Have you seen the ones that survive? Hollowed out husks who fried their brains or lost themselves in the stream. Is that how you want to live your life?”
“I won't let that happen,” said Sophie.
“You better hope it doesn't,” said Shelly. “I put crippled divers out of their misery.”
~~~~~
Shelly stayed up late that night, going over the records from Sophie's dive. The girl was useless, but something had gone wrong with the training. Collin was the best. Shelly had made sure he was assigned to her because of that. He didn't make mistakes like that. The lights should have come back on. Why didn't they?
“You didn't have to be so hard on her,” said Collin. He picked up loose cables from the dive chairs and ran diagnostics. Beau had taken the girl to the med center for tests.
Shelly sighed. “I know,” she said, rubbing her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. There was a dull ache just behind them, out of reach and annoying as hell. “It's so easy to make a mistake in there. So many young divers forget that. They think they're invincible.”
“If we don't make mistakes, how can we learn?” asked Collin.
“A mistake here will get you killed,” Shelly said.
“We make mistakes,” said Collin. “We make them all the time. We made one just a few days ago.”
“And we were incredibly lucky,” she said. “I could have died.”
“But you didn't,” said Collin. He looked her right in the eyes, a small smile on his face. “You're good at what you do, but I bet you weren't brilliant the first time you dove into a program. I bet you screwed up just as badly if not worse than that kid.”
She smiled. “I was in the hospital for three days. I tried to jump a gully. My cybernetics locked up and I nearly went blind.”
“But you survived,” he said. “And I bet you never tried to make a jump like that again.”
“I know what you're saying,” she said. “But I have seen so many people die and get hurt, and that was just one of my screw ups. I was in Ellison Memorial Hospital a few too many times. I'm just trying to save her some pain and suffering.”
He shrugged. “It's part of the job. She knew what she was getting into when she signed up. At least I hope she did. Even so, it goes with the territory. We get bumps and bruises. We go crazy. We get better.” He grinned at her.
Her smile widened. “I suppose. I still want to hold off a while before we put her in actual missions. Let her get a feel for how we do things.”
He nodded and gave her a mock salute. “You're the boss, boss.”
“Oh stop it,” she said. She turned back to the recordings and something caught her eye. “What in the name of....Collin, take a look at this.”
“What is it?” he asked. His brows furrowed in concern.
She pointed to a line of data. It was very similar to one they had looked at just a few days ago.
“That's not possible,” he said. “There's no way it could have leaked over. That program was just a mirror. The virus wasn't even present.”
“But there it is,” she said.
“There's no way,” said Collin.
“Apparently there is,” Shelly said. “Take this program apart, piece by piece and find it. Make sure it hasn't leaked to any other systems. The last thing we need is a malfunction.”
Collin nodded. “I'll have it dissected by morning. You should get some rest though. You still look pretty rough from yesterday.”
“I should stay up and help,” she said.
He crossed his arms and glared at her. “I read the doc's report. You've got internal hematomas and refused pain medication. You talk about safety, but you're pretty stupid when it comes to your own. You're in no condition to dive and you certainly can't help me. Go to your quarters and get some sleep or I'm tranqing you.”
“You wouldn't dare,” she said.
“I'm sure Beau and I could set aside our differences long enough to pin you down and drug you. Now get out of here and let me work in peace and quiet.”
“Fine, fine,” she said. “You'll have your peace and quiet. I'll go to bed without a fuss.”
~~~~~
Sophie stared at the floor, tapping her feet together. She took a deep breath, inhaling antiseptics and some kind of overly sweet air-freshener Her stomach turned and clenched. She had hoped her first assignment to a dive team would go better, but she had really screwed up. When put on the spot, she couldn't remember anything. It didn't help that her first team leader was a pioneer of the dive industry. Several techniques studied in dive school were Shelly Konrad's own invention.
And Sophie had forgotten all of them.
“Don't take it so hard,” said Beau. “Shelly's tough. That's all.”
“Has she ever called you incompetent?” Sophie asked.
Beau shook his head. “No, but she's called me a lot worse. I won't repeat it here.”
She smiled a little. “It's such a dream job and I screwed up big time.”
He shrugged. “Eh, there are worse things. You'll notice she didn't send you on the first boat back to Nowheresville.”
“She has to keep me.”
Beau gave her a stern look. “No, she doesn't. She wants nothing more than to go freelance. We both want to. But she wouldn't risk going freelance early if it meant she had to risk her neck with a worthless rookie.”
“She's so mean though.”
“Only because she cares,” he said. He stood up. “It's hard watching your friends wither away. There are a lot of good divers out there out of commission because they got too cocky or didn't pay attention. Shelly's the best because she's seen the worst. She really is a sweetheart once you get to know her.”
“How did you two meet?”
Beau laughed. “That obvious?”
“A little,” she said, “but it's not like it's a secret you two are married.”
He scratched his head and smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, that pissed corporate off something fierce. It happens, but it doesn't mean they like it.”
“Why?”
“Conflict of interest,” he said. “A diver can't focus on the job if she's worried about her partner.”
“I would think that would give you better focus to keep the team safe.”
He snorted. “Like they care about team safety. Have they told you what the mission is?”
“A little,” she said. “They said it was a retrieval, a very important one. Not just information, but the actual program.”
“Did they tell you what was so important about the program?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Just that it was vitally important to retrieve it.”
Beau nodded. “Exactly. What they didn't tell you is what happened to the previous team and how dangerous this mission is. More so than any other. It's definitely not something you would send a rookie on.”
Sophie opened her mouth to respond, but the doctor came back. “I have the results,” he said. He looked markedly at Beau. “I don't suppose I can ask you to leave?”
Beau shook his head. “Shelly will just hack in and read them anyways.”
The doctor sighed. “Does privacy mean nothing to you people?”
Beau shrugged, “We're glorified hackers, doc. Nothing is sacred.”
“It's alright,” she said. “I'm used to it.” She switched her optics to thermal and watched the increased temperatures rising from the doctor's stress levels.
He gave another heavy sigh, the scent of garlic from his meal mixing awkwardly with the medicines and potpourri. Sophie wrinkled her nose.
The doctor pointed at Beau. “How would you like it if I broke into all of your personal information and let loose all of your dirty secrets?”
“I'd be mad,” said Beau.
The doctor smiled, vindicated.
“I'd be mad,” Beau said again, “because I obviously didn't have high enough restrictions on my security settings for my personal network.”
The doctor glared. “Fine,” he said. “If Ms. Roucheaux is fine with her personal information being disclosed in front of a perfect stranger, I have no problem.”
“I'm fine with it,” said Sophie.
“You don't have to impress these people,” said the doctor.
“Why are you a doctor here?” she asked. “You don't like diving, obviously, and your co-workers stress you out. I agree to share my medical information with them not to impress anyone, but because their lives might one day rely on my skills and modifications. They have every right to know if I'm healthy and functional.”
The doctor stared at her, his jaw hanging slightly open. Beau choked back a laugh beside her.
The doctor snapped his jaw shut and looked at her file. “Very well then. Overall, you are in excellent health. I did notice a minor fluctuation in your cybernetic fluids due to the bio-engineered ocular implants. But they are working in sync. Most remarkable. I would like to speak to the surgeon who accomplished that.”
Sophie merely raised an eyebrow and said nothing.
He nodded, “I did notice an anomaly in the neural implants. I would expect the implant to be smaller, keeping with advancements in cybernetics, but yours is five percent large than the Mark II. Otherwise, there are no problems.”
“There, was that so hard?” Sophie asked.
The doctor gave her a heavy look.
“Great,” said Beau. “With Sophie's permission, I'd like to have a copy of the results sent to Shelly's personal network.”
Sophie nodded.
The doctor's scowl deepened. “I suppose I should start performing surgeries in an open auditorium as well. And while I'm at it, just go ahead and publish all of my patients files.”
“Take it easy doc,” said Beau. “You'll appreciate this when her file is used to save someone's life.”
“I would really rather that wasn't the case.”
Beau just laughed and slapped him on the arm. "Cute, doc, real cute. "
~~~~~
Shelly didn't sleep well during an assignment. She usually had to take heavy sedatives or run a relaxation program through her personal dive simulator. She had done both earlier in the evening, but she still couldn't sleep. Her shoulders and back were tensed in knots and her stomach churned and rolled in her gut. This assignment did not sit well with her at all.
At least this would be her last assignment. She just wished it didn't have to be this assignment.
Beau snored loudly next to her. She didn't know how he could do it, though dodging mortar fire and bullets for eight years of his life probably played a large part of that. You would think the military would have paid for some of his cybernetic augmentation, but no. They placed the full brunt of the cost on Cyberize. She rolled out of bed and padded out of their bedroom. The light on her personal console flashed steadily, humming along in its analysis.
It was cooler out here, and the sweat on her skin gave her a slight chill. It would be a few minutes before the motion detectors adjusted the temperature. She stretched out in her chair and brought up the analysis.
The lines of code from the shipping liner popped onto her screen. Next to it, a different page of code came up. To the untrained eye, they would look completely different. Shelly saw something else.
System processes passed by at lightening speeds. Cybernetics enhanced her neural capacity, allowing her to take in large swaths of data all at once and interpret it. Two different programmers, two different writing styles, but one very similar problem. Both programs had the same virus.
Shelly looked at the right hand display. The code was over ten years old and she thought she would never have to look at it again. But there it was, haunting her like some shadowy nightmare. The shipping liner and the Titan station, her first assignment, had the same exact virus.
Chapter 5
Shelly was beyond anger. She was fuming. Her hands shook and she could barely eat. They would rendezvous with the repair station in five hours, but before that, she wanted answers. Corporate had put her on hold, again.
She ground her teeth together. She'd be lucky to have any teeth left when all was said and done. Beau had left as soon as he'd seen her that morning. Even he knew not to talk to her. She felt a pang of guilt. It wasn't his fault. She would make it up to him later.
A perky brunette popped up on the screen. She smiled. “Mr. Simmons and Mr. Gabel will speak to you now. I apologize for the delay.”
Shelly stared.
“Have a great day,” the woman said. Shelly wanted to pound her face into the screen.
The brunette's face vanished and was quickly replaced by Simmons' and Gabel's on separate screens. Gabel smiled broadly while Simmons fidgeted and gave a nervous grin.
“Nice to see you again, Ms. Konrad,” said Gabel. “I apologize for the delay. You requested to speak to both of us and Simmons is on Mars working out some details with our partners. Not terribly problematic, but it takes time to set up.”
“Cut the crap, Gabel,” said Shelly. “When were you going to tell me about Titan?”
Simmons eyes grew wide. He stuttered over an answer. “Easy, David,” said Gabel. “We didn't know it was the same situation as Titan. We needed expert confirmation. We didn't want to sully your opinion.”
“And you want me to go in there? Worse than that, you want to make a copy of it?”
“We need to study it,” said Simmons, shaking. “It keeps killing our best teams. We need to find out who made it and how.”
“So destroying it is out of the question?” Shelly asked.
Gabel nodded, his grin fading. “We destroyed the original, hoping it was an anomaly, but it came back. We didn't understand it well enough and there's not enough of the original program to decipher the point of origin. Several of us doubted if you could even find the similarities.
We need to find out who created this, why they did it, and how to put an end to it. It's costing the company more money than I care to mention.”
“Again it comes down to money,” she said.
Gabel sighed. “And human lives, Ms. Konrad. You may think me cold and unfeeling, but you know better than anyone the cost of this business. If I let myself get wrapped over every diving related death, I wouldn't last two minutes. Bodies equal money. I can only afford to care about one. Since money fuels the machine and keeps me sane at night, I choose money.
"You can save the company both, Ms. Konrad. Find this thing, find out where it comes from and bring it back to us.”
“What will you do once you have it?” she asked.
“It will be used to save the company millions of dollars,” said Gabel, smiling.
“Of course,” she said, returning his smile. A lump formed in her chest. She knew the best chance for future divers would be to turn it over to the company, but she didn't trust them. At least she could wash her hands of them after this. Then she didn't have to worry anymore.
She switched off the comm. Though unsettling, the new information relaxed her. Shelly felt like she could finally sleep.
The comm switched back on, voice only. “Shelly,” Collin said, “I'm sorry. I know I told you to get some sleep, but we have a problem up here.”
“What kind of problem?” she asked.
“Just get to observation,” he said.
~~~~~
A ship was pulling along side them, much smaller than their carrier. It was barely bigger than a shuttle.
“A mobile lab,” said Shelly.
Collin nodded beside her.
Beau stared out the observation port, his face stern. “Competition,” he said.
“Did you see their carrier?” Shelly asked.
“Just caught the tail end of it,” said Collin. “I was taking a coffee break when I spotted them. Do you want me to hail them?”
“Yeah,” she said, “let's find out their intentions. Get a feel for what they're after.”
“Oh I know what they're after,” said Beau, “a big payout and another year cut off their contract, same as us.”
“I want to see how much they know,” she said, “see if they know anything different.”
Beau shrugged. Shelly nodded to Collin. “Chanel is open,” he said.
“This is Shelly Konrad acting on behalf of Cyberize Corporation. Who do we have the pleasure of working with?”
“Well hello there Shelly Konrad with Cyberize Corporation,” a male voice said. “This is Joshua Murphy with Neural Net. I take it you folks are after that commercial liner?”
“Yes,” she said, “my employers have a vested interest already.”
“Is that so?” he asked. “So there's no way I can ask you guys to give up and go home? I mean you do still have your carrier.”
“We have a small team,” she said. “We can't drop this far out.”
“Well,” he said. “I can't see as how it could get too crowded out there. I'll tell you what, we'll up-link again when we get to the station and our two teams can have dinner together. Maybe we can figure out a way to make this a peaceful co-op?”
“That's my intention,” she said.
“And to pick our brains, I'm sure,” he said.
“Only if you're willing to share.”
“Now that depends,” said Joshua.
“On what, exactly,” asked Shelly.
“How cute you are,” he said. “See you at the station, Shelly Konrad.” The comm cut out.
“Damn cocky,” said Beau. “I don't like him.”
“Only because you don't like anyone who hits on your wife,” said Collin, snickering.
Beau glared. “Funny, I don't like you either.”
Shelly felt her face going red. “That's enough. Honestly, your bickering will kill me before diving does. Beau, take over for Collin. He needs sleep. Collin, go to bed before I shoot you.”
“Where are you going?” asked Collin.
“I need sleep and I need to find as much information on Mr. Joshua Murphy as I can.”
~~~~~
Shelly slept soundly, but her dreams were uneasy. She walked down a long, dark corridor. Pale blue light reflected off the walls, revealing smooth, steel-plaz bulkheads. She was on Titan station again.
Her chest tightened and her stomach knotted, but she couldn't smell anything foul in the air, not like the last time. Her foot steps echoed loudly on the floor. Underneath the sound, she could just barely hear a voice. The hair on her arms and at the nape of her neck stood on end.
Slowly, she moved her way to the end of the corridor, following the sound of the voice. The pale blue light flickered. She turned the corner, expecting to find someone, but the room was empty. The voice still murmured just out of hearing.
She was about to leave when someone said behind her. “I found you.”
~~~~~
Shelly bolted upright in bed. Beau stood in the doorway with his arms crossed, scowling.
“I'm sorry I convinced you to do this,” he said. “This mission is upsetting you.”
She waved him away. “I'm fine. You know I'm always uneasy before a mission. I'll be fine afterwards.”
“You're never this uneasy. You've had a nightmare every single night.”
“Not every night,” she said.
“Only because you refuse to sleep half the time,” Beau said. A smirk broke on his face. “Come on, I figured we would have breakfast as a team. Sophie's got a surprise for you.”
Shelly frowned. Despite her best efforts, she didn't feel comfortable with Sophie on the team. Something didn't sit right. Still, she dressed and went with Beau to the mess hall.
She could smell bacon and, was that blueberries and maple syrup? Couldn't be. It was way too hard to get this far out.
The door to the mess hissed open, revealing a stack of blueberry pancakes and crisp bacon at the table. Sophie beamed.
“How did you?”
“It's not real bacon and blueberries, just a reasonable facsimile. You learn how to cope on the space stations. It's mainly just tofu, food coloring, and flavoring. Collin told me it was your favorite.”
Shelly raised an eyebrow. “Sucking up to the boss?”
Sophie shrugged. “Call it whatever you want. I have something else as well.” She handed Shelly a data pad. “It's information on a one Joshua Murphy and his entire team. As much as I could find.”
“You have been busy,” Shelly said sourly. She scowled at the datapad.
Sophie's eyes narrowed. “You don't like me and I don't know why. I want to do my best to prove to you that I'm an asset to your team, not a detriment.”
“I don't think you're a detriment,” said Shelly carefully. She shifted on the spot. Sophie was a nuisance, but she didn't want to drive the girl away from diving entirely. In a few years, she might be halfway decent.
Sophie held up a hand. “Please,” she said, “my ears are still ringing from yesterday. I'm not a child. I don't care how long it takes. I want you to see that I belong on this team as much as anyone else.”
“This is definitely a start,” said Shelly, thumbing through the files. It certainly was thorough. “Let's see how well your facsimile stacks up to the real thing.”
~~~~~
Sophie's good will breakfast sat heavily on Shelly's stomach. She twitched in her chair as their carrier ship dropped the mobile lab and they prepared to dock with the station. She nodded to Collin.
Without a word, he switched on a neural field, allowing the team to communicate with each other through their cybernetic processors. Shelly didn't like to use it often. They weren't often separated from each other and neural bleed through was a pain, especially when one or more of the users didn't know how to control themselves. Not to mention, most outsiders found it incredibly rude.
Collin and Sophie's emotional feedback hit her hard; Collin's amorous feelings for Shelly and his struggle to keep them to himself and Sophie's excitement and ambition. It cut off quickly, Sophie lagging behind Collin just slightly. Long enough for Shelly to catch her crush on Collin.
A smile flickered across Shelly's face and disappeared. “Alright people,” she said across the link, “I don't like doing this. It makes outsiders suspicious, but given the circumstances, I think it best. According to the logs of the last dive team, these people are not friendly to cybernetic modification, so use this system sparingly. If you get into any trouble at any time, use the link to communicate your position and the situation. I want to get this done as soon as possible.”
Shelly cut the link and shut out the chatter. If it hadn't been for the neural link, she never would have found out about Collin in the first place. He didn't seem to mind, but she couldn't help but feel guilty and, of course, it made Beau furious. Not that Collin liked her, he didn't care, but that Collin would be careless enough to let it slip. Beau thought it was intentional.
The comm crackled, snapping Shelly's thoughts back into focus.
“Dive Shuttle Odysseus,” the voice was tense, “you are cleared to dock at port three. Do not deviate from your current course.”
“Message received traffic control.”
The comm switched off.
Beau smiled. “They sure are a friendly bunch.”
“Easy Beau,” said Shelly. “We're their guests. As much fun I'm sure you would have giving them a hard time, I really want this to go smoothly. Things will go a lot faster if the locals don't see us as a threat.”
~~~~~
A full security squad greeted them as they exited the shuttle. Beau clenched his teeth. “Looks like they already see us as a threat,” he said.
Shelly's face was impassive. She simply stared at the center of the squad. Beau followed her lead. If she wanted to stone wall them for treating them like criminals, he had no problem.
“Can I mess with them now?” he asked across the neural link.
Shelly shushed him. “I'm sure there's a perfectly good reason for this?” she asked.
The middle man in the squad stepped forward stiffly. “Security chief Dale Everund. I apologize ma'am, but it's really for your protection. Folks around here don't take kindly to your,” he paused, “kind.”
Shelly nodded. “I had heard that. I find your misgivings unfortunate. I assure you, my team can take care of themselves. You don't need to busy yourselves with protecting us.”
Everund shook his head. “I don't think you understand the severity of the situation, ma'am. There are folks here that didn't want you to come aboard, some of the station staff included. It's bad enough with one group of you folks on board, but two? Damn near had a riot, excuse my language. I shouldn't tell you this, but had our docking captain had his way, we'd be scraping you off the hull.”
Shelly's face twitched. She sent the slightest hint of trepidation to Beau across the link. He ground his teeth together. It was bad enough they had to deal with a killer virus and a rival team, now this.
“I appreciate the information, chief,” she said. “And I appreciate your assistance.”
He nodded. “I don't care what you do to yourselves. People are people no matter what path they choose. I assure you none of my team will give you a problem. If they do, they will have to answer to me.” He glowered at a thin man on the left. The man flinched slightly, but did not move.
“I'd like to bunk my team and meet with the other group if possible,” said Shelly.
“Of course,” said Edmund. “I'll have one of my team escort you. Sergeant Black will accompany you.” He gestured to a short, stocky woman with short brown hair. She snapped to attention.
Beau liked her instantly. He grinned at the thin man who shifted uncomfortably. “See you around,” he said.
The Sergeant Black stepped in front of him. “This way, sir, if you please.” She indicated the ramp to customs.
“Don't call me, sir,” he said. “I work for a living.”
Her face brightened. “Ex-military?”
“I knew I was gonna like you,” said Beau. “Yeah, former special forces, Mars-side.”
“No shit,” she said, “me too, 145th, toured '98 through '07.”
“Marines, huh?” he said. “I was a little earlier. I landed during the first riots back in '94.”
“No way you're that old,” she said.
“Mods,” he said with a grin. “I've had a lot replaced. Cyberize is about the only place that'd take me after my tours. Had to have quite a bit upgraded and repaired. There aren't a lot of normal civilian jobs that'll do it, either.”
Black frowned. “A lot of soldiers had mods done. It was either that or do without. Even bio-engineering can't replace a limb.”
Beau shrugged. “I personally couldn't care one way or the other. I enjoy the freedom my augments give me and I wouldn't trade my life for anything. If bio-engineering could have given me the enhancements cyber-augments did, I would have gone that way. All the same, I'm grateful I didn't.” He smiled at Shelly. She let a tiny smirk sneak through her ice-queen veneer.
“Bio-engineering isn't that far off from limb replacement,” said Sophie. “They've made huge advancements in the past few years. Organ printing, body part clones. It's all very advanced.”
“That remains to be seen,” said Shelly. “So far, it's experimental. What happens if you clone or print a body part that was already defective? You're back at square one.”
“That's not fair,” said Sophie.
“You'll have your chance to prove otherwise,” said Shelly.
Black turned to Beau and leaned in. “What's that about?”
“Trust me,” said Beau, “you're better off if you stay out of it.”
“I can hear you,” said Shelly.
Beau turned and smiled again. “Pretend you can't. The children are talking.” He turned back to Black.
“What's her problem?” she asked.
“Too much responsibility, I think,” said Beau. “Hopefully this will be the end of it.”
“So are you two...?” Black asked.
“We're married,” he said. “Five years. Best five years of my life.”
Black's eyes widened and a bemused expression spread across her face. “You're a lot tougher than I thought.”
Beau looked at her, looked at Shelly and let out a huge laugh. Shelly raised her eyebrows and shrugged.
Sergeant Black frowned. “I don't get it.”
Beau patted her on the back. “I just never think about it,” he said. “She really is somethin' else.”
“That's putting it mildly,” said Black. “I've never seen anybody stare down Chief Edmund like that.”
“You should meet our boss sometime,” he said. Shelly scowled at him.
“Sore spot?” asked Black.
“You have no idea.”
Shelly gave a disapproving sniff. “You know what?” said Black, “I don't think I even want to know.” They came to a short corridor. “This is you. The other team is two sections over. I'm sorry, but we're not really a tourist station, just a way point. We didn't have that many rooms to spare. I suppose you and the missus won't mind.”
Beau shook his head. “I would have insisted.”
“What about the other two?” Black nodded to Collin and Sophie.
“Sophie won't mind,” said Shelly. She shot a playful grin at Collin who blushed. She turned back to Sergeant Black and held out her hand. “Key cards?”
Black handed her a set of cards and another set to Collin and Sophie. “That will get you into your rooms, the gymnasium, the chow hall, and your labs.”
“I want access to both rooms,” said Shelly.
“I can get a second set,” said Black, “but that is an odd request.”
Sophie blushed, “Is that really necessary? We're not children.”
“I don't care what you two do,” said Shelly. “Lord knows Collin could use a good lay.” His face turned a deep red. “It's for safety purposes.”
“Safety?” said Black, her tone sharp. “I assure you, we have excellent medical facilities and the life support is monitored in all the rooms.”
“And I believe you,” said Shelly. “But our job is very hazardous. We're exposing our cybernetics to harmful and malicious software on a daily basis. I want to be able to check on my team at any time. I mean no offense to your medical team.”
“Of course,” said Black. “I'll arrange it. I'll be back in one hour to escort you to the mess hall where you'll meet with the other team.”
“Excellent,” said Shelly. She hefted her bag and disappeared into their quarters.
Beau stuck out a hand. “It's been a pleasure chatting with you, Sergeant.”
Black shook the proffered hand. “Call me Janie and the feeling is mutual. Maybe we can trade war stories sometime?”
“I'd like that,” he said.
Shelly's hand shot out of their quarters and pulled him inside. “An hour should be plenty of time. Lights off.” She pushed him on the bed.
Chapter 6
Sergeant Black was incredibly punctual, much to Shelly's dismay. The station beds were surprisingly much more comfortable than the ones they had on the ship. She supposed with all the shipping traffic, they could afford more of the amenities. In fact, she imagined some of the things she imagined as luxuries were a necessity out on the system's edge. Like a full hydroponics bay.
Shelly couldn't remember the last time she had seen so much green. She was used to food recyclers, packaged meals, and supplement tablets. Her stomach growled loudly.
“Most of our meals are vegetarian or vegan,” said Black. There was a twinge of regret in her voice. “Meat's a little too expensive, though we occasionally get jerky and pureed meat.”
“You've never lived on a space ship, have you?” Shelly asked.
“Off and on when I was in the military and never for long and then again for a couple of weeks when I transported out here,” said Black. “Why?”
“Try living on astronaut food sometime,” said Shelly. “Vegan is a dream.”
Black shrugged, “It's food. Your colleagues should be here shortly.”
Beau pointed a fork at her in between bites of greens and rice, “Don't call them colleagues, Janie. They're competition. They'll do whatever they can to screw us over.”
“Isn't that counterproductive?” she asked.
“In the extreme,” said Collin, “but it's part of the job.”
“I don't understand,” she said. “It would be more beneficial for you to pool resources together. You could fix things so much more quickly.”
“Except only one team gets paid,” said Beau.
“What?”
“They're from a rival company,” said Shelly. “Cyberization is a very expensive procedure. Most people can't afford it and companies...”
“If it isn't the famous Shelly Konrad,” a familiar voice said.
Shelly turned. “Joshua Murphy,” she said.
“You remember,” he said. He grabbed at his heart. “I'm touched.”
“I'm sure,” she said and frowned. “Have a seat.” She gestured with her fork.
“Vegetables?” he said. “And is that rice I smell?”
“Yes,” said Sergeant Black. “It's all grown on station.”
“Well don't mind if I do,” said Joshua. “If there's one thing I miss, it's rice and veggies. Real vegetables, not that dehydrated crap. I don't suppose there's butter and salt?”
“It's all pretty bland,” said Beau. “But they've got some soy based stuff that's not too bad.”
“I'll take it,” said Joshua. He took a seat across from Shelly and smiled. “So you wanted to meet with us?”
“Yes,” she said. “I want to know what interest Neural Net has in this job.”
Joshua wagged a finger at her. “Now you know that's telling. Neural Net's got its reasons, just as I'm sure Cyberize does.”
“Licensing,” said Shelly.
“Among others,” said Joshua.
“And you're aware this thing's killed before?” Shelly asked.
Joshua's lips twisted. “It's speculation, nothing concrete. I mean, we do have a dangerous job.”
“Made all the more dangerous by corporations that don't care about their contractors,” said Shelly. “Aren't you the least bit worried about your team?” She looked at the other faces at the table. They were impassive, blank. They had locked out their neural links as well. All she could get was buzzing.
“They knew what they were getting into when they signed on,” said Joshua. “I tell you what, you back out now, turn around, I'll give you ten percent of our earnings. It's a fair deal.”
“You're a free agent?” Shelly asked.
“Yep,” he said, “for over a year.”
“And you still work for the corporation?” she asked
“Why not?” he said. “They offered me a great pay and full benefits. You're telling me you wouldn't do the same?”
“I'd rather free lance,” she said.
Joshua laid down his utensils and folded his hands together. “They must have made you a really great offer. You seem generally concerned about the danger. What's in this for you?”
“Freedom,” she said.
Joshua straightened, his eyes wide. “Then there's no negotiating. I would say I hope you win, but that would be overly sporting. I think we'll finish our meals in our quarters.” He picked up his plate and made for the door.
Shelly turned in her seat. “Wait,” she said. Joshua stopped. “you should know, it's a Ghast.”
He turned and looked at her, his mouth turned in an amused smile. “You've read far too many fairy tales. There's no such thing.”
“How do you know?” she asked, her voice cold in her own ears. “What else could have done it?”
“My reports say they killed each other,” he said. “That's all I need to know.” He turned again and left.
“A Ghast?” said Collin. “Seriously Shelly?” He chuckled slightly and shook his head.
“I know it sounds crazy,” she said. “But I really think it might be.”
“And what do you have to base that on?” Collin asked. “Have you ever actually seen one?”
“I don't know,” she said.
“You don't know?” he asked. “I would think I would know if a monster out of one of my nightmares tried to rip my brain to pieces.”
“I never actually saw it,” said Shelly. “I just saw what it did.”
“Titan station,” said Beau.
Shelly nodded. “I want to look at this thing, look it in the eye.”
“Don't make this personal,” said Beau. “It's just a job.”
“Yes,” she said, “but I still want to know. I need to know.”
~~~~~
Sensors sparked to life. The signal was close. Its rhythms vibrated through circuitry and code. So very, very close now, steady and strong. Had the programming existed for such an identification, it could have been called musical. All outcomes were calculated. The signal would reunite with the original program. Patience and anxiety were not factors, only the inevitable.
~~~~~
Their meal continued in silence. Shelly could feel Beau's eyes boring into her skull. Collin gave her furtive glances from his side of the table while Sophie only giggled quietly to herself.
Finally, Shelly looked up. “Is there something funny, Sophie?”
Sophie swallowed and stifled a smile. “Well,” she said, “it's just kind of silly. I mean, a Ghast? That's just a ghost story, isn't it?”
Shelly leaned back from the table and folded her hands in her lap. “What is the first rule in practicum?”
“Seriously?” Sophie said. She looked at Collin and Beau. Collin ignored her. Beau crossed his arms and stared at her. She sighed, “Never discount the impossible in the dive environment. If it can be thought, it can exist.” Her jaw dropped and she stared, wide-eyed, at Shelly. “Who would do that?”
“I don't get it,” said Black. “What's the big deal with the Ghast? And what does she mean, if it can be thought, it can exist?”
Shelly pushed away from the table and walked to a view port. The outpost was anchored around a small planetoid near Pluto. It spun beneath them (or was it above?), shrouded in stars. Her gaze went beyond, to the great expanse outside the solar system, the unexplored depths. She shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself.
“Beau,” she said.
He nodded. “The cybernetic interface that allows us to dive converts thought into programming code. Any and all thoughts can manifest in the construct. It can make for some very interesting and some very dangerous sessions. A lot of rich folks use it for recreational purposes. We're a lot more practical.
It takes a great deal of control to keep your subconscious desires and fears out of the construct. You have to focus completely on what you're doing. If something slips through, it can become a part of the program. In some cases, it can be as simple and metaphorical as a white rabbit. But in others it can mean the death of a team member.
For instance, someone has a fear of suffocating or drowning. If they let that fear surface during the dive, it becomes very real very quickly. Do you follow so far?”
Black nodded. “I think that would drive me nuts. I mean what happens if I suddenly think about the laundry or I have a flash back?”
Beau smiled. “Laundry wouldn't be so bad. Flash backs would be problematic, especially if they have anything to do with war or times of great fear. So you understand the basics?”
“Yeah,” she said.
“Good,” he said, “now imagine the most frightening creature you can. Something dark and intangible that scratches at the back of your mind. That's the Ghast.” His eyes met Sophie's. “It originally was meant to scare new recruits, make them behave.”
“But what is it, exactly?” Black asked.
“It's death,” said Shelly, sending a chill down her spine. “Pure and simple. It can bring your fears forward, push them into the stream of data. It can devour you from the inside out and drive you mad. It's a boogie man of the worst kind.”
“Is it real?” Black asked.
Shelly shrugged and pursed her lips. “It depends on who you ask. Some divers say it's their own fears allowed to surface. Others say it's the minds of lost divers full of anger and vengeance and despair.” She leveled her gaze at Collin and Sophie. “And still others say it's nothing to worry about, just a story. Regardless, there is a real threat. Whether you believe in it or not.”
“So when you say if it can be thought,” said Black, cautiously.
“It can be very, very real,” said Beau. “If someone imagined a Ghast, their worst nightmares come to life, it would become the Ghast.”
“But it would just effect that person, wouldn't it?” Black asked.
“Maybe,” said Shelly. “There are a lot of factors.”
“Such as?” Black said.
“Well,” said Shelly, “the image they conjured for one. If it's just menacing to them, then that's their problem. But if it something along the lines of a Ghast, then it's much deadlier. It's every diver's nightmare. The skill of the diver also plays a large part. Ironically, someone who can barely control the dive and allow their thoughts to flow freely can't form something strong enough.
"But someone who can control the flow of the stream, manipulate it and form it to their will, they're very dangerous. The younger and cockier they are, the worse the risk.”
Sophie shrank into her seat and flushed bright red.
“So it's possible to create a Ghast?” Black said.
“Yes,” said Shelly, “I've done it.”
~~~~~
Beau braced as Shelly slammed into the workout bag. Despite her size, the woman could pack a wallop.
“I shouldn't have said a damn thing,” she said.
“You were just trying to help, hun,” said Beau.
“You think I helped?” she asked. “You wanna take odds on how many bad dreams Sophie has now? Whether or not she'll actually dream up some horrible Ghast to compete with the one we've already got?”
“You really think it's a Ghast?” he asked.
“What else would it be?”
“Stress, malicious virus, poor programming,” he said.
“It's not poor programming and you know it,” said Shelly. “Now a malicious virus, maybe. We saw what it can do. It's definitely not stress. I've seen stress related accidents. This is not it.”
She punched the bag again and again repeatedly. She kept hitting it until she fell backwards, sweating and panting.
Beau held out a hand. She gave him a sour face and took the hand grudgingly.
“What's done is done,” said Beau. “You can't take back what you've already said. Sure, Joshua Murphy could have cared less about what you said, but that doesn't mean that a member of his team didn't take it seriously. He's got some pretty young pups in that group.”
“We've got a young pup too,” said Shelly, “and she's so hyped up on herself she doesn't have room to worry about some ghost story.”
Beau laughed. “I seem to remember you were a hot shot once. When we first met.”
“And I learned the hard way that ego gets you or your team killed or worse,” she said.
“I think you reached her,” he said. “I don't know if she believes in the Ghast now, but she may tread more lightly around you now that she understands why you're so hard on her.”
“I can only hope.”
Beau pulled her too him and kissed her. “You stink,” he said.
“You're not much better yourself,” said Shelly.
He lifted his arm and took a whiff. “Smells rosy,” he said with a grin.
She pushed him playfully, “On what planet?”
“This one,” he said.
“This is a space station,” she said, wagging a finger.
“So you see the problem. I hear they have real water showers here.”
“Fancy,” she said. “In the rooms?”
He nodded. “They have ice miners out in the asteroid fields.”
“There's something funny about this place,” she said. “Hydroponics, real showers, no mods or augmentations.”
Beau shrugged, “The file says they're Originists.”
“All the way out here?” she asked. “That doesn't add up. They like to stay close to home, don't believe humans should leave Earth.”
“What do we care?” he asked. “Means we don't have to deal with them at home. You know what doesn't make sense to me?”
She raised an eyebrow.
“You said you had never seen a Ghast, then you go and tell Janie you made one. You've never said anything to me about it. What's that about?”
A small group of station residents entered the gym. They were in high spirits, laughing and chatting. Their voices fell when they spotted Beau and Shelly. Their eyes fixed on them.
“I'll tell you later,” said Shelly. “Let's get out of here.”
The group blocked the door as they left, pushing against them. One of the men smiled and licked his lips and Shelly passed him. Beau paused to say something, but Shelly pulled him back.
“Don't worry about it,” she said. “They're just trying to provoke us.”
“That's right freak,” one of them said, “stay the hell out of our gym. 100 percent, grade A humans only, no cyborgs. What's a cyborg need exercise for anyway?”
Beau clenched his jaw and Shelly pulled harder. “Don't,” she said through gritted teeth. “We can file a complaint later, come on.”
Sergeant Black met them outside. She was short of breath and her face was flushed. “What are you doing?” she asked.
“Shelly wanted to work off some steam,” said Beau.
“Let me know next time,” said Black.
“Why?” Shelly asked.
“Do you think Chief Edmund was joking when he said people didn't want you here?” Black asked. “Look, if something happens to you, it's my ass. I'm your escort for the duration.”
“Sorry,” said Shelly. “We'll try to keep that in mind. We're not used to a baby sitter.”
“It's fine,” said Black, “as long as nothing happens.”
“How'd you know where to find us?” Beau asked.
“Your people told me,” she said. “I was coming round to check on you and you didn't answer your door. I'm sorry, after what you said this afternoon, I took the liberty of over-riding the door codes. When I didn't find you, I asked the other two.”
“I can see why you like her,” said Shelly, patting Beau on the back. “She's resourceful. Too bad she doesn't have a neural augment. I could use someone like that on the team.”
“Are you kidding?” Black asked. “After hearing about Ghasts and nightmares and bad programming, I'd rather stare down the pulse barrel of a Mars revolutionary.”
A grin broke across Shelly's face, the first real smile Beau had seen since the whole unfortunate mess began, and she laughed. “Good,” she said. “I'd worry about your sanity if you wanted to jump right in.”
Just as quickly, the laugh stopped and the smile faded. “Seriously though,” said Shelly. “You didn't come by just to check on us. What's up?”
Black frowned, “The captain wants to speak with you.”
“Good,” said Shelly, “I'd like to make a complaint against the hooligans in the gym.”
“You don't sound very happy about that,” said Beau.
Black shook her head, “You shouldn't be either. He's called a full council meeting. Representatives from local businesses and the support personnel will be there. I think he wants to make an example.”
“But we haven't done anything,” said Shelly.
“Exactly,” said Black, “and he doesn't want anything to happen, on either side.” She nodded to the gym.
“So what's he going to do?” Beau asked.
“I have no idea,” said Black. “Walk with me.” She moved fast, taking long, quick steps. “The only travelers we get through here are cargo ships and they usually only stay a day or two to restock or drop off supplies. Then they either head home or back out. We're not use to long term visitors. Everybody knows everybody here.”
“So he's expecting trouble,” said Beau.
“More or less,” said Black. “And I don't know what kind of example he's going to make or what he'll do to you.”
“Well, as long as we stay out of trouble,” said Shelly, “he can't do much. As much as I hate corporate, I will bring them into this. We're doing you people a favor.”
“I get that,” said Black, “and so does my chief, thank the stars, but getting the captain and the local populace is gonna be tough.”
“So what do you suggest we do?” Shelly asked.
“Honestly,” said Black, “I wish I could tell you. Just be as polite as possible.” They stopped outside a double door.
“Wait, are we going in now?” Beau asked.
“I'm afraid so,” said Black and grimaced.
“What?” said Shelly. “We don't even have time to prepare?”
“I'm sorry,” said Black. “I really wish I could have given you more warning.”
“I am sweaty,” said Shelly, “and dirty, and tired. Can't we postpone this?”
“I'm afraid not,” a voice said from behind them. Shelly turned to see a tall, hefty man. He glowered down at her and would not look at Beau. “Captain Bill Davidson,” he said, extending a hand.
Shelly returned the gesture only to be reward with a quick, limp handshake. He wouldn't even meet her eyes.
“I'm very sorry things have to be this way,” he said, “but I have a station to protect. I'm sure you understand.”
“Just as long as you understand I have a duty to protect my people.”
Black sucked in a sharp breath.
“Something sergeant?” he said.
“No sir,” she said, snapping to attention.
He looked back at Shelly. “We will make as many considerations to 'your people' as we deem necessary.”
“What do you mean necessary?” Beau asked.
Captain Davidson did not answer him. He nodded at Shelly, still not meeting her eyes and passed into the council chambers. Beau's temper from the gym resurfaced.
“This is intolerable,” he said.
“Try to keep your temper, dear,” Shelly said, her voice tight. Her knuckles were clenched white. “And remind me to punch the entire committee when we go back to Earth.”
Beau thought back to the exercise bag and snorted. “Only if you don't mind me using some of our pay to post bail.”
“Did someone mention pay?” Joshua asked. He rounded the corner, smiling, his step light.
Beau thought he looked like a jackal. “Yeah,” he said, “the fact that you're not getting any.”
“Now let's try to be cordial,” said Joshua, “I know contract work is frustrating, but you're very close now. If not this job, then the next. Can't we be friends?”
“Doubtful,” said Shelly.
Joshua sighed, “Very well. Shall we get this over with, then?” He gestured to the doors.
Shelly sneered and pushed through the doors. She froze when she saw the room. “Must be half the station here,” she said.
Beau spotted Sophie and Collin. “There we are,” he pointed, “let's sit before this gets ugly.”
“I think we're past that,” said Shelly.
“Yeah, okay, uglier.” He pushed her gently in that direction, ignoring the cold stares and blatant hate in many people's faces. “I think you might be right though. There's definitely something weird here.”
“We can discuss it later,” she said. “I just want this over with.”
“What's going on?” Collin asked as they took their seats. “No one will tell me anything.”
“And they won't,” said Shelly. “There's a lot of bigotry and fear here. These people definitely don't like our kind. And I'm starting to think I can definitely return the feeling.”
“Shhh,” said Beau. “I don't want to turn this into a lynch mob.”
“Yeah,” said Shelly, “just hope the captain doesn't incite them to just that.
Sophie's eyes widened. “He wouldn't.”
“I have no idea if he would,” said Shelly. “They don't like us. It's that simple. Be ready to run just in case.”
“We can't make it out of here on our own,” said Beau.
“Leave that to me,” said Sergeant Black, sitting next to them. “Chief Edmund meant it when he said we would protect you, no matter the cost. I don't think Davidson would incite these people, but be prepared either way.”
Shelly nodded and Beau gripped her hand. He'd carry her out of here if he had to, kicking and screaming the whole way.
Someone banged a gavel. Beau rolled his eyes. “Old-fashioned,” he said.
“Shhh,” said someone. He couldn't make out who.
“Citizens,” said Captain Davidson. “I'm sure you understand why we're here today. Several of you have expressed concerns with having an unsavory element among us.”
“Unsavory?” Shelly said and was immediately shushed.
“I can assure you that everything is being done to insure the safety of this station. Our guests will be under constant escort by station security. They are also in a secluded part of the station. Having said that, do not go out of your way to interact with these people. Just as I have to insure your safety, like it or not, they are citizens of Earth.”
“Hardly,” someone said. “They're barely human.”
“According to Earth charters, they are very much still human,” said Davidson. “And I will not stand for any harassment of our guests, no matter how strange or different they are.”
“Tell that to the idiots in the gym,” Beau said under his breath. Shelly smirked.
“However,” said Davidson, “I understand many of your feelings and in order to help facilitate their protection and yours, our guests will be confined to quarters for the duration of their stay.”
“What?” said Shelly standing. “You can't do that.”
“I can, and I will, Ms. Konrad,” said Davidson. “This is as much for your benefit as ours. I'm sure you already know, we do not tolerate your kind here. You will be escorted to the mess hall for meals. You will be allowed thirty minutes of gym time. You will be alloted eight hours per day, excluding meals to work in your respective labs. If you are found outside of your quarters without escort, you will be subject to arrest and fines. Do I make myself clear?”
“You can't do that,” said Shelly. “We can't do anything in eight hours a day. A typical dive can last up to twenty hours if the work requires any care or detail.”
“Exceptions can be made,” said Davidson, “provided you follow the prescribed schedule.”
“This is criminal,” said Shelly.
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