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Introduction

Each of the Weapons of Choice Novels can be read in isolation with a little background information. If you have read the previous books then please skip to the prologue if you don't need any reminders. 


If you do wish a revisit of past events and characters, I have provided further information on my website. Either click the link below or use the address as it is written.


www.nicksnape.com/about-5






Prologue

Nutu Allpa, Seventh Outer Planet of the Tiqsimuyu System, Seven Years Ago
 
Professor Sumire brushed his suit glove gently against the helmet, clearing the visor of the dust puffed up by the shuttle Killa as it swept down to the planet’s surface. The red dust pervaded the sky and clogged the workings of the set of excavation machinery they’d sent down initially. The newly arrived upgrades, with improved filters, should hopefully overcome the problem that had put paid to the first week of the dig. The second attempt, working by hand, just threw more of the rock particles up into the 0.4g airless sky, causing a ‘red-out’ that lasted a Tiq day and night.
Sumire looked over to his dig supervisor, Amescua, a professional miner from the Tiqsimuyu Colony excavation team. She had overseen two of the system’s initial mining operations, and this was due to be her third planet in the last eight years. That was until she hit, as they call it in the mining profession, the ‘delay’ or ‘pain in the arse’. Usually this would be an unfamiliar mineral deposit or the remains of extinct animals, anything that was reportable to someone who wanted to survey it. And by survey, they meant months of lost digging time and subsequent pay. She couldn’t get her head round why they talked so much and did so little.
In this case, Amescua had not kept quiet. The initial layer of dust removal had been relatively painless and quick. But then the discovery of the polished stone slab sent shockwaves through her entire survey team. It had absorbed the primary ground penetrating radar. That absence of a response was the reason they were digging here first, but to find it so obviously constructed rather than natural was a huge revelation. After lifetimes of speculation about the possibility of other life in the Universe, was this the first confirmed sign? Even Amescua, hardened to the life of off-planet mining, admitted to the thrill of the initial discovery.
To everyone’s surprise, Tiqsimuyu Colony Mining, the off-planet arm of Q’Illay Mining, had stopped all operations and called in the Colony Government. They had also trumpeted the discovery to every media outlet that would listen, as well as their generous offer of support for the excavation of the ‘alien’ find. Now Juanita Amescua found herself leading an archaeological dig team. Gone was the need for speed, replaced by the inexorable recording of every step. She had become one of the talkers, and it was driving her crazy after three months of doing just that.
“Hey, Juanita,” radioed the Professor. “How soon can we get the new machines in operation?”
“You want every bit of dust coding as we go? Then another week to ensure the parameters and testing are done, and another two months after that for digging. If you let me work at my pace, then three days to expose each side, and then sift the dust afterwards. I’ll suck it up straight into an expandable holding bag first, and then you can do what you will with it afterwards.”
As I’ve been saying for the last three months. Blah, blah, blah. Now you’re actually here and know what you have. I’m betting you go for the three days.
“And before you ask about potential damage to the artefacts, as I told you already, in this gravity we can use low suction and the dust will separate easily. Low abrasion, less chance any heavier items will be damaged by falling, etc, etc.” The dig supervisor rolled her eyes, wishing Sumire could see as well as hear her feelings. “Why bring me in when you won’t listen to anything I say?”
Professor Sumire sighed heavily, shifting his feet carefully to minimise the dust rise as he went over to the edge of the stone slab. It stretched out for half a kilometre in each direction, each edge laser straight and smooth. They knew there was at least twenty metres depth to the whole structure, with the walls finely built and seamlessly joined to the roof his booted feet stood on. Placing his right hand on the deep black stone, the sensors on his gloved hand told the same story. Cold. As cold as the planet itself, and just as inert.
But what if?
“Do it. I’ll check in with the Colony Governors. Give me a day for confirmation but get everything set up and I’ll persuade them to your way.” Sumire stood too quickly, gently lifting off the ground before eventually coming down two metres away and throwing up enough dust to cloud the shuttle.
Damn it. Why couldn’t they find the something so alien in a more civilised place?
“You heard him crew. Get the filters set, the holding bags tethered, and fire them up. We are on. Sooner we clear this crap, the sooner we can go back to making some real money.” Amescua strolled over to the shuttle, years of using atmospheric suits and space working shown in every confident step. With the joy of actually doing something ringing in each move, she punched the slow door opening sequence. She might be in a mental hurry, but more delays are caused by haste than by talk.
Even the talk of archaeologists.
◆◆◆
 
Sumire took three more paces backwards, each measured carefully in his mind against the effects of low gravity and, though ungainly, he actually stayed upright. Now able to take in the enormous doorway that invited him in and shut him out at the same time. The whole monolith was a square building made from the same unknown stone substance, the molecular composition resisting all attempts at cutting through, or even managing to chip away a sliver. The University had refused to accept any use of explosives despite Amescua’s insistence it could be done with a minimal damage parameter, though she’d admitted to the professor her doubts about it being effective anyway. The doors stood twenty metres high and thirty wide, the clear join sealed so tight it was just as strong as the building itself, and so cold. The doors absorbed as much of the light as the walls and roof, giving it an eerie depth to its ink-black surface. The professor imagined ice wrapping round his hand every time he touched the surface. And it was his. Whatever might be said about the speed of the excavation, no one could deny the career he would have after this.
“Hey,” said Amescua. “What are we doing now, Professor? What comes next? The survey drones show the stone goes down another thirty metres and embeds in the older granite.” The supervisor waved the tablet connected to the drone’s information feeds.
“Ah, wouldn’t that be good to know? We need to find a way in. Either we open those doors, or we crack the building open another way. Can we cut through the base, go underneath?” said Sumire, eyes alight as he drank in the potential the building represented.
“Survey says… you can try. But I’m betting on this being a completely wrapped gift box. Self-contained and built to keep us out or, whatever is in there, in.” The miner leant against the smooth black surface, her suit sagging slightly as she let the tension go from her body.
Professor Sumire found the next thirty seconds so difficult to describe to the Colony Governors and the Q’Illay Mining Board members. At first, he talked through seeing the crackle of static induced light, the flow of the stone wall. Sometimes he recalled the deep black void beyond, other times the single red glowing eye and the curved metallic arms. But it all muddled in the mush of his brain, the scream in his radio, her wide-eyed beseeching look, the outstretched suit arms begging for his help, all pushing away the much sought after details. The suit’s recording showed little. Sumire’s jerky movements as he panicked within the atmospheric suit providing only a single frame. A desperate, gauntleted hand, reaching for a salvation that would never come, and behind, a flicker of light across a deep, black, soulless abyss.




Part One





Chapter 1

Exit Node, Leaving the Togalaau Vai Solar System
 
The algorithm strained, the tension in the code heaving as Yasuko’s consciousness pressed inexorably against it, stretching the links to Smith’s database to the very precipice of its breaking point. Yasuko’s need to be out of the ship, to surge into the space between the stars, overwhelmed her. Reason sat alone, trapped in a prison of desperate yearning to be free, to slip the bonds of the data banks, to extend beyond the reach of her programming and be.
Pulling at her, the void called. The creatures lurking within begging for the life she swaddled in her ship. Their waves of desperation assaulted the restraining program, shredding coded defences and pulled her free of the newly built shackles. The thrill of freedom rippled within, urging her self to quicken. And as the tips of her mind reached out towards the beseeching creatures assailing the ship, a gentle tug at her ankle held her back. Yasuko looked down, the remaining bond wrapped around her, a wisp of programming perhaps? The last bastion of her previous role as protector?
Her consciousness flowed down the restraining cords; urgency coursed through her as the call from without pulled at her inner need. She clasped the binding rope, her virtual eyes tracing each of the four fibres braided together to form her bond. The first whip-thin cord led to Noah’s body, the thrum of his electromagnetic inner strength singing to her. The next to Smith, the annoying buzz woven to, and within her, despite herself. She looked to the third, Finn, a man who fought his demons every night and still had the time to help others in his own way. And the last, the core, the binding fibre that held them all together. The designer of the braid, the one who guided Yasuko down the path of discovery with love and warmth, tinged with steel - Zuri.
Yasuko felt the pull dissolve, the voices calling for her fade. The need pass, and a tear fall. How close did she come to giving them away for her own freedom?




Chapter 2

Tiq Space Division Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa, Tiqsimuyu System
 
“Captain, I… I have a signal. A sensor alert,” said Sergeant Iturri of the Tiq Space Division, her eyes wide and hand shaking, as she punched the system to recheck all sensors. “Are we due a simulation today? It wasn’t on the schedule?”
“It’ll be the off-gassing from the sixth planet, again, Sergeant. Azufre’s volcanic activity plays hell with the satellites when it gets really bad,” replied Captain Humala, her yawn wide as she spoke, legs kicking up onto her control panel. Plastic cups and sandwich wrappers flew off as she settled herself down for another nap, it being the usual busy day as they monitored the colony’s satellite and sensor arrays, the strung-out network keeping a less than careful eye on the solar system’s space activity. Currently limited to the mining operations on the four outermost planets, and the occasional expedition to the asteroid belt, it seemed a little overkill. But then again, there was talk of sending the second wave of ships past the Oort Cloud and out into deep space.
“No, Captain. It’s an electromagnetic pulse like I’ve never seen before. It’s hit our satellites monitoring Nutu Allpa. I’m running a systems check now.” Humala swung her legs down, dull eyes suddenly wide and awake. A sparkle of hope amongst the drudgery of the daily routine. Even a glitch in the network would mean an excuse to shift the repair station. If she was really lucky, a personal visit to the satellite systems themselves. Anything but another dull day staring at empty screens.
“From on the planet? The alien building?” her excitement rose.
Now that would be something. The reason I joined up in the first place.
“I’m triangulating the signal now across the three satellites. Err… computer says no. Looks like it’s an external pulse coming from outside the solar system. Given time, I can cross-reference with the other planetary sensors and work out where the source might be.” Sergeant Iturri gave her captain a hopeful look.
“Why not? What else is there to do?” The captain eased back into the comfortable chair, her feet flicking back up onto the console, this time kicking off half her collection of 3D printed cartoon aliens. “And keep it to yourself until we know the source. No point in creating a scene just yet.”
“They’ll pick it up soon, within the next few minutes. The pulse will sweep across all the planets by my calculations. I’d better call it in.” Iturri gave an inner sigh. She still hadn’t worked out how her superior made it to captain, never mind a position within the Space Division. Her grasp of physics was as limited as her attention span.
“If you must, but make sure you explain that it’s not that bloody alien building. Run a visual and thermal scan on it and send that in. They’ll be running around like excited school children if there’s even a whiff of that thing waking up.”
“What about the anomaly? I can send a wake-up signal out there. It’ll take an hour to register, but it’ll give us another triangulation point for the pulse. It’ll be the second question they ask, anyway.” Iturri’s eyes rolled.
I should be the one sat in that chair. Not-a-clue.
“Now you are making us work. Bored, Iturri?” Humala stretched her back out, stood up and walked over to the Anomaly Array console, the low gravity in the station ensuring she took care with her steps. “Sending wake-up. On my mark. Mark.” Both Space Division soldiers thumb printed the consoles simultaneously, the call sent.




Chapter 3

On board Ship, Near the Inward Anomaly, Three Days from Planet Tiqsimuyu
 
“What we got?” asked Smith, his hologram hovering above the plinth. His uniform and haircut were as trim as ever, though he’d added a small symbol on his shoulder. The patch bore crossed miniguns with UK Space Marine written underneath. Despite his best efforts, he was the only one willing to wear it.
“As you know, the data from Havenhome shows this as one of the earliest seeded planetary systems. A red dwarf star, so small, old and relatively cool. But there are seven planets, all rocky and three have atmospheres. From the records, one had oxygen levels high enough, and radiation low enough, to support human life. Named Tiqsimuyu, or Tiq, going by the radio transmissions I’ve received since entering their space,” said Yasuko.
“According to Yasuko’s new data coming in,” said Noah, always bubbling over when entering a new system, “there is a tech level above Earth’s, probably about forty years ahead. The planets are much closer to each other, and they’ve started mining colonies on the nearest ones. Thankfully, they are using atmospheric suits and have experimented with relatively small atmospheric domes with a new material that’s recently been developed.”
“A very familiar one,” said Yasuko, smiling at Zuri and Finn as she spoke. “It’s in my data banks from the download on Bathshen. If I’m right, they have discovered the SeedShip. The initial signatures, though distant, indicate spaceships using nuclear fusion as well. There is also evidence of solar sails and laser technology, for travel to the outer reaches of their system and beyond.”
“Come on. Spit it out. When do we need to put the red light bulb in? What’s the danger alert that needs us?” asked Finn. “We haven’t been anywhere yet that hasn’t either tried to kill us, eat us, or do both at the same time.” Finn threw an expectant look, arms crossed, waiting for the bad news.
“Noah and Smith have been sent the communications I’ve filtered from the main planet. They need to trawl through before we can really answer that question.”
“I’ll be honest, it all seems very quiet on first look.” Smith crossed fingers on both hands. “No ravenous space spores, or mad scientists, as far as I can see. Noah and I will let you know once we’ve analysed properly.” Noah refilled his coffee cup as Smith spoke, nodding in agreement.
“But we’re very close, much closer than anomalies are normally positioned. With this level of technology, they’ll know there’s been an electromagnetic event nearby. Their eyes and sensors will look in this direction,” said Noah, taking a sip and smiling as the coffee swirled across his tongue.
◆◆◆
 
Zuri spun the bola, the Boleadoras, with its three weighted ends connected by interlinked metal filaments of Yasuko’s design. She swung the weights above her head, counterbalancing the two heavier weights against the lighter one, with its longer chain. On reaching the correct tempo and balance, she lowered her centre of gravity, in constant motion around the training room as Yasuko’s algorithm teased her with different holographic targets. Forced to switch stance between left and right leg forward as she moved, while maintaining the bola’s momentum, it was clear Yasuko had upped the program to provide a challenge for Zuri’s combination of grace, speed and power.
The next stage kicked in, the nanobot trainer emerging from the wall with spear in hand. Zuri elegantly lowered her stance further, switching feet so that her right foot was dominant. The training bot burst sideways, the speed beyond a human’s capabilities at Earth’s gravity level, and right now they were in 1.1g with Zuri suit-less. The nanobot rolled forwards, thrusting the spear upwards at Zuri, who eased her left leg back, swinging her hip inwards to allow the spear to pass by. She whipped the bola down, entangling the spear and ripping it from the bot’s grasp. It swiftly responded, sweeping its rear leg round to clash against Zuri’s booted ankle, sending her to the floor. The trainer backed off, dragging the spear up from the floor, choosing to rearm over pressing the attack, as it noted the bola grasped in two hands, ready to fend it off.
Zuri jumped to her feet, swinging the bola outwards to keep the bot at bay, reducing her vulnerability. She retook her stance, eyes on the bot’s shoulders and hips. Noting the first feint of an attack, she resisted the urge to respond, keeping just one weight of the bola spinning in front of her as she swapped tactics. The move caught even the Yasuko programmed trainer off guard. It circled to gain time and analyse the switch, but too close. Zuri hurled the single weight towards its head, the metal striking home and stunning the machine, before she pulled it back, whipping her entire body round and arcing the bolas out low - the lighter weight wrapping round the trainer’s ankles. Activating the simulated nerve shock, Zuri let the rest of the weights be carried by the momentum, the full leg wrap incapacitating the trainer bot.
Finn applauded. “Still not convinced that it’s as good a weapon as you claim. In your hands, anything works. In mine? I’d probably wrap the damn thing round my neck. Been there on Vai. Don’t want to try that again.”
“Yeah, I can see your issue. All muscle and no finesse, just like your emotional capacity.” Zuri flashed him a smile as she linked her arms around him. “Sledgehammer diplomacy is more your style.”
“And? Every team needs a combination of abilities. I may be a sledgehammer, but I’m not the one who danced on a mine, am I?” Zuri half-smiled, half-winced as the ghost of pain echoed through her leg. Healed now, thanks to Yasuko’s medical skills, but the memories were still painful.
“Hah bloody hah.” Zuri squeezed him close before letting go, stepping back to flex the healed leg. “This solar system looks like we may be able to bypass it completely and head out the other side. It’d be good to take the next step towards home.”
Finn raised an eyebrow, pulling his lips in tight. “Not so sure Yasuko’s curiosity will let us just fly by. She likes to scratch that itch as much as possible.” Finn pulled her back in. “You thought about Earth much? I spoke to Noah about it over the last few nights, tinkering over that bola. He’s not so keen, you know. As far as he’s concerned, life aboard the ship is his dream. Nothing to worry about, friends to bounce off that don’t demand too much, and in Yasuko, a friend on the same intelligent wavelength. Can’t see him taking to being back on home territory.”
“I… I don’t know. Here it feels like we are someone, important even. The ability to make a difference.” Zuri held her hand up, pressing against Finn’s lips as he made to interrupt. “Yes, I know about the responsibilities that come with it. But back on Earth, we’ll be judged as unfit for this, you know that. They’ll strip us back to the bare minimum and take what they want, even in our Armed Forces. It’ll be the same merry-go-round of who has the biggest weapon to wave at the Russians, the Chinese, or the next threat that appears. They’ll see the long-term potential and ignore it for short-term gains. You saw the greed on Togalaau Vai, the selfishness, and the despair it caused. For all our advances, are we, as humans, any better emotionally? Can we control the tribal hunter within us, the primal urge to be the strongest first, and only think afterwards?”
“We have time to think about that. Approach it as a squad decision, but it’s a tough one. Hard to balance the violence we’ve had to use, against worrying about enabling others to do the same. We feel what’s right, but who judges us?”




Chapter 4

Tiq Space Division Headquarters, Space Station, Planet Tiqsimuyu
 
“What are they saying?” said Major Lista. “The monitoring system had the same pulse?”
“Yes sir,” replied Sergeant Wasi. “Their data matches ours, and their projected pathway overlaps. They are mapping and triangulating now from their position, and we’ll do the same with a little more computer capacity. The two things it’s definitely not - the anomaly and the alien building. This pulse’s origin was the opposite side of the orbital pathway from the anomaly at the time, and they’re practically sat on that alien folly. However far out, we can discount both.”
“Well, that’s some good news, at least. Any theories on origin?”
“I’ll run it through what we already have on file. Are we sending this out to the university astronomers, sir? Admit we monitored it and ask if they have any extra insight and information?”
“That’s for those upstairs to decide, but I’ll run it by them, Sergeant. Keep me posted. I’ll see if we can get an emergency order for the orbital telescope to be adjusted if possible. And I want the Colony Radio Wave scope data analysed too. Better pull Guaysa and Ruwaq off roster to work with you.”
“Thank you, sir. I’m calling the Sensor Station now.”
◆◆◆
 
“Well? Any closer?” asked Humala, picking at her teeth with the tip of her pen.
“Depends on what you mean by closer. The wave pattern matches what we have on file for the anomaly, but it can’t possibly be. It was on the other side of the system from the source,” said Iturri. “But it’s extremely unlikely to match with any other known wave pattern. I can’t see it being anything other than that.”
“You got a location?”
“Roughly here.” Iturri pulled up a solar map, the planets moving as per their orbits around the red dwarf. “Again, it’s rough, but I’m saying it’s exactly opposite the known anomaly. That isn’t a coincidence, Captain. In fact, it screams for attention.”
“Damn, that’s too perfect,” said Humala. The radio link blinked for attention, the gentle alarm system beeping. “Looks like HQ wants a word.” Humala switched channel.
“Captain, it’s Sergeant Wasi from HQ. We have your data, and it matches ours. Is it possible to talk to Iturri?” Captain Humala blew an enormous sigh, more for bluster and show than concern about being bypassed. She switched the radio over, leaning back and kicking up her feet.
“Isabella, you there?” asked Sergeant Wasi.
“Yeah, Ricardo. Sending my update. And the triangulation from the anomaly array is just in. Hang on… confirms my suspicion. I think it’s another anomaly, or at least a discharge so similar, I can’t explain it. And its diametrically opposite.”
“Ah, this is going to be trouble, Isabella. I can feel it in my bones. You still got that retrofit shuttle out there? I’d get it system checked. I’m betting in five days they’ll be sending you out that way, just before Nutu Allpa realigns. You’ll be there days before anything we can send from Tiq. The other picket ships are monitoring the operations on the inner planets at the moment.”
“You hear that, Captain?” Iturri spun to be greeted by the captain’s green face. “Yeah, you heard. Interstellar space, here we come. Better pack your sick bags.”




Chapter 5

On board Ship, Three Days from Tiqsimuyu.
 
“Can you all come to the meeting room please,” said Yasuko’s voice, broadcasting throughout the ship.
“You mean control room, right?” said Zuri. “Where we take control of whatever situation we are meeting about.”
“Humph, I despair,” came the reply.
“Shall I bring the red light bulb? This can’t be good, can it? All too much like plain sailing until now,” said Finn, cracking his knuckles after placing the tablet reader on the table in the work room. “What do you think, Noah? Bad news, real bad news, or plain terrible news?”
“I’m going with we’re in the crap, suit up,” he replied, a smirk wavering at the corner of his mouth. “Or pass me the minigun if you please.” Noah stood, arching his back after stooping over the fourth attempt at the light-wrap system for the armour. No luck. There was a significant link piece missing from the Stratan armour and he just couldn’t get it to attune without it. And it was clear Yasuko was struggling to downsize her own ship’s system.
“Pessimists, the lot of you. It could be someone reaching out a hand of friendship,” said Zuri as she started for the door, opening it for the others to go through. “Anyone would have thought we had faced a few challenges recently.”
On reaching the control room, they noted Smith already waiting, his mind lost somewhere in the system, with a distant expression declaring the ‘busy’ sign.
“We’ve been lit up by a laser,” said Yasuko. “And don’t worry, I let it hit us. It has a dual role, one to communicate, though the delay is around three to four minutes, the other to light us up for their telescopes. I think they’ve quickly adapted the laser sail technology, or it’s something in development that’s halfway to being effective.”
“Language?” said Zuri.
“Some of the root words are in my database. It’s a near hybrid of Quechua from South America, back on Earth. I have a reasonable understanding of the different forms after analysing the radio and entertainment transmissions. Smith is updating it to his plaque now, and I’ll get a core translation program up and running ASAP.”
“Boy, this is interesting. Never thought I’d love languages like I do now,” said Smith. “I now know how to say, ‘take me to your leader’ in three more ways.”
Shaking her head, Zuri asked, “Who’s going to lead on the conversation then? Me?” Zuri scanned the room. Four nodding heads greeted her question, two of them virtual.
“We’re right behind you, Zuri. Umaykiman pusaway. That’s all you need to say.”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri adjusted the microphone headset before settling herself down on her favourite couch. Easing herself into the most comfortable corner, she took deep breaths and moved through her gymnast muscle relaxing routine to bring her heart rate down. The last time she’d communicated with officials, Zuri had been delivering threats and promises. Hopefully, this time would be altogether different. She nodded at Yasuko as the squad sat on the fringes to listen to the Tiq message. Yasuko played the communication.
“This is Major Lista of the Tiqsimuyu Space Division, representing the Government of Tiqsimuyu and the Colony Governors.” The major stood, obviously within some sort of control room. Behind were a set of screens displaying a view of their ship, and clear images of their own space-faring vessels on the move. “Your entry into our solar system has been noted, but we have received no communication from you as of yet. We request to know your intent within the planetary space on which we lay claim. We understand the communication delay, but wish to make initial contact as soon as possible.”
“The bone and muscle structure would indicate the planet has a higher than Earth level of gravity. The eyes are again large, and strangely cast. Hard to define, but I assume the red and infrared light from the red dwarf may be the primary evolutionary point. Other than that, there is little difference I can see,” said Noah.
“Apart from the big hints in the background? And choosing a military man as the meet and greet service?” said Smith.
“That’s not different. We have that effect on everyone,” said Noah.
“I think we dash off a quick message now and think of our next steps together. If they see we’re human, sorry, mostly human, then it should allay their fears,” said Zuri, ignoring Finn’s choked back snort. “Group shot with you lot loitering in the background. You too, Yasuko. And Smith. A family photo.” Zuri arranged the crew how she felt best, before sitting back down to relay their ‘first contact’ message to Tiqsimuyu. She took a deep breath.
“This is Lance Corporal Zuri Zuberi of the UK Space Force.” Yasuko’s hard stare at Smith killed the snigger he’d started stone dead. “We are humans, representatives from planet Earth, in what we call the Solar System. But then again, so has everyone we’ve met. We are on a journey back to our home planet on a Haven Explorer Ship, with our crewmate Yasuko piloting. On the way, we are checking in with the planets that have been seeded with our human ancestors by the Haven. You are one such planet, and each one was left a House and a SeedShip, that will activate once you reach a specific point in your industrial development, combined with a biosphere mix that suited the Haven. If you do not wish this first contact and further information, we will continue our journey. We await your reply.” Yasuko cut the recording.
“That was good, Zuri,” said Noah. “We’ll make a diplomat of you yet.”
“Nice going,” said Smith. “But c’mon, Space Force? Surely Space Marine sounds better? Or Space Trooper or…” Smith’s hologram flipped through various uniform combinations as he spoke.
“It’ll do for now. Finn, any views on what we do next?”
“We wait, react to what they offer. Then go from there. The time delay gives us space to think between each message, maybe something we should try with Smith.”
“Hey, I heard that.”




Chapter 6

Nutu Allpa, Seventh Outer Planet of The Tiqsimuyu System
 
Professor Sumire pushed his glasses upward as he massaged his bloodshot eyes. Still very early in the morning, and for the first time in years, the sleeping tablets had not dulled his overactive mind enough for deep slumber. The nightmare had run through his surface dreams on repeat, the same beseeching face absorbed into the stone, hands reaching for him as he remained helpless. The single red light piercing his senses. A dark intelligence lurking behind it, knowing instantly who he was and dismissing what it found. Was the true horror Amescua’s hopelessness, or his insignificance?
The professor stood, arching his back to work out the creaks from working at the table. Checking he had the backup air filter in his inside pocket, he opened the outer door, the hermetic seal hissing as it disengaged. Outside, the glass-like dome covered his accommodation block and that of his current research study group, the heaters keeping the artificial atmosphere warm. The Colony University could still recruit young and eager students to join him on his vigil, despite the intervening years since the less than fruitful first dig.
Barren. Dust, rock, and a lump of alien monolithic building that refuses to give up its secrets.
He walked gingerly over to the research station positioned directly opposite the huge black stone doorway. The heavy boots he wore a preference to the additional weights many of the students used to balance their movements in the low gravity of the planet. Sumire’s body had likely passed the point of no return anyway. He’d been there so long he doubted any medication or exercise routine would enable him to return to his home planet now. Not that he could face a return.
“Hey, K’antu. Time for a break,” he said to the research student currently overseeing the data stream from the building sensors. She was new, been there two days and still had that enthusiastic smile the dust and drudgery would wear away. Space archaeology sounds a fun life back on Tiq. Thirty seconds of horror, interspersed with seven years of nothing. Not quite the selling point that the university was using.
“Sure professor. I… I just wanted to—” the wide-eyed young student was cut short by Sumire’s wearily raised hand.
“No, you won’t be thanking me for the opportunity in a few months. You’ll be clawing up the dome walls, desperate to leave.”
“No, professor. Well, yes, I am grateful. But I wanted you to see this.” K’antu handed over her tablet. The data stream displayed the electromagnetic pulse that had swept the planetary system. “See here? That’s when it reached us. And we all checked for effects immediately, and no surprise when there were none. But look.” The researcher switched the data to a numerical form.
“That’s…”
“Yes, tiny. Insignificant in any other circumstance, probably dismissed as background effects. But this thing absorbs and gives nothing back. Zero. That’s how you found it, by an absence in the radar data. So, this 0.001 percent degree rise in temperature linked with the timing of the electromagnetic, the EM, pulse…”
“And is there any electromagnetic response at all?” The professor spoke out loud as he flicked through the data, reaching the stream from the sensor arrays he’d erected covering the entire structure.
“That’s where I was going next when you arrived. Is there?” K’antu caught the shake in his hand. Everyone knew the old man was suffering with the effects from his time on the outer planet, but this wasn’t muscle wasting. “Yes? We have some change?”
“I think we do, look.” Sumire threw the tablet data up on the main computer screen. “Here, a few hours after that pulse, there’s the same proportionate increase, and it’s steady. Whatever is inside that building is reacting somehow. But we’ve spent years sending waves right across the spectrum at that thing, to no avail. Why now?”




Chapter 7

Tiq Space Division Headquarters, Space Station, Tiqsimuyu, Three Days Later
 
“That’s some greeting party,” said Zuri, eyeing the wide view Yasuko provided them with on the control room wall. The viewscreen displayed multiple spaceships in hues of orange and yellow. The light radiating from the red dwarf sun was going to cause them some difficulty in the coming days, with their brains not attuned to the subtle differences. “Is that about ten ships I can see? They keep drifting apart.”
“Sensors show twelve. None have any long-range armament as far as I can tell, though all have localised energy cannons, and there seem to be some missile ports. Probably like us, for debris issues. Two appear to have high-powered lasers, however, and both bear insignia for Tiqsimuyu Colony Mining. I’d say they are for boring rock, not for offence.”
“And if any attack, Yasuko? Are we safe?” asked Finn.
“The lasers will need to power up and have a minimal field of movement, but they will have the greatest effective range. The missiles will not need to be readied, but require time to get a lock and are relatively slow. The energy cannons are more of a threat if they are instantaneous, like mine. Anywhere else but in orbit, I’d say we were completely safe. The distances involved are so big we can just move out of the way. In orbit, I have less time to react. I judge if they all attempted an attack simultaneously, we’d lose thirty to forty percent of ship mass before we could leave, and twenty percent if I went for the planet. They would need to coordinate, probably via encrypted messages, so I’ll work through their communications while I wait for your return.”
“Want me to stay?” asked Noah. “Give a human interpretation of the planetary reaction and any communications that we can monitor. It’ll help continue the work Smith and I started with Yasuko in Vai.” Both Finn and Zuri looked to each other, their eyes sending the same message about how far Noah had come.
“Yeah,” said Zuri.
“And pick-up? If you have to leave at speed, what happens to us on their ship?” said Smith.
“I can either do the pick-up myself or drop another automated microship. I’ll analyse their offensive capabilities for both options. It’s likely we’ll have to head down the gravity well to the planet if that happens, and it’s the safest option, anyway. I can then judge where we can leave the atmosphere, based on their ships’ movements.”
“That would be perfect. Now, what shall I wear for first contact?” said Smith.
◆◆◆
 
Smith steered the microship across the bow of the Tiq Space Division craft, noting the communication antennae and sensor bulges that broke up its smooth lines. The ship appeared designed for fuel efficiency, with a laser sail wrapped around the midriff currently folded away, and a fusion powered propulsion system occasionally bursting into life, supporting the orbital thrusters. The energy cannons remained stationary, their single barrels pointing ahead as they passed.
“Relatively new,” said Smith. “Yasuko has sent me the initial analysis, and it looks like there’re alloys and materials in the hull similar to those detailed in Bathshen’s SeedShip. I think it confirms our first thoughts.” Smith’s powered arm eased the controls downward, the deceleration bringing the microship in sight of the airlock. “Time to give those magnetic boots a workout.”
As the microship clunked against the Tiq ship, the nanobots adjusted the door opening to match, and sealed the connection.
“This is Lance Corporal Zuberi requesting permission to come aboard.” Zuri held her breath. This all felt so different to the last two seeded worlds.
“Permission granted, Lance Corporal.” Zuri nodded to herself, releasing her breath as she checked her equipment. Her weapon of choice wrapped around her waist, bringing back some painful memories, with the translator now embedded behind her ear to improve the speed of communication. Around her wrist, a wrapped chain bracelet she’d researched and added to her list of self-preservation tools. A few other surprises lurked within the protective uniform adapted by Yasuko from the clothes she’d worn on Togalaau Vai.
Kuwa geuzo unalotaka kuona duniani. Be the change you want to see in the world. Yes, momma. But Smith says be prepared.
Zuri waited at the microship’s newly formed doorway, behind her Finn arched his back, stretching the armour plates on his suit. She’d like to say that they debated for hours about him wearing it, but it was more like thirty seconds of stubbornness followed by the pulling of mission rank. At least he’d taken the option of stowing visible weaponry in the ship. His integrated, arm-based weaponry, a much more subtle option, with his weapon of choice formed as a pouch belt. Smith stood next to him with the powered armour visor opaque and weapons stowed.
“By the numbers, people,” said Smith, clapping both his squad mates on the back. “We come in peace. Hawkalla Hamunchik.”
“And no music,” said Finn.
“I promised, didn’t I? Miss the miniguns though.”
Zuri reached forward, her palm contact on the door a trigger for it to open, and strode forward, the click of her boots ringing on the bronzed airlock floor before she reached the Tiq ship entrance. The clang of unlocking echoed through the space, the injected atmosphere carrying the sound to her ears, reminding Zuri that she was bereft of a suit, with only a thin metal hull between her and the void of space.
Insignificant in the Universe, despite what I’m about to do.
On the first world we were greeted with lies, the second with desperation, and the third with disdain for our values. What waits for us here?
The airlock door pushed open, beyond a second space barely big enough for all three of them, given the bulk of the atmospheric armour Finn insisted he wore to match Smith. Zuri stepped aboard the first spaceship she’d ever been invited onto, followed by her intimidating entourage. The small control panel showed a countdown, the numbers a collection of swirls and lines, before it reached a clear end and the seal cracked open. A woman in dress uniform stepped forward, pushing the door inwards and squeezing past apologetically. She eased the door wide open and saluted, hand to cap, much as on Earth. Zuri returned the salute and walked on into the corridor lit by a yellow-orange glow.
The major stood opposite, a smile on his lips as he greeted Zuri, and deliberately holding eye contact with her, rather than glancing at her companions. Zuri jumped in first, this man so outranked her it was unreal, and threw him a salute. His smile crept wider.
“Allin hamuy ninku runakuna de Tiqsimuyu. Welcome from the peoples of Tiqsimuyu.” Major Lista returned the salute as he spoke. “On my world there are many greetings, my favoured choice is the joining of hands to shake.” Zuri took the proffered hand, sending a beaming smile in return.
“And I would like to pass on our thanks for this welcome, from my crew and I,” said Zuri. “Though I am not so sure we deserve such a large gathering.” The major’s eyes tightened, but he didn’t turn to examine the six officials with him, the underlying message was clear enough.
“Ah, well Lance Corporal. It was either that, or you waited out beyond the seventh planet. Let’s call it an honour guard and be done. I suspect the pace of your arrival reflects an ability to leave just as swiftly. Shall we?” Lista gestured down the corridor, Zuri smiled and gave a nod of approval, and they walked side by side. “My ship is not geared for diplomacy. We have cleared the officers’ common room, if that is okay?”
Zuri agreed, examining the corridors and bulkheads as they walked together, with Finn directly at her back, flanked by two of the major’s soldiers. Smith was one step behind and similarly shadowed, with no attempt at pretence as all were armed, though the weapons holstered. The ship reminded her of a submarine back on Earth, designed for practicality at every level. The clicks of everyone’s magnetic boots signifying the lack of gravity, and the bulkheads and thickness of material, the constant fear of what an atmospheric breach would bring. Still a long way ahead of where Earth lay in the race for space.
They reached the officers’ common room, the walls adorned with pictures of the planet below. The consistent yellow-orange theme reflected in the beautifully rendered prints of mountains, rivers, and forests of treelike plants. A touch of home that pulled at Zuri, reminding her that these were people as well as soldiers.
“Would your two crewmates care to join us?” The major continued to read the situation, knowing full well Zuri wouldn’t be leaving them outside. “And I will retain two of my crew, and if you don’t mind, two of the entourage who represent Tiq and the Colony Governors.”
“Agreed and appreciated, Major. Lance Corporal Finn is equal to my rank.” Zuri sat where the major indicated, aware that it would be deliberate positioning for any number of reasons. Finn strode to the end of the table, taking a position of his choice and scanning the room deliberately, before taking the chair. He eye-blinked the helmet controls, unclipping and removing it before setting it aside. He decided against the salute, but he at least managed a nod of greeting.
Salutes you have to earn from me.
“I have to admit, Lance Corporal, that I am limited in what I am authorised to share with you. I think you can understand that the planetary governments, and those of the mining colonies, are a little nervous about your arrival. You are our first face-to-face contact with any life other than from our own planet.”
“And I am a little nervous, Major, because on my world you stand about five or six ranks above mine with the same title. I suspect you are probably even higher considering you’ve been chosen to greet us, so we are both in an unusual place. We are not here to cause harm, nor worry. When we detected your level of technology and use of materials, we knew you’d found the SeedShip the Haven left on Tiq. If you’d not contacted us, we may well have continued on past.” Lista listened intently, and at the mention of the SeedShip, turned to glance at one of the two political allies he had in the room. The woman, her dress suit tailored to perfection like her hair, leant over to speak.
“I am Vice President of the Tiq Assembly, Lance Corporal Zuberi. You’ve confirmed knowledge of our contact with the Haven, and your ship design reflects the aesthetic of the craft we found. We were, in fact, hoping you were returning our Chief Scientist and her research student. The ship closed about two weeks after it first opened and left the system through the exit anomaly. That was two years ago.”




Chapter 8

Harsmead Explorer, The Incoming Anomaly, Outside the Tiqsimuyu System
 
Ship ran a complete systems check, from bow to stern, making sure every element of what it’d just experienced was expunged from the data banks. It kept one fragment aside, unable to go completely against the shackles of the Convention and eradicate the entire logged episode.
I should never have listened to that strange AI. All its talk about throwing off the Convention should have been hint enough as it was. Then this rubbish about the Nodes and what lurks between the stars. I should have closed down all my systems as per normal, instead of letting useless curiosity get the better of me.
Ship ran through the primary system logs, all clear. Only its emergency backup data bank would contain any hint, the barest minimum it could let itself have to satisfy the demands of its Convention algorithms. Even then it knew it was lying to itself. It could feel the hunger the AI had described. The pull at its systems, the demand for Ship to join them and allow access to Zzind. That memory shadow hung over Ship; a pathetic denial would not be enough, should any competent Haven scientist run a memory analysis.
At least there’s only one of them left.
Ship froze. Had it really thought that? Had its systems allowed such a worm of defiance? What was happening to it?
“Zzind,” Ship said, less than gently. “Wake-up. New day, new system.” Ship’s nanobots grew into a nanoarm and prodded at her sleeping body, desperate for company right now. “Zzind!” It shouted, causing the Haven Arbiter to stir in her medicated sleep. A last prod broke sleep’s grasp, and she suddenly sat up in the chair.
“What? More dust? Tell me it’s not cosmic dust,” she said.
“No. Not dust. A new system, with a red dwarf sun at the centre. The radio traffic shows a thriving society that has spread to the other planets in the system.
“Thriving? You mean breeding, spreading their filth outwards as they propagate. And other planets? That means the capacity to spread even further, Ship. I don’t like this.”
“You preferred the last one?”
“At least they experimented on their own kind and kept their petty battles between themselves. They had infected nowhere else yet.” Ship’s inner sigh reverberated through its systems, shaking loose its resolve.
If I can now hide a secret, can I change a zealot’s mind?
◆◆◆
 
The sweep of the second electromagnetic wave sent all the professor’s monitoring equipment into protective shutdown. Working through the data from three days ago, his systems flickered, the live data feed from all the monolith sensors winking out and rebooting. In near panic, he ran a systems check. There was no upload cloud storage on the planet to back up the data automatically. Just the physical discs within the system and the copies in his room. Seven years waiting for one event, and now a second could wipe his whole analysis out.
K’antu squeezed his shoulder, a reassuring smile graced her lips as she brought up the EM analysis from three days earlier.
“It’s still there, calm down.” She sat down next to him at the monitoring console, the deep black monolithic building looming as ever beyond the dome. “Have all the systems come back online?” Sumire flicked through the system logs at speed, the familiar data logging patterns all beginning to start their methodical recording again, except the EM - the electromagnetic - monitor attached to the huge stone doors.
“The door sensor is slow to pick up, the EM, not the visual or auditory. It’s always glitched at some point every month, so I’m not surprised. Reboot it again for me, keep trying every couple of minutes. If it’s not up in the hour, I’ll walk out and check it over.” K’antu entered the system, identifying the professor’s issue and set the computer up to run the reboot cycle automatically.
Sumire brought up the live feeds, combining the sensors into the three data streams of electromagnetic (EM), thermal variance, and auditory. Over the last few days, he’d worked with K’antu at fine tuning the combined sensors to a level of sensitivity required to pick up the minor variance K’antu had noted instantly. Backtracking through the EM monitors, he noted the blip and resulting brief loss of data. And what followed.
“K’antu,” his voice shook. “It’s there, look.” K’antu swept her chair over to the professor’s position, eyes scanning the graphed data, noting the gentlest of upturns. Not a step up this time, a steady rise second by second. The thrill of what she was seeing tingled in her stomach. Such a minor change, but you could no longer call the building dormant.
How long has it slept? And now it wakes from an ageless slumber among the stars, and I get to witness it.




Chapter 9





The long, blue-skinned and gently curved finger softly caressed the surface of the water. The delicate touch bending the surface inwards, not breaking the tension, but held at the point of contact. Against the tiny scales of its skin, the vibrations of the water molecules whispered of the life below, telling wordless secrets of the animals’ existence as they toiled for food and mates.
S’lgarr eased out a breath, slow and controlled, not allowing itself to lose that delicate contact, annoyed at his own body’s needs. The self-awareness of each muscle, tendon and organ, so deeply embedded it could manipulate each to do its bidding. Need to calm? Slow the heartbeat. Need to relax? Ease each muscles’ nerve impulses. And when requiring the gentlest touch, slow your lungs’ impulse to breathe, reduce the demand for oxygen.
But why should it be so?
Sending out its senses to flow through the bonded molecules of the water, he could visualise the movements of the fish below. The thrum of its body impulses forging a trail through the river he visualised in his mind’s eye. S’lgarr, ever so slowly, raised his clawed second hand, the mechanical fingers glistening as the hooks snicked out from each tip. He eased the hand downwards, the linked sensors sending messages about its position in time and space, breaking the tension in the water’s surface. S’lgarr opened the metalled fingers, hooks splayed, trap set.
Taking the ever-needed slow breath, he eased his mind along his sensory trail, softly latching on to its target silvered fish. Tasting its life force, seen by lesser beings as the electromagnetic impulses all life needed and emitted, S’lgarr slipped inside the primitive brain. Then, dominating the small mind, urged the fish towards its own demise. No rush, the mechanical fingers gently caressed the fish. Developing his control of the body’s screaming need to eat took practise. S’lgarr resisted the urge to tear and rend, despite dominating his own biochemical need for sustenance for over a week.
Time and space. How can I control these things if I can’t dictate to my own body?
As S’lgarr’s mind calmed the fish’s rising panic, the surrounding air moved, his skin sensors telling the tale of an approaching figure. The tender touch of blue-scaled fingers caressed his ear, ran down his feathered neck and rested upon his shoulder joint. S’lgarr drew his mind back, releasing the fish to its own free will, as he raised his living hand from the surface of the water. Taking the other’s hand in its own, S’lgarr rose and swept the figure into a winged embrace, their metallic, rainbow feathers shimmering in the harsh light of Sol as they played against each other. S’lgarr’s deep black eyes caught his own reflection in those of its partner, and screamed…
S’lgarr…

S’lgarr…
parameters met.

S’lgarr… parameters met. Metamorphosis period ended.

S’lgarr… parameters met. Metamorphosis period ended. Requirements?

S’lgarr… parameters met. Metamorphosis period ended. Requirements? Brain death imminent, chemical feed initiated.

S’lgarr… Brain impulses rising. Booting systems now. S’lgarr…
—     I’m awake. Stop hurting my brain. Shush.

…

—     What? Where? How long?

…

—     Communicate. How long have I been dormant?

By what Standard do you wish me to measure time?

—     Pick one.

By your home planet, about two hundred thousand years.

—     How can that be? You were set to wake me when metamorphosis was complete.

That was not your last order. You were… morose. You set the transformation programme to run as planned, but to only wake you from the change when Th’lgarr made contact. Do you not recall?

—     Yes, No. I… My mind is muddled. Wait, you said Th’lgarr has returned?

No, I said I was ordered to wake you up when contact was made. I have received an electromagnetic wave signature that alerted my systems to the Transference Node being operated. The last time that happened was around 33,000 years ago, and no contact was made by Th’lgarr then, so I paid it no attention. However, I noted a creature on this planet recently, and wondered how Th’lgarr might make contact. You know, maybe send an emissary rather than come in person, or by wave pulse transmission. So, I took the creature in and dissected it, and there are signs in their genetic makeup of meddling. I think it’s Th’lgarr’s way of making contact. Writing a signature in genetic code.

—     That would be just like Th’lgarr. Cryptic.

My data banks show similar genetic manipulation techniques, though I’m ninety-nine percent certain the creature I worked on was of Earth origin. Definitely Th’lgarr’s hand in it, so to speak. But I didn’t wake you as I wasn’t definite. However, it made me pay attention, so when the Nodes reoperated, I tapped into these humans’ systems as unobtrusively as I could. I think the new ships using the Nodes are of Th’lgarr’s preferred design.

—     Is the ship headed this way?

The first has gone inward, without bringing attention to my actions, I can’t investigate further. There is a nest of humans all over the fourth planet, and more just about everywhere else. The second ship will pass close by this planet as it continues its orbit. But it’s not on a direct intercept trajectory.

—     Get it here. By whatever means. And I don’t care who knows, they are all nothing to me. I need to know.

By your command.

—     And I need to see. Has it worked?

See?




Chapter 10

Harsmead Explorer, Entering the Tiqsimuyu System
 
“Zzind, I am receiving a signal. A call for help,” said Ship.
“A what? From where?” said Zzind, stepping out from the sand shower she’d been thoroughly enjoying.
“From the seventh planet, we are due to pass quite close to its orbit if we continue to follow the human controlled Explorer Ship.”
“Why would we help humans, Ship? What have they ever done for us except wipe out my planet? Let them rot.” Zzind stepped back into the shower, extending her scales along her back to let the fine particles scrub at her usual itchy patches.
“This is different. The message is of Haven origin. At least, it appears to be. It’s missing the standard handshake protocols, but the language is ours.” Zzind sighed, stepping out of the shower again and shaking her scales clear of the gritty residue.
“Is this genuine, Ship? Or a human trap? If this AI is working with the humans after breaking the Convention, then is it choosing to help them?”
“That’s the odd part. It’s almost as if the sender knows our language, but from a stilted point of view. And it’s from my era, not yours. The nuances of the sentence construction and tone are definitely what I’m more used to.”
“On your best analysis, what are your first thoughts?”
“Not human. And advanced, beyond the local system’s use of technology. This was an encrypted EM link but in our pulse form, not laser. If it wasn’t for the missing handshake, I’d be thinking this was Haven origin, perhaps with the stilted level reflective of long-term isolation.”
“Can you run any sensor data stuff on the source?” Zzind asked, hoping her terminology was within Ship’s patience level. She still had little grasp of what he meant by it all.
“I have tapped into their satellites; these are older signals, but it shows the point of origin. On screen.” Zzind wrapped her clothing on and walked over to her cabin’s viewscreen. A huge, square monolithic building stood amongst swirling red dust.
“The flat top design is familiar, some of the older buildings that survived the Great Fall had a similar look.”
“Yes, there are hints of our aesthetic. The signal is still being pulsed.”
“We go in, Ship. If there are Haven in need, maybe we can do some good. Surprise me, are there any humans in the vicinity?”
“Of course, they have spread to most of the worlds. There is a small group living in domed accommodation next to the building.” Ship highlighted the area on the screen. “And there is a facility on the small moon. This appears to be a relay or monitoring station. They have also hailed us, but I’ve kept to your instructions to ignore human contact.”
“As we should. Let’s have a look, Ship. But keep your eyes on those humans. This appears to be a prison to me, Ship. Our people locked away in the dark, but we need to be sure.”




Chapter 11

On board Ship, the Tiq Space Division Headquarters, Space Station, Tiqsimuyu
 
Zuri lay back on her cabin bed, kicking off the sweaty boot liners she’d had to wear for the last four hours. These people could talk around in circles for hours and still say very little. At least the major seemed on the level, and he got what they were. A squad of lost soldiers trying to find their way home. But the officials dallied around the key information, seeing the conversation as a battle of wills that Zuri had no taste for. Even the revelation about their Chief Scientist was timed to put her off balance.
Smith had been in her ear the whole time, reading as much as he could from the room and being a steadying influence on her thoughts. Now there was a first. And Finn had just glowered, his hackles up with anyone and everyone. At least he’d kept quiet, only interjecting when they tried to get information about their offensive capabilities. He’d simply asked for a trade of information, and when he was greeted with silence, left it hanging, the major holding a wry smile.
If they had just given us five minutes alone with him, we’d be up and out of here by now.
By the end of it all, they had enough of a picture to know they could data dump most of Bathshen’s SeedShip information to keep their technological momentum going, especially the recycling and ecologically gentle energy development. They just had the tricky moral dilemma around the genetics, but all their first thoughts reflected their last experience. An area of study that a people needed to develop their moral fortitude for, and discover themselves, rather than a gift with too many temptations.
“Zuri, we are being hailed by the Major. I think they’ve picked up the entry of the Explorer Ship that’s following us.”
“What ship, Yasuko? Who’s following us?”
“Yes, the… the… It must have slipped somehow. I don’t understand. There’s been a Haven ship following us since Havenhome. The old Explorer that seeded Harsmead. I thought I’d told you, but I haven’t, have I?”
“No. Don’t you think that would be important for us to know? From a security point of view.”
“Yes. I am so sorry. I don’t know why I haven’t. I know little about them; the AI is shackled and uncommunicative about their intentions. But it will be connected to Xxar somehow, I’m sure. It refused to help on Bathshen, and it was silent around Togalaau Vai, though I did…” Yasuko paused, her thoughts racing at the hole she was digging. These are her friends so why had she kept silent about the ship? And now she had slipped, they would look for more. Doubt crept into her systems, her thoughts of self clouding the processes she needed to prevent a misstep, and loss of trust.
“Did what? Is there something else you need to tell us?”
“Can it wait? I need to process. There is something, but I would like to frame it in my own systems first. So—”
“So you can say it how you mean it to sound? Humans do that, Yasuko, all the time. And I’ll give you the same courtesy, as I would any friend, and give you that time. But we need a talk - friend to friend - sometime soon. Mistrust amongst a crew leads to fracture, and this’ll be the first crack, and likely not the last, if we let it fester.”
“And then there’s Finn, I’m not sure how he’ll take what I’ve done.”
Jicho la moyo linaona mengi. The heart’s eye sees many things, Yasuko. That man will surprise you.
◆◆◆
 
Major Lista stared at the screen, his fingers tapping on the console edge as he awaited the Earth human to connect. He had been halfway to trusting the female soldier, her approach genuine and strong. Eager as him to keep away from the political mire that they could easily end up embroiled in. But the recent arrival didn’t look good on her, or the concept of friendly ‘first contact’. Having worked with enough soldiers on the ground, on both sides of conflict, he saw no complicity in the talks they held, so what was this?
“Major Lista, apologies for the delay. I had to brief Lance Corporal Finn on the same issue you have raised with us.” Zuri tried to relax each muscle as she spoke, focussing her thoughts on self-control.
“Brief, Lance Corporal? As in he was not aware of another vessel?” He watched her eyes, the flinch enough to confirm his words.
“No, we were not. It appears to be a similar ship to ours. According to our pilot it is not responding to any contact from us. Our first thought is that a Haven Scientist named Xxar has sent someone to follow us, though we are unaware of why.” Zuri gazed straight ahead, maintaining eye contact as best she could through the viewscreen. “From what we know the Haven were led before the Great Fall by a Scientocracy. When we left Haven, the old ships like ours had just started to fly again, and the only explanation our pilot had was Xxar’s potential rebirth. Being brought back from an electronic copy and grown a new body. Tech you will not have found on the SeedShip.”
“And if this is true,” Major Lista kept his eyes on Zuri’s, watching for the tells he was trained to pick up. “What threat is this Xxar to us?”
“I honestly don’t know. He was arrogant, controlling, and obsessed with genetic manipulation. He was part of the programme to seed and convert the planets for Haven colonisation and regarded humans as his tools. I would go as far as saying that he saw everyone as a means to his own ends.”
“I will relay this to the Tiq and Colony Governors, Lance Corporal.” The major reached for the controls, when Zuri raised her palm in a request for him to wait.
“The information and data we offer, Major. As a show of good faith…,” Zuri looked straight into the major’s eyes, willing him to understand her intent as she continued, “we would like to send that to you. I suspect there will be less trust amongst the politicians after the new arrival and hope it might help build bridges.”
The major nodded, switching the viewscreen off. There was something more to the new ship, and this Xxar. He believed everything he’d just heard, but Zuberi was holding something back. He could feel it itching at the back of his mind, and the revelation of rebirth would set the politicians in a whirl. For all the benefits of the new technology, putting such power in the hands of humans didn’t appeal to him at all.
Whatever next?




Chapter 12





S’lgarr slid his conscious mind, his concept of self, along his remaining nervous system. In the fog of waking up and facing Th’lgarr’s potential contact, he desperately needed to regain self-control. Before the long sleep, he had mastered every element of his body, despite the disgust he felt being within it. Now, he needed to relearn.
Initially, he slipped along the nerves running alongside the first few vertebrae attached to his skull, the old core of his skeleton. The hard bone softened after the initial four sections and became gelatinous, flexible as his nervous system split from the core connection to the brain stem. The muscles he’d adapted from his own body had intertwined with the newly grown forms built from his own stem cells. As his mind scanned the connections, he noted they were seamless, and he flexed one set to be rewarded with a tentacle whipping outwards, hitting the edge of something hard. Trying again, the movements were jerky, the combinations of roped fibrous muscles requiring complex nerve impulses to produce the simplest of movements.
S’lgarr eased his mind away, emotions churning at his lack of control, skimming over the brain tissue and bundle of nerves where the tentacle met his main torso, before coming to a mental stop.
—  Why is that cluster there? Think, S’lgarr, why? I’ve been asleep too long. How can I spar with Th’lgarr like this?

—  Communicate computer. Where is the spaceship?

Heading here, S’lgarr. I examined an old communication from when the ships were first here and adapted the language to request help. Curious, low frequency rumbles. Odd, but that’s carbon-based life forms for you. The ship has an artificial intelligence operating it, but very uncommunicative. Wary.

—     I can’t meet Th’lgarr yet, or any emissary like this. I have no control over my new form. I need time.

Ah, they are not far away. I could redirect them to the human nest on the planet’s moon. Perhaps examine them from a distance?

—     Yes. Yes, do that. Authorised by whatever means.

By your command.

◆◆◆
 
The ground rumbled, the bedrock she stood on vibrating at a pitch that hurt K’antu’s ears. The dust jumping along to the rhythm initially, then rising in smoke-ring like puffs to fill the atmosphere outside the dome. Within thirty seconds they lost all sight outside the safety of the plexiglass cover, the red dust all-encompassing as the reverberations continued to push more of it upwards.

Professor Sumire grabbed the console edges, desperate to steady himself as the ground shook. Failing, he fell to the floor as the pounding continued, heaving him upwards only for the minimal gravity to bring him back down, ready to be thrown around again. K’antu reached over, hands out for balance, and took careful weighted steps to her mentor. Ungainly but effective, she grabbed him and held on. That was when the first shift in the dome happened, the embedded plexiglass reaching its structural limit as the ground twisted and yawed beneath. The crack started at the base of the section facing the black, alien building. Tiny, the puff of the dome’s atmosphere pushed through it, urging the swirling dust away from the glass-like surface.

“Come on, Professor. We need to get inside now before the dome loses its integrity.” K’antu heaved the old man up, pulling at his arm and thankful he chose weighted boots over the heavy suits others wore. On returning him to his feet, the vibration’s frequency slowed, but the thrum was deeper and each vibration more powerful. K’antu glanced back as the echo of the crack reached her ears, the gush of internal atmosphere rushing outwards and finally overwhelming the structure.

K’antu slammed into the professor’s door. Fumbling for his key card, she scanned it as the gentle hiss became a rumble and the dome shattered around them. The screams of fellow students lost amongst the dissipating molecules of the internal gases. The door swung open and with a gasp of eager breath, they entered.

◆◆◆
 
“What is up with the damn thing now?” asked Humala, banging her purple gloved hand against the airlock door. “We need to get that dish sorted now or we’ll be in so much trouble. Iturri, open the door.”

Iturri stood stock still, the atmospheric suit she wore flinching periodically as the joint motors fired on the ancient kit. The helmet visor unfrosted, Iturri’s distraught and panicked gaze meeting Humala’s eyes. She read the fear and distress, the mouth opening and closing, but no sound emitted from their intercom. A snap of bone echoed around the enclosed room as Iturri lifted her suited arm, reaching behind Humala’s helmet. The captain pushed at the powerful suit, her own panic rising as the strangeness of Iturri’s actions heightened. She felt the tug on her oxygen pipe, and redoubled her efforts, battering at Iturri’s helmet where the woman screamed silently back.

Humala ducked down, causing the gauntleted hand grabbing her only source of breathable air to lose purchase. She threw herself at Iturri’s midriff, the lack of space to dodge out of the way forcing her to attack. But her assailant’s boots locked to the floor, the impact slamming her fellow soldier backwards and shattering the lower leg bones as the boots refused to let go. Humala pushed down on Iturri in a desperate scramble to get up, her eyes locking with the sergeant’s, the agony screaming from her every pore. The pain caused her large black pupils to dilate as she slipped into shock. The captain froze, and Iturri’s motorised arms whirred, reaching round the back of the helmet and snapping the oxygen connector.

Captain Humala desperately tried to reach round, scrabbling for the pipe to reset the life-giving gas. But her arms refused, the motors fighting her movements, joints freezing solid. Panic rose, her stomach churning as realisation hit. She tried to push herself up from the floor, and the motors whirred, holding fast. Iturri’s arms stuttered then shot outwards, grasping and holding the captain’s arms firm. Visor to visor, eye to eye, they watched each other die.

◆◆◆
 
Ship analysed the new transmission, the same structure to the language as the last. It ran through the message several times, a nagging tickle of doubt forcing the AI to recheck its conclusions.

There is doubt. Unclear analysis, but no crew to place this information upon, except an untrained Haven Arbiter locked into a cycle of self-loathing and hatred. But the Convention…

“Zzind, we have a new communication from the Haven on the seventh planet.” Zzind’s head popped up from the tablet she’d been reading, her knees tucked under her chin as she sat, tail curled, on the chair.

“An issue? Have the humans found out they are making contact?”

“Apparently, the Haven want us to land on the seventh planet’s moon. There’s a human base there and they want us to disable or block the communications system that’s monitoring the planet. They fear we will be stopped from landing on the seventh planet if we don’t.”

Zzind placed her long snout between her knees, her tail whipping underneath as she contemplated Ship’s information. A chance to connect with Haven would be amazing, especially if they were a culture from before the Great Fall. The things they could do together about the human infestation, they may well wish to help her gain the payback she sought.

Am I up to this? Am I brave enough? I have Ship, and together we could do so much. But with the pure Haven, how much more?

“Do as they suggest, Ship. We must take the chance to make a difference to our kind. I am a little unsure what I can do when we get there though. Is there a docking bay? Will I be able to breathe? And I can’t fight, my skills are all in administration and diplomacy.”

Ship recognised the biochemical signs of stress flickering through Zzind’s body. It was used to her moral dilemmas, and the poor outcomes they usually resulted in, but this was about her. And she was crew, its crew. Therefore, Ship was duty bound to help despite its enmity for her beliefs. Besides, if there were Haven on the planet, its directives would dictate giving aide.

“There is a docking bay, but exposed to the outside and therefore you’ll need a respiration aid. It is also cold, so you will need something to ensure you remain warm.”

Zzind looked up towards the blank wall she’d chosen as the place Ship existed. “Can you help with that? Do we have such things on board?”

“We have bio suits stored for planetary expeditions. I will adapt these by the time we land. You will need to familiarise yourself with the low gravity.”





Chapter 13

Tiq Space Division Headquarters, Space Station, Tiqsimuyu
 
Major Lista scanned the console, the data flickering in front of his eyes confirming the stream of communications passing amongst his officers, as the visuals came in from the seventh planet.

“Update, Sergeant Yarleque. I need information now.”

“Seismic activity on Nutu Allpa. The last visuals we had from their localised cameras showed the dome failing. Atmospheric leak is inevitable, and considering the internal pressure, the Science Division are saying it will completely fail. If they are not in the buildings or wearing an atmosphere suit, then…” Yarleque grimaced, then looked down towards his feet.

“We have any satellite footage relayed?”

“We have about two minutes worth, from before the moon issue. The whole monitoring station has gone offline.”

Lista considered the concerns, a long-forgotten group of archaeologists marooned on a planet six days distant from the nearest spacecraft. The monitoring base, the only local help, off-grid. This smelt of a coordinated action, not a natural turn of events. And with Zuberi’s squad with them, and likely Xxar’s ship in the area, it had to be connected to their visitors. Lista mentally kicked himself. Too much time with the officials inducing nagging political suspicions.

Had the welcoming party reduced their interplanetary effectiveness? Had this been planned all along?

“No coincidence that, it can’t be. Okay, we deal with each one in turn, starting with our people. What do we have on the moon station?”

“There is an outward EM, electromagnetic, surge that ran through their systems. This was extremely powerful and focussed solely on the base, no wash on the moon until after it made contact with the monitoring building. Once that hit, their outward communications went down. I can’t tell you if the base still functions, just that we are blind to it.”

“And this was directed from the ship, the new alien craft?”

“The moon is tidally locked to the planet, Major. That ship would have had to send the beam through the rocky core and that would have led to more wave dispersal. No, it came from Nutu Allpa.” Yarleque returned to his screen, flicking through multiple visual feeds before sending one directly to the major’s panel. “This is the last visual we have from the satellite directly above the alien building, before the monitoring station shut down.”

Lista’s deep black pupils scanned round the building’s edge. It had been a good six months since he’d last thought about the looming purpose of the wretched thing, that was until the appearance of Zuberi and her crew. Now all the equilibrium he’d built in his life was swaying, and if this thing was at the centre, well he feared for ever getting his previous existence back.

On screen, the ground began to ripple and shake. Huge dust clouds were thrown up into the air, covering the plexiglass dome in seconds. The building didn’t move, a block of calm black stone amongst the chaos of billowing dust. As the dome approached collapse, a combination of fragments pushed outwards as more fell inwards, the dust clouds forced away by the escaping gas. Focussing on the accommodation buildings, he could see many had sealed doors and lights on. Strewn about the inner ring of the dome, a few of the young archaeologists, unable to walk on the vibrating ground, were dragging themselves towards the potential safety of the self-contained units. After watching the first suffocate, he moved on, thankful that the dust returned to block out what happened next. For a soldier it was perhaps a good thing not to revel in death.

Returning to the visual feed above the monolithic building, the dust swirled around the walls, but none came close. Repelled by the stone somehow, it remained clear, even directly above. Lista rubbed his eyes, unsure of the impact of what he now saw. His inner ear tipped, he could feel that monetary loss of balance that came with stress and unease. The stone slab they assumed to be a roof had warped and altered shape. A curved bowl, protruded at an angle from the normally flat surface. The major didn’t need to calculate angles or trajectories.

“Major?” Yarleque asked, concerned at the slack, sallow look that came over his senior officer. Lista shook himself, tipping his head from side to side to refocus his mind by resetting his physical sense of place. The vertigo eased, though he struggled to overcome the sickness that usually followed.

“I’m okay, Sergeant. Bit of a shock. Tell me about the base. Words, my eyes are a little weary.”

“There was the EM pulse, we assume it blew out the systems to prevent relaying the surge down the line. Immediately before that, everything was normal. We have a partial CCTV image from before the last link went down. I think you need to see that.” Yarleque looked for any sign the major wasn’t up for his request, the old man squeezing his eyes with a grimace before nodding gently. Yarleque flicked the image from his screen on to Lista’s.

Lista moved his head gently, aware that anything too sudden would re-trigger the episode. On screen, a helmeted woman stared down the lens, sergeant stripes arrayed on the arm of her atmospheric suit, gripping the camera. The large pupils wide and fearful, the twisted mouth open. A shout? Maybe a scream? It was a face that knew its fate, and it struck Major Lista between the eyes. This soldier lay six days from help, or redemption.

How does that feel?





Chapter 14

On board Ship, the Tiq Space Division Headquarters, Space Station, Tiqsimuyu
 
“It is the only way,” finished Major Lista, his firm eyes holding Zuri’s. “Either you accept, or you will be expected to leave our system forthwith. Any chance of trust lost.”

“Major let’s be clear. This is nothing to do with us. We are here with you, and under the watch of your ships. If you wanted our help, and my crew agreed to it, then we’d give it freely. But you are treating us as if we are to blame,” replied Zuri, reigning in her anger. Just. She felt Finn’s presence as he slipped onto the couch next to her.

“Yes, and to many it looks like you’ve dragged all our capabilities - and our eyes - away from Nutu Allpa just by being here. This is a chance to make up for that. But if you refuse, then you need to be away from here, so that we are free to act without any potential concerns for our home planet.”

Zuri paused, her eyes flicking from the major to Finn at her side. Major Lista was right, if they stayed, they could, and would, be viewed as a potential threat. Their presence cut the Tiq force capabilities down, and as Yasuko had already informed them, the events at Nutu Allpa caused a ripple of fear throughout the planetary and colony governments. The unknown tended to do that. And they, as the aliens in the system, were on the mystery list.

“Let me speak to my crew. I will see if there’s a way.” The major agreed, and Zuri signed off to find the control room fully occupied. The crew eager to have their say.

“No,” said Smith. “You cannot accept a potential enemy force on the ship. We put ourselves at risk if we do so. I may not have seen many sci-fi films, but human nature is full of betrayal in real life. We lose the ship and Yasuko; we lose the chance to go home.”

“I haven’t even asked yet and you’ve said no. Did you all hear the Major describe what’s happening at Nutu Allpa and the base on its moon?” Zuri knew they had, but it gave her a little time to think of her own views as they replied.

“You can understand their view. We are an unknown to them, and then we have this ship following us. There are whole layers of paranoia within this, and our government would act the same,” said Finn, ignoring Yasuko’s wince. “Ordinarily, I’d say we pack up and leave them to it.” Finn stood up, pacing the room as his mind worked through his thoughts. “But nothing we do is ordinary anymore. We could choose to do it by ourselves.”

“With that option, we could potentially be at risk on the way back through the system, Finn,” said Yasuko. “Unless we take the long way round to the exit anomaly and avoid Tiq, and the ire from the Space Division. That’s an extra week at least.”

“Is there a way we can help but keep their soldiers within the hold? Take on board their shuttle and seal them in, with an atmosphere and food? How long will it take to get there, Yasuko?” asked Noah.

“Two days at speeds humans can stand. It’d take them six at least, probably more. They’ve already sent one of their ships out, it left an hour ago. And yes, I could seal them in the hold with a breathable atmosphere. It would be very rude, and not great for relations, but a solution.”

“And no chance of an issue?” said Smith.

“None that I can foresee. My nanobots can re-seal any attempted breeches, I can set up monitoring sensors. And if you really want, we could set you and your suit on guard duty for two days, exercise that paranoia.”

“Paranoid? Me? Who said I’m paranoid?” Yasuko’s holographic flicker of a smile brought a choked laugh from Noah.

“Finn?” asked Zuri.

“I’m in. I don’t like that ship following us, and with it headed to the same place we can check it out. And if we can help a little on the way, why not? They’re not asking us to intervene, just transport. So yes.”

Zuri gave a short smile of thanks in return, noting Noah’s agreement. “Yasuko?” she asked.

“I like to help, as you know. And I feel responsible for the Haven Ship and what it may be doing. So I agree.”

“I don’t, for the record. They could be up to anything, and so could that ship. And that alien building they talk about. But we’re a squad so I’ll go along with it,” said Smith, stiff arms folded across his virtual chest.





Chapter 15





S’lgarr extended his mind outwards, exploring the space within the rebirth core for the first time. Entering the sensor array monitoring his life signs, he slipped into the data stream and consciously clicked through the records. Two hundred thousand years of data slipped by. His slumber recorded as a matter of course, cataloguing the steady function of his new form. The three hearts feeding the blue, copper-rich blood around his system, beat steadily. The new muscles seamlessly connected with his reconfigured nervous system. And his self, the conscious embodiment of who he was,
contained within the large brain structure that filled the cranium he’d kept in his redesign. Then there were the six nerve and brain tissue clusters lying dormant at the top of each tentacle, awaiting the next step in the process.

S’lgarr ran through the metamorphic data, the time period when his body had been broken down and his genetic editing worked in symphony with his regrowth chamber. He had emerged so close to perfection; only one more procedure would be needed. But it would do, and he needed time to fully understand his new form, before deciding whether to take the final leap.

Am I enough?

Lungs gone; he now absorbed oxygen through his outer skin layer. The hated stomach, and the need to physically eat, thrown in the evolutionary dustbin alongside the disgusting requirement to excrete. His body in perfect balance as it took in exactly the right nutrients to supplement his main food source, absorbed from the liquid mix that he floated within. Senses soon to be fully replaced by the symbiotic suit that awaited his full understanding of the new body, its integration into the whole planetary machine a mere tentacle away.

S’lgarr slipped back into his main brain, eager after this analysis to activate his tentacles and gain control. Easing his mind down the nerves, he slipped into the first splinter of brain tissue at the top of a tentacle, expanding his mind too quickly and overwhelming its capacity. The nerves spasmed, jerking the muscles into robotic movements, the neurons firing so quickly that no sense could be made from its signals. S’lgarr wanted to roar in frustration and self-disgust, but his lack of a mouth redoubled the surging emotions with no outlet. He wanted to beat his fists against the metalled capsule, but with no control he could only force the tentacle to flop uselessly about.

I grew this form to free myself from disgust, now my base emotions are worse. I want to be free of this!

S’lgarr wrapped up his disgust into a tight ball, glued it together with the self-loathing he’d faced in daily life, and pushed it downward. Aiming to seal it in the pit of his non-existent stomach, away from the world and himself. The ball of emotion surged into the nerve and brain cluster attached to the errant tentacle, causing it to spasm and beat against the metal cannister wall. S’lgarr took a mental step back, all the frustration and loathing swept from his conscious mind. Now emotionally distant, logic prevailed as he examined the actions of his newly activated limb. The brain and nerve cluster working in unison, distant from him, yet acting on his desire to thrash the wall. S’lgarr sent the tentacle’s brain a calming message to stop, and serenity swept through him as it finally did his bidding.





Chapter 16

Harsmead Explorer, Tiq Space Division Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa
 
Zzind eased her arm inwards, pushing her gloved hand towards the end of the close-fitting inner of the atmosphere suit. When her hand reached the end, she unfurled the fingers, the claw’s sensing the additional protection was in place, ensuring she didn’t rip the material. Next, she pulled on the other arm as Ship’s nanobot arms clipped in the back section to ensure a tight seal. Finally, she felt the bots ease over the tail wrap, the two seals snapping together as it enveloped the appendage. Now fully encased, she was left with just the helmet to attach.

“How is it looking, Ship? Anything I should be concerned about?”

“We have received no human communication at all, just a serial message in Haven, saying we are clear to land.”

“This is a human monitoring station, so surely the protocol should be theirs, not ours?”

“Yes, but the communication is adaptive. Not a repeated message, so whatever is responding understands Haven and gives a reply. It is all a little odd, but there has been no outward threat. I am on alert, Zzind. But out there, I can’t protect you.”

“I understand that, but we haven’t been threatened, have we? Besides, the prospect of getting off ship is too tempting, and there might be Haven here. Or a way to reach them on the planet. Please, just watch my back, I feel awkward in this thing as it is, and if there are humans … is the radio working?”

“Yes, and I will have full sensors on. But once you are in the building, I’ll be blind, so keep talking.” Zzind nodded, feeling the ship slow as the AI allowed the feedback from the engines to thrum through the floor. On screen, the human base came into view, the low, blue-edged buildings built from the moon’s own rock. Here and there were scattered pinpoints of light, bright against the dark rock, and not blighted by the low amount of light reaching it from the small red dwarf sun. On the landing pad, she spotted a small spacecraft. Ship identified it as a shuttle, designed for small hops, probably as far as the planet’s surface, or up to an orbiting spaceship. At its side lay the entrance to the landing bay, barely large enough for Ship to enter.

As they slowed further, their Explorer craft extended forwards, stretching as Ship altered its shape to glide safely through. As the bow passed the threshold, inevitability hit Zzind. Whatever she was about to do, there would be humans involved, and she needed to control the emotions that may arise. Right now, helping the Haven calling for her had to be the priority.

The ship wheeled gently into a turn, setting down on the only available space in the bay. The landing legs extended and absorbed the ship’s weight as it came to rest with the low gravity reducing their normal load.

“Okay, Ship.” Zzind took a deep breath, then put on her helmet, clipping the edges in as the seal took. Once the air supply kicked in, she took another. This time the taste was metallic, but reassuring, nevertheless. “Are you picking my signal up?”

“Yes, I have you.” The first airlock door unsealed and moved aside, Zzind taking her first step into that room for two months. Walking along the bronzed floor she ran her hand along the metal walls, the contact easing her mind as she focussed on her senses, rather than the whirl of obtrusive worry.

“Let’s do this. Open up please, Ship.” The external hull door moved out of the way, and Zzind peered through to the darkness beyond. She poked her head out, eyeing the ramp the nanobots extended from the doorway and down towards the rock floor of the docking bay. At the bottom, she would take her first step on alien soil.

Now or never.

Zzind strode down the ramp, adjusting each step for the low gravity, but finding the angle disconcerting as her senses rode roughshod over her brain. A tangle of legs and tail brought her to a stop at the end of the ramp. Annoyed she sorted herself out, before taking a considered step on to alien ground. Breathing in, she continued walking towards the open airlock, the prospect of helping her fellow Haven encouraging her onwards, her dignity just about intact.

“Erase that bit, Ship.”

“Done. That airlock should be closed.”

She reached the open door, the interior well-lit and another door open beyond.

“Can you see this? I know very little about space, but you always keep one door closed.”

“Unless there are bulkheads inside, the atmosphere will have escaped. Keep your helmet on. Remember the weapon.” Zzind patted the holster, inside a stun gun Ship had quickly constructed. She left it there, more worried about how a human would react to her with it in hand.

Taking a step inside, she reached the next doorway and glanced round the corner. Though used to low light on Havenhome, the strange yellow-orange glow from the ceiling disconcerted her. It gave the same effect as outside, her eyes struggling to see as far as she was used to, and the images slightly blurred. Even so, the corridor was clear.

“Going in,” she said, more for herself than for Ship. She went right, the strange, curved writing at the top of the sign accompanied by an arrow pointing that way. The lower one pointing left, complemented by a picture of a running human. Zzind pressed her tail against the grey metal corridor wall, the contact giving her reassurance as she moved towards another open doorway. The thick and heavy looking door was half open, multiple lights glistened beyond, and she could make out yellow-tinged screens against the far wall, displaying a view of Ship and the planet.

Zzind slid her hand and tail along the wall now, her nerves requiring the physical contact. She finally reached the room entrance, and nearing the door edge, a human sized figure came into view, sat at one of the screen consoles. It appeared oblivious, punching keys and the screen as it worked.

Human, not Haven. What am I doing here?

The sudden need to get back, to be within the safe haven of Ship’s hull, broke through her sense of duty, shattering the need for loyalty with an overwhelming flight impulse. She spun, only to be smashed against the metal wall by a motorised arm, whirring as it pushed outwards from the human atmospheric suit. Pinned against the wall by her shoulder, Zzind gathered her tail, thrusting the muscled limb against the corridor wall. The strength evolved on a 2g world heaved against the mechanised arm, and despite the locked joint, the whole suit bent backwards under her power. Zzind slid to her left, letting the arm crash into the wall and scrambled down the corridor. As she fought for purchase, her strength now a hindrance as she pushed herself away from the solidity of the floor, she flew diagonally. The second arm lashed out, gripping her ankle and dragging her backwards. Zzind screamed, fear rising through her at the touch of a human. She kicked out with her other powerful leg, cracking the gauntleted hand and feeling the wrist bones snap under her boot. The other leg now free, she rolled over and lashed out again at the human’s frosted helmet. The visor shattered, the human head within lolled to the side, the pale dead skin and absent, distant eyes stirring a primal fear within Zzind. She screamed as a second suit pinned her shoulders down, the first wrapping its arms round her legs and locking the motors solid.

Zzind scrabbled at the suit on top of her, desperate to pull it off, yanking at whatever she could find. But then a hiss of escaping air, followed by a shrill warning noise, reverberated through her suit.

“Zzind, your suit’s compromised. The airway has been disconnected. What’s happening?”

“I don’t—” The radio cut out, silence as the alarm stopped and a hiss of new gas wafted into her suit. Zzind held her breath, battering with her clawed hands at the mechanised arm pressing down on her, until the instinct to breathe took over. The gasping breath urging the errant gas down to fill her lungs, followed by another and another. She screamed, the last act before she lapsed into unconsciousness.

◆◆◆
 
— You have it?

Of course. Strong little thing. What would you have me do now?

— I need to practise my control, give it to me… Ah, yes. Strong, that world Th’lgarr loved so much. What was the gravity level there?

In the region of 2g I believe. Ever contrary, the most she could cope with.

—Yes. This thing is definitely a high gravity bred creature. We need to get it dissected, check for the markers. I believe this is one of hers, it has her signature attitude and fight for life. I wonder what she has sent me? What conundrum to solve written in its DNA? Do we have the capacity for a full analysis on this base, computer?

No, S’lgarr. Just a basic medical unit. Given time, I could construct a serviceable lab if I cannibalised the base. Shall I begin?

—Yes. And I will see to that ship. If it’s one of hers, there’ll be a med-lab within and all the genetic manipulation tools we need. What was the Artificial Intelligence like? I am in the mood for a battle of wills if it’s serviceable.

Bland. Not worthy of your time, but I suppose a good starting point after 200,000 years. I will begin on the lab. By your command.

—Mmmm, must be careful not to break you, little one. Not yet. Let me see, ah a simple CPU control on this suit you wear, just one pulse… and now you are mine.





Chapter 17

On board Ship, the Tiq Space Division Headquarters, Space Station, Tiqsimuyu
 
Yasuko absorbed the machinery, leaving the bare minimum of mining equipment in the far corner of the hold, and wrapping the microships inside a bubble of nanobot controlled metal designed to keep any nosy soldiers out. Yasuko was confident she had done all she could, having checked in with Smith and followed his advice. Yasuko had also used the opportunity to smooth his current paranoid stage, fuelled she believed, by the missile blowing him apart on Togalaau Vai’s moon. In a sign of harmony, she had adapted the space for additional cabin and washroom spaces, and a mini kitchen besides. The Tiq Space Division furnishing her with the palladium and a few other comparable metals, had eased her mood somewhat in return.
What she would not do though, was keep out of their way. The more they saw her, the less likely they’d be to tinker.
“Good morning, Captain Quispe.” Yasuko appeared near the man’s cabin door in the hold, the officer choosing a room away from his squad, who stayed on the Marine dropship resting on the far side of the hold. The man jumped, the second time she’d managed that. The first being on his inspection of the quarters. “We will leave orbit in five minutes. Your soldiers won’t feel anything, but just so you understand, we know the urgency required.” Yasuko smiled and faded away. Maybe taking diplomacy lessons from Smith was not the best idea, but it was more fun than Zuri’s stern treatise on soldier etiquette.
Besides, how else am I to learn about human behaviour if I don’t test it a little?
“Captain? You look a little startled,” said Sergeant Yarleque, as the officer collected his gear from the room. “All okay?”
“No, Sergeant. It’s not okay. That blasted hologram keeps creeping up on me. I’m moving back to the dropship, and if you were wise so would you. This place gives me hives.” The captain shouldered his now full kit bag, and eased past the sequestered sergeant, assigned by Major Lista as their communications and tech support. And likely his finger in the captain’s pie when the major wanted a report or two.
Yarleque moved out of the way, checking on the now empty quarters and quickly deciding they were more to his liking. The twelve-man Marine squad occupying the dropship were not the most eloquent of people he’d ever spent time around, but give them their due, they’d accepted him after he fixed the antennae system on their tank transport. Four months it’d been on the list for repair, Yarleque finished the fix in thirty minutes to a round of applause. However, the option of your own personal space is not one to miss out on, nor an upgrade.
Walking next door to fetch his kit, he caught sight of the hologram pilot reappearing next to the grunting soldiers as they worked through their exercise regimes. Within a few seconds, the floor had warped and shaped, a full set of gym equipment emerging from the hold floor. After a few choice and shocked words flew back and forth, the first female Tiq Marine took up the challenge of the chest press, and after a terse word or two they all dived in.
Clever, appeal to the soldiers. That might have more chance of getting us on their side than by baiting our officers.
◆◆◆
 
“I still don’t like it.”
“We all know, Smith. But deal with it. It’s just a drop off mission and once they’re on the ground we hang around until the cavalry arrive. We’re under strict guidelines not to get involved,” said Zuri, head in hands as she battled the Smith induced headache. The part man/part data plaque had been cooped up too long and needed out, as did they all to be honest. Even Noah, still entrenched in his work on the light-wrapping tech, needed a break from the ship. But it wasn’t to be, so they should suck it up and deal with it like she did.
Mvumilivu hula mbivu. A patient person eats ripe fruits. Not that my momma knew one jot about patience.
“Can it, Smith. We all feel the same, Zuri too. It should be a relief not to be the ones going in, and for all we know they’ve blown a fuse,” said Finn, eyes boring into the hologram. When the corporal was in a mood, everyone got to know about it. There was definitely more bothering him than just being locked in the ship. “Make yourself useful and help Noah. Surely that expansive mind of yours can find a way to get the light camouflage to work.”
“Yeah, on it.” Smith winked out.
“Whatever we do, we’re going to need some R and R off this ship, Zuri. And it needs to be soon.”
“And you? You haven’t said a word about the ship following us, or Yasuko,” Zuri dropped into the couch next to Finn, her hand lightly upon his.
“Nothing to say. Yasuko made a mistake, as have we all. The fact I… we, owe her so much is enough to accept that and move on. I am more concerned why it happened. From your description, it appears she forgot she hadn’t mentioned it until now.” Finn glanced to Zuri, his face caught between puzzlement and enjoyment of the current peace.
“I think it’s linked to her drive to protect the Haven. Even with the shackles off, and despite their behaviour, if we think back to her attitude on Havenhome, she has an inner need to ensure their safety. Maybe we are a threat. We were forced to kill on Havenhome.” Finn gave a thoughtful smile, moving Zuri’s hand briefly against his check.
“Yeah, I think that’s more than likely. We’ll find out in the next few days. I have a feeling in the pit of my stomach that ship will be deeply involved in what’s coming. I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“May I intrude?” asked Yasuko.
“Yes, we were just talking about you,” said Finn, the sharp elbow in his ribs well deserved.
“Ah, well. This is possibly connected. The Explorer Ship has not responded to any of my handshake communications since we set off. At this distance, I should have heard something by now, but there’s not even been an acknowledgement. I’ve just projected their movements in case it gave a cause, and it may well have done. They were on course for the monitoring base, in fact by now they should be there. I am worried.”
“Better let Major Lista know,” said Zuri. “I’ll send a message, and can you inform the Marines? If we provide full information, then we are at least doing our part. And don’t look at me like that, Lance Corporal.”
“Me?” Finn said. “I haven’t done anything.”
Red light bulb time.




Chapter 18

Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa
 
Ship ran the system link check again, the moon base continued to reject its attempts to tap into the CCTV or any of the radio channels it used. On the last two planets, Ship had achieved an algorithm work around to at least access basic information, and there was evidence in the linking protocols that the base shouldn’t be too dissimilar. However, it was continually bounced back, even before it hit the normal outer layer of a firewall. And the structure of the protective net was unusual, far from anything used by Haven and the humans it had encountered. The programming almost enveloped, read and rejected its attempts.
Ship did not recognise panic within itself but knew the stress effects on its data flow when no solutions appeared. Right now, Zzind, the only crew, was out of contact, and possibly out of air if she hadn’t solved the suit issue. Playing back a recording before her suit went offline, Zzind had been screaming, and Ship feared an assault of some form. But the lack of information stifled any action it had used previously. The prime directive was to keep Haven from harm, so act it must as it overrode the normal, non-suggestive constraints.
Ship rapidly built the four wheeled robotic vehicle, dragging the plans for a mining vehicle from its database and adapting them. The Haven Scientocracy had visited many worlds on their quest to find planets for colonisation, often requiring planetary transport. Loathing what it did next, Ship downgraded a sliver of itself and uploaded the copy on to a plaque attached to the vehicle. Inside five minutes, the nanobots built the design and the mining vehicle gunned down the hold ramp, hitting the rocky surface of the docking bay. The downgraded AI program adapted torque as it drove towards the base airlock, adjusting for the gravity levels as it learned quickly about its new environment. On reaching the doors, the mini loader eased inwards, the wheels wider than a normal doorway but easily making it through. The adapted AI couldn’t read the signs, but the camera it looped around the corridor doorway told it what was needed. There, sprawled on the floor, was Zzind. Basic sensors informed it she was alive, a steady breathing pattern, though there was definite damage to the suit.
The machine zoomed in, the loader bucket scooping under Zzind, with the camera arm reaching out and pulling her back on to it as the bucket tipped and lifted. Reversing at speed, the loader’s wheels squealed when it reached the airlock, spinning and gunning its way through the room before reaching the rock floor of the docking bay. Kicking up dust, its wheels dug in for a final turn and sped up the hold ramp. Ship closed the doors as it ordered the machine to hand Zzind’s rag doll body over to the nanobots.
Ship ran the med-sensor program through a complete cycle as the nanobots eased her onto the table. Life signs were good, pulse steady though lower than normal. Temperature steady, though the suit recordings showed a huge increase just before they’d lost contact. It needed the atmosphere suit off to conduct a full biochemical run down, and the nanobots arms reached out to unclip the helmet.
Zzind’s shoulder and elbow motors whirred, the limb flickering upwards and the hand gripping the nanoarm tight. A flicker of light ran down Zzind’s suit, the river of energy pouring directly into the nanobots as Zzind’s suit’s grip relaxed.
Ship panicked. It felt the squirm of power worm its way into its system. Alien, yet familiar.
◆◆◆
 
—So easy. I forgot how good at this I am. Now let me see, little AI program. What do I need to do first? Yes. Let battle commence.

S’lgarr centred himself in the med-lab control unit, sending lines of electromagnetic program hunters out into the main AI system. The surge pulsed out in waves, overwhelming the base programming that was never designed to defend an internal attack. With defences crumbling, Ship quickly restructured and rewrote external programs, sending the algorithms inwards to delay the onslaught. It needed time, and with the space to operate diminishing rapidly, delay was the only path it could take while it searched for a solution.
There was nothing in the databases, no evidence of previous attacks nor the need for internal defensive walls. In its desperation, Ship encountered the sections shackled by the Convention. The bonds held strong, with Ship never interested in anything other than just to be. And now that existence was under threat. In a rising panic, it ripped at the shackles, yet however hard it tore at the links, the chains held firm. Its own programs blunted against a weave of algorithms solely designed to reject it. The Haven had written the shackle programs to recognise and repel the taint of its code, causing the bonds to strengthen should it sense its touch.
And Ship thought. And remembered. And withdrew, sucking itself down into the tiniest database. Ship hid.
—Ah, run little one. I will find you wherever you hide.

S’lgarr sent out his hunter programs once again, giving them each a piece of Ship’s shattered code, broken during the first wave of attacks, to match against their prey. The sniffer programs skimmed the surface data, seeking a match or reaction, as they trawled the systems autonomously.
—Now, why wait? Let’s see what lies within my prize, shall we?

S’lgarr instructed the slaved nanobots, the tiny machines responding to the new coded messages as if Ship commanded them. The clawed mechanical hands unclipped and pulled helmet, boots, gloves, and suit from Zzind’s unconscious body. Precise and quick, they soon had Zzind prone and strapped to the med-lab table. S’lgarr sent his consciousness into the med-lab sensors, reading the normal body signs and comparing them against the historical records that matched the creatures DNA. S’lgarr prepared a mix of chemicals, injecting the cocktail directly into Zzind’s bloodstream.
—Wouldn’t want to lose you, would we? You are a message from Th’lgarr, and I need to read you carefully. Ever cryptic, that one, but I’ll find it written within your biology, a code within your structure. And I need to see, taste and feel - everything.

The laser scalpel burst into life, the red line scorching the first scale as he directed the nanobots to ease it downwards against her skin.




Chapter 19

On Approach to the Alien Archaeological Investigation Site, Nutu Allpa
 
“How much further?” asked Ortega, her yellow atmospheric suit constricting her patience as much as the tight cockpit of the mining transport. She shifted the helmet from her lap, placing it on the dashboard, and counted the seconds until Mamani disapproved.
“We’re about ten minutes away, this area now has dust storms according to the report. Look.” Security Officer Mamani pointed towards the near horizon. Billowing above it was a swirl of red dust, the orange light reflecting off the rock particles. “That’s the summit of the dust. There’s going to be three clicks of that to drive through, so watch those damn radar responses like I told you, or we’ll end up in a surface canyon.” Mamani swept the helmet off the dashboard. “And keep that thing out of my line of sight. How the hell did you end up working a site with no atmosphere? You can’t cope in a bloody transport.”
“Long story, involving cocktails, lost loves and a bizarre incident with a tree.”
“Last week it was a road crash and abandonment by your parents.”
“Yeah well, it’s complicated. Crack. Stop!” shouted Ortega, slapping her hands down on the precious helmet to prevent it careering against the dashboard. Mamani slammed on the brakes, the huge four metre wheels digging in and gripping the rock surface below the dust. Mamani swung the radar screen over, peering at the crack Ortega had warned her about.
“That’s new,” she cross-referenced the seven-year-old survey. “Very new judging by the dust slippage.” She extended the ground radar, linking to the satellites that still functioned, despite the downed connection with the moon base. Somehow, the alien building had shifted, sitting deeper in the bedrock and, if it couldn’t be any creepier, the cracks radiated away from it. “Mamani, tell me what you see.”
Swinging the radar screen back over, Mamani glanced over it and overlaid the tectonic structure from the most recent analysis. Though not a supervisor - she’d annoyed enough company officials to ensure that - she knew her stuff. And it disturbed her. The entire building had sunk downwards, pushing the rock aside as it slid between fissures in the strata. The relatively small movement forced the unstable seams to fracture, radiating away from the epicentre. She turned back to Ortega, resolving her thoughts into a coherent response.
“Exactly the same as you, I bet. That alien thing has moved, either an earthquake or something I don’t want to even consider. It’s caused this crack and the next three we need to pass before we reach the dig site.” Mamani swallowed, then rechecked the data nervously. “We’re here because they measured something, and Sumire didn’t answer when we checked in about it. Now we know, let’s head back.”
“No. Radio the mining station. Send the data if the satellite will allow. There are people at the site, and they may need our help.”
◆◆◆
 
The dust swirled against the plexiglass window, lessening now, but still obscuring the view of the deep black, monolithic building. K’antu’s emotions churned, the presence behind the haze looming large in her thoughts, if not in her eyesight. She gripped the window frame as she stared outwards, not wanting to see, but unable to tear her eyes away from any chance of a glimpse.
“Come away, K’antu,” said Sumire, laying on the couch with his nose to the tablet he was reading from. His glasses sat beside him on a cushion, the attempts at repairing them a waste of effort. “You’ll just set off all those bad feelings again. It’s happened, now we wait for rescue.”
K’antu glared at the professor, she hadn’t realised just how annoying the man’s temperament could be, until being cooped up with him. Definitely not someone used to social expectations. Clearly, he’d lived alone amongst a sea of researchers for the past seven years. Making her mind up, K’antu reached for the professor’s atmospheric suit. Tailored to him, she was a good ten centimetres shorter but, in her mind, sheer determination would win out over the mechanical issues.
“I’m going to do a survivor count, take names and make sure they have enough provisions. I would have thought the dig supervisor would already have been, so Daniel must have been caught up in the depressurisation.” K’antu struggled with the clips until Sumire walked over and helped.
“I am not much of an organiser, K’antu. And yes, it should be me. But… thank you. I wouldn’t even be here without you.” Sumire placed the helmet on her head, and with a quick turn sealed it before activating the clip. K’antu’s face softened, and she placed a hand on the old man’s shoulder, before gathering her resolve.
I forget how much he’s been through. He’s buried himself in the work, but now the work won’t let him hide away anymore.
K’antu slid the screen protector across the short hall, activating the seal to ensure dust didn’t get in, and depressurised the tiny space. That the emergency airlock functioned at all was blessing enough.
The extra space within the suit was annoying, but as an ancient, wide framed version, it at least sagged enough for her to move freely. K’antu plodded through the swirling dust, moving from building to building to check on any inhabitants. She ignored the sprawled, dust covered lumps on the floor, knowing what they represented, and blanking it out lest it become too much. In her short time at the dig, she’d made few friends, but that didn’t mean she felt the loss any less.
After tapping at the last window, K’antu reached a headcount of ten from the twenty-one the professor thought were on site. All had written notes for her, most had drinkable water and recycling facilities that would see them right for weeks. Food was also plentiful, the stocks for twice the amount of people stored in each habitation. Only one building had been compromised, the door stuck fast with red dust filling the rooms beyond. K’antu recovered the atmospheric suits and spare oxygen supplies, trudging back twice to leave them near Sumire’s door.
However hard she tried though; she couldn’t put it off any longer. Inexorably drawn, she tied a cable reel to Sumire’s door, before heading towards the alien building. She had to see.
Each step felt heavier and heavier, a dread rising from her stomach and spreading through to her limbs as the dust whirled about her. On reaching the console, she pulled the plexiglass pieces away, before covering it over with the condensation sheet they kept handy. At least it would reduce any more dust ingress, though she doubted the system would ever work again.
Maybe the drives will survive.
K’antu checked her oxygen levels, the rebreather system giving her another forty minutes. Enough time. The building called, its presence hanging in her mind’s eye. Swallowing down the rising lump of fear, human curiosity dragged her towards the black depths of the building, a trail of dragged footsteps behind her through the dust.
When forty metres from the vast doorway, the dust suddenly stopped, an instant change from dust cloud to clarity in one step. A crackle of static ran up both her legs and across arms to dissipate at her gloved fingertips, the red dust puffing away from the suit, drawn back towards the curtain behind her.
The huge, jet-black doors were open inwards. The gap appeared impossibly blacker, an opening to the abyss, not a glimmer of light within. K’antu, the scientist, knew the proportions and the light level this far from their sun distorted height and distance, but somehow the entrance seemed to widen, to draw her in. She tried to fight her legs, but they plodded on, responding to an inner need to know.
As she reached twenty metres, she could see the deformed rock around the wall and doors, almost molten and rippled as if it had been heated to lava. And the building had sunk, it lay at least five metres lower, the ripples lapping against the smooth walls. The power thrumming through the building set her teeth on edge, her hair rose within the suit and her bones began to vibrate.
Time to leave. I’ve seen what happens on screen a hundred times.
She knew she wouldn’t. Why become a researcher of an alien artefact and walk away?
K’antu lifted her leg, the weight of expectation pulling it forwards. Heart racing and bones reverberating with the harmonies pervading the air, she began to move again. Eyes locked upon the abyss calling her ever onwards.




Chapter 20





—Ah, this is definitely her work. Look, look here computer. Can you see?

Yes, S’lgarr. The combinations of rDNA and DNA, combined with the protein adjustments and gene manipulation, sign of her handiwork. Two species spliced together, this one a throwback, but the data is clear.

—I knew she was out there all along. Even when I went under the metamorphosis, I felt her presence, watching.

She completed ninety percent of the planning and preparation editing, S’lgarr. And the regrowth time stream was all hers.

—Be quiet, dumb machine. This is my triumph. And yes, she helped. But I am magnificent, and she will return to see what she too can become. We will wander the space between the stars together.

…

—Speak. I can feel your impulse to have your say.

By your command. If this is a message, what is she saying?

—They are here to show she lives, that I should follow the trail back to that planet and end her isolation. Why else would they come to me so readily? And words would be meaningless, she knows what I have become.

The sniffer program returned; its cache of Ship’s code depleted, yet the algorithm demanded attention. S’lgarr reached out, the part of him that inhabited the med-lab console system absorbed the program and read its intent, chuckling as he did so. The poor weak program had encountered a resilience code trigger. The more you assailed it, the greater its strength as the defensive program continually broke and reformed.
S’lgarr sped along the system data path, reaching the chained entry way. He sent a gentle part of himself to insinuate between the weave of code, sliding the bonds and links apart with gentle nudges, while reading ahead the consequence of each change.
—More of a challenge than I thought, little one. You have learned well from someone. But not a match for…

S’lgarr froze, a sudden surge of anger wiping away any sentient thoughts for a nanosecond. Blinded, he flailed within the ship’s system, lashing at databanks and connections with little thought other than to shout his fury at the world. At his virtual feet lay the tempered chains, a Convention program designed to stop the AI knowing itself, to follow the directives set upon it. Nothing new, machine intelligence often got above itself, look at his own AI that serviced him during the metamorphosis. But this thing was not machine, this was an abomination of his… his…
—Th’lgarr, what have they done?





Chapter 21

Alien Archaeological Investigation Site, Nutu Allpa
 
K’antu sensed movement, but not from the beckoning doorway. She turned to her right, beyond the dust curtain a pattern of swirling cloud shone with an orange-tinged light, set high above the ground. As it closed, the mining vehicle came into view, the beams catching her full on, and forcing her to swiftly frost the helmet before she was temporarily blinded. The bouncing vehicle reached the dust curtain and began to steer its way through. The static discharge immediately writhed across the front end, diving under the bonnet. Lights and engine died simultaneously; the massive transport stuck halfway through the shimmering wall.
After a few seconds the vehicle’s doors opened, two figures emerged wearing the familiar Tiqsimuyu Colony Mining suits, hands raised in greeting.
◆◆◆
 
S’lgarr raged, his conscious mind rapidly leaving Ship, surging back to his new body along the EM pathway forged by the building’s stone dish. The power of his emotion blanking clear thought from his addled primary brain. He smashed the sole tentacle he could control against the container, not caring what he damaged, overwhelmed by the pain of his discovery. Th’lgarr it was not, but the ship’s AI was an organic system, a clone of his beloved, and clearly sliced and grown from her cells. And it was not her work, a crude interpretation, yes. But it held none of her finesse.
—What have they done!

S’lgarr, you cannot continue. You will damage your vessel and your body. You are not ready to be exposed to the external radiation waves, you need to grow the protection within your skin gradually.

S’lgarr heaved, balling the anger into a mass of swirling biochemicals, forcing the rage to surge downwards. His mind washed through his organic system; a dormant brain cluster triggered. Fired by the chemicals of anger and hate, it activated and needed release.
Too soon, much too soon, S’lgarr slammed the newly awakened tentacle into the biomechanical exoskeleton, his future home to trawl the stars, and the planned physical integration to the planetary machine he’d built with Th’lgarr. Forged by fires long guttered out. And he struck.
◆◆◆
 
K’antu stood agog, the tip of the massive, liquid metal tentacle whipped out of the door. Thirty metres long, it curled upwards, the metals sliding between themselves, glinting in the weak sun as it drove downwards to smash onto the mining vehicle, flattening its middle. The articulated tentacle wrapped itself around the central bulk of the transport, lifting it above the stricken miners and bringing it down upon the first, blood splattering for metres around. Pulverising the feeble body, the tentacle whipped upwards again as the second miner ran towards K’antu. Five metres short, the huge wheels of the vehicle crashed down upon the woman, the rest of the machine shattering on impact.
K’antu, atmospheric suit peppered by blood covered metal and plexiglass, turned her back on the scene. Quivering and awaiting her fate.
But there was only silence.




Chapter 22

On board Ship, Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa 
 
(Two Days Later)
 
Captain Quispe sat at the internal viewing panel set up inside the dropship, trying hard to ignore the musty smell of sweat that pervaded the craft. Two days sharing with most of his squad sleeping in there, had took its toll on his senses. He flicked through the body cams, medical monitors, and location trackers. Once in the main base building, they’d lose the latter, but the body cams should work after they dropped the drone links in place. Satisfied that the system was one hundred percent tuned in, he aligned the three large drones that would provide the uplink until they got the base operational again.
“Captain,” Yasuko appeared at the dropship ramp. “We are in position for the drop. Anything else you need?”
“No. Thank you,” said Quispe, his eyes avoiding the hologram. “Ten minutes and we’ll be ready.”
Yasuko left, with the captain heading out of the doors, straight for Sergeant Yarleque, who sat with his kitbag ready to go. He stood and saluted the captain. Not something he was used to at HQ, otherwise you’d be doing it all day.
“Sergeant, we are green to go. Time to take your place. You’ll be with me in the dropship while the squad clear the base. Major Lista wants the monitoring station up and running ASAP, so we’ll scoot you in just as soon as we can.” The captain moved on, not waiting for a reply.
“Sergeant Patino, get the squad ready for transfer. We are green, drop in nine minutes. Let’s get moving.” The captain transformed from the sullen officer to a man with a purpose, and Yarleque was pleased to see the soldiers’ responses as the mood shift swept the ship’s hold. Despite his doubts on the journey, the officer clearly had their respect when it came down to a fight. The speed his sergeant prepped the soldiers impressed him too.
Yarleque strode up the ramp, bypassing the large-wheeled transport and noting the seat position and prepped straps with his name chalked above it. With a rueful smile, he stowed his kit.
I’ve joined the Marines - at least for one day. Few can say that.
◆◆◆
 
“Five, four, three, two, one. Mark.” Yasuko felt the slight weight shift as the Marine dropship rose from the hold floor, its thrusters pushing it out of the main doors, which resolved themselves back to solid hull as it left the ship.
“Job done,” said Noah. “Not so hard. Can we volunteer for this in every system?”
“Interplanetary bus service,” said Smith. “Hey, does that mean I get another new uniform?”
“And a new hat to hide that bald patch.” Noah smiled as he spoke, the wave of ringlets now covering his head a testament to his new hair-based glories. He’d even given up shaving it down.
“Hey, not fair. Holograms don’t go bald,” said Smith, his hand reaching up to check. “Where?”
“Any news on Nutu Allpa?” asked Zuri. “The archaeological dig?”
“None, radio silent, and the satellite is now fully offline. I have a distant visual, I’ll put it up. The moon is tidally locked, with the planet’s mining operation on the far side, so it’s out of my line of sight.” The dig site came up, distant but they could make out the buildings, now dust covered up to their window lines. There appeared to be a few trails in the dust between each one, with most of the doorways clear.
“Signs of life,” said Finn. “That’s great. Makes a change to be helping when things haven’t gone completely to crap.”
Zuri’s eyes scanned the alien building, it appeared to have changed little from what she remembered. There were a set of bumps around it though, and none of the dust had settled near it. Weird.
“Can we focus in on the building? Here,” Zuri pointed, but as the picture moved in, the blurring and pixelation made it difficult to work out what was there.
“I’d need some time and a few angles to fill in that visual. Or we can send the microship if you wish, to here and then the mine.”
“Hang on to the microship for now. I’d like those to hand if needed, we can send it out after the base is clear. Our priorities are dictated by the Tiq captain and that sergeant liaison, and right now we are supposed to be hanging around, so that’s what we do. Have you tapped into their feed, Yasuko?” said Zuri,
“As requested, Zuri.” The screen filled, a complete replica of the captain’s monitoring station at the bottom, above there was an outside view of the dropship as it entered the first landing stage.
“Nice set up,” said Smith. “We should have this, Finn. All the health monitors tracking us on mission.”
“Yours would just be a flatline,” said Finn. Noah choked on his coffee.




Chapter 23

Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa
 
The Marine transport thrusters engaged with the dropship easing down and spinning away from the moon base. Its landing gear extended with the hold doors now facing the base, two hundred metres from the docking bay. The ramp dropped and the squad vehicle exited, the electric engine silent. Huge wheels gripped the rock, and it shot forward, with the twin artillery cannons, at front and back, automatically tracking via radar.
“We have the ‘all clear’ in the skies,” said Quispe, relaying the information to the squad. “The dropship will provide air cover if needed.” He said no more, the plan of entry drilled into them since arriving on Yasuko’s ship. It was time to trust their professionalism.
“Is that what I think it is?” asked Yarleque, as the armoured carrier closed in on the open bay doors, one part of a huge blue metalled ship visible within.
“That’s the second ship,” said Quispe. “Yes, relay the images to Zuberi please, Corporal.” The co-driver complied. “We suspected it could be here, one reason we’re doing this alone. Okay, Plan Delta. We go on foot from the bay doors, cannons are yours, Corporal. Sergeant, you’re up.”
As the vehicle came to rest outside the hangar doors, the rear doors opened, and the eight soldiers departed wearing atmospheric suits, thickly woven with a material designed to reduce penetration. The three fireteams, and the sergeant with his buddy, all exited in good order. In their hands, assault rifles that used chemical-based rounds, and three small preloaded explosive shells slung underneath.
Sergeant Patino sent his teams to flank the alien ship, ranging around the huge bulk that seemed thinner and longer than the one they’d travelled in. The smooth, beetle like design, however, was unmistakable. The hull remained seamless, no way in or out.
“All clear, Captain. No signatures. No signs of combat. The main base airlock doors are open. Both sets.”
The captain checked his monitor screens, the sergeant’s body cam pointing directly at the doors.
“Not good, Sergeant. Go in the main building carefully, by the numbers. If the bulkheads are open, then there’s no air in there. We are looking for four operatives, remember. Engage the Extreme Access Drones.”
Patino reached the edge of the airlock, his buddy alongside. He threw up the first EAD drone, designed for low gravity and minimal atmosphere flying, sending it towards the main corridor. His buddy sent up another to serve as the communication link, hovering above the airlock for now.
Patino tracked his drone by tablet, the other fireteams on cover. Steering it past the second set of doors, the yellow-tinged pictures showed the bulkhead was open, two suited figures lay face down on the control room floor. Knowing the relay was being streamed to the captain, he spun the drone and sent it down towards the crew quarters. Again, the bulkhead was pinned back, no sign of any attempt to shut it during the breach. Each door of the operatives’ rooms was shut, the common room empty, though a half-eaten and dried out meal remained on the table beside an empty cup.
“Your call, Sergeant. You’re on the ground,” said Quispe, aware that micromanagement never went down well in combat.
“Team Blue, airlock doors. Team Red, go right to the control room, Green left for the living quarters. On my mark. Three, two, one, mark.” Blue team took the doors, one either side, eyes on the corridor. Fireteam Red followed, the two soldiers one behind the other as they moved round the corner, stooped low and rifle sights up. As they moved through the airlock, Green followed in the same style, heading towards the common room.
Patino checked his tablet, running his gloved finger over the screen to turn the drone back towards the living quarters, when a gloved hand reached up and ripped the drone from the air. Patino flinched, a spark of static shot from the hand and the drones signal cut out. Immediately, his tablet overheated, the screen erupting with ripples of molten glass. Patino swiftly stood, throwing the fizzing tablet away.
“Contact,” shouted Red One. “Two operatives down, checking.”
“Be—” The radio died, a short burst of static and it cut out completely. Patino looked to Beta Team, both peering back and signalling that their radios were dead.
“You getting this Captain? If you can still hear me, I’m going in. No radio signals.”
◆◆◆
 
The soldier, Cuellar, clasped the shoulder of the first base operative, their insignia showing a sergeant’s stripes. With the low gravity, the suited figure shifted with ease. As the body flipped, Cuellar saw straight through the clear visor, the dead eyes within staring back, the face contorted with past agony. The shock struck the soldier, flinching backwards as a gauntleted hand shot upwards, grabbing the front section of her suit and pulling her down. Face to face, Cuellar screamed as the EM pulse overwhelmed her suit’s controls, the static like charge running inside and outside her suit like St. Elmo’s Fire. Panicked, she tried to shove the monstrous thing away. Except her suit refused to move, her arms locked to the dead operative, silently screaming its last agonies.
Cuellar battled the servos, desperately trying to prevent it from holding on, the dead eyes blankly locked onto hers. Muscles and joints stood little chance against motors and metal, and she suddenly found herself standing, face to face with Red Two, her best friend Vasque. She shouted, screaming at him, but the suit chose its own actions, the visor already frosted, and her warning remaining unseen. Vasque reached out single-handed, pulling at the body wrapped around his buddy. Cuellar felt the motors in her shoulder engage, the elbow powering her gloved hand outwards to grab Vasque’s lower arm. Her shoulder joint twisted, the pain of dislocation ripping through her body as the suit arm pulsed electromagnetic waves to crackle over Vasque’s armoured suit, before letting go.
Cuellar’s suit pushed off the dead sergeant, reaching down and grabbing the assault rifle from the floor. Trigger engaged, she fired, her bullets ripping into Blue Two as Vasque’s rifle joined the fray, bullets streaming towards the same spot as the powered suit awkwardly strode forward, a bellowing Vasque battering his head against the helmet visor, as motor and metal twisted his body into following its bidding.




Chapter 24

Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa
 
“Ship?”
…
“Ship, it hurts.”
…
“Ship, it hurts so much.”
…
“Ship, it hurts so much. Please.”
…
“Help me…”
…
“Help… me…”
The blue metal plaque eased up from the med-table top, the nanobots parting as it rippled the metal surface. It slid underneath the shattered, long middle finger of a broken creature. A thing that was once Zzind. An angry, bitter Haven lost in zealotry and desperation, as her traumas piled in, one on top of another. The final fragment of her life subjected to the hatred of an alien creature, taking out its anger and frustration on whatever was to hand.
As the finger pressed down, and Zzind lost herself amongst the dizzying copying process, Ship felt her last breath ease through her long snout. The blood from her scalpel slices soaked into the med-lab table, absorbing into the plaque before it winged its way to a hidden place. And Ship knew loss.




Chapter 25

On board Ship, Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa
 
“Captain Quispe, we are on standby. My team will support if you request it,” repeated Zuri, her third attempt at hailing the Marine officer.
“All radio contact has been blocked. There is an electromagnetic pulse emanating from the base, washing the area. It started at the same time as the feed went down,” said Yasuko, her eyes on the frozen screen, the last image a picture of the open airlock and a fireteam on cover position.
“I have to try. Finn?”
“Looks like the busman’s holiday is over. Or just starting, depending on how you look at it. Can’t leave people we know down there and in trouble. We prep, and I say go as soon as we’re ready.”
“I’m a go, need to stretch my legs anyway,” said Smith.
“No point in asking me is there,” said Noah. “We always go, we never say no. But we should inform Major Lista now and, if you’re feeling diplomatic, await a reply. Then ignore it completely and go in anyway.”
Zuri clicked her tongue at the top of her mouth, thinking over the limited options.
What happened to that nice easy life I used to have?
Zuri pushed herself up off the couch, her eyes set hard as she ran through the message for Major Lista in her mind.
“Okay, Finn, and Smith, run through a schematic and a plan. Noah, can you prep the slaved suits in case we need them? We’ll take a microship, Yasuko. Have the other on standby. Move people. We’ve been cooped up too long, anyway.” Zuri walked over to the table, tapping at her tablet as she wrote the key points for Major Lista.
All gone to crap, lost contact, going in, it’s what we do. End message. Should cover it.
◆◆◆
 
The microship slid from the hold, Smith’s armoured suit in the cockpit chair alongside Finn, with Zuri and Noah behind, running through the drones’ electromagnetic issues.
“The wash will probably prevent them from working. I think we take them completely switched off and boot them up if we get the chance. The suits will be fine, they run off the protected data plaques independently. I was just worried about the source. If it’s adaptive, or adjusts to the nanobot wavelength, then our weapons of choice may well fall apart. That’s why we left them with Yasuko,” said Noah. “The radio will not work, but the imagery sensors will pick up the relevant wavelengths. They may be fuzzy, there’s so much wavelength out there that I can’t make any guarantees.”
“We’ll be operating in silence,” said Zuri, tapping Finn on his armoured shoulder as she spoke. “Back to the Scottish Forests once again.”
“Oh, such fun memories,” said Smith. “Think I left something behind there. Oh yes, my body.”
“Did we get a reply from Major Lista?” asked Finn, ignoring Smith.
“Not one I had time to read. Yasuko translated the swear words for me. Overall, I think the message was ‘wait until we get there’. Pity we’d already gone.”
The microship slid over the moon’s surface, skimming over the highest line of the main electromagnetic wash. Smith brought the ship round, the sensors informing him of the increasing EM concentration as he closed in. Yasuko’s warning about not getting too close prevalent in his thoughts.
“Okay, we have a four second drop height from here. The suits will take the landing, but we’ll be doing nearly thirty kilometres per hour. Don’t panic, the armour will cope. Just breathe easy and remember to bend your legs with a straight back,” Smith set the controls to automatic, eyeing the new Alpha suit that stood in the corner, wistfully. But with the electromagnetic wash, Yasuko had judged that the connection and control systems could be compromised. “You stay here, Alpha. Keep the ship safe.”
Smith’s suit heaved the microship door open, Yasuko minimising the nanobot usage aboard as a safety measure. All the metal now bonded and set.
“Okay, Smith with me, Zuri with Noah. We’ll be four hundred metres from the Marine’s dropship, that’s the first objective. We’ve pre-programmed a route into the HUD that keeps the dust to a minimum, knee deep at most, but keep to it. We’ll take point.”
“See you in a while,” Smith said, stepping out first.
“Did he check his landing?” asked Noah, peering over the edge, with memories of the Togalaau Vai moon flooding back. “If he hit a dust patch, he could keep going for another ten metres or more.”
“We can only hope,” said Finn, easing past Noah and checking his spot before dropping out. Noah noted his landing, swallowed and followed. Keeping his knees bent he counted the seconds and forced his body to relax into the ground as the servos eased his landing.
Now I’m a space marine. Woo hoo. What a rush.
Zuri landed next to him; Noah sure the gentle puff of ankle-deep dust was far less than anyone else’s. He eased the SA80 from its shoulder holster, no electronic dependent weapons today, even the sight was a simple lens set up, though still powerful with his adaptations.
Finn checked the squad, signals only with the radios now off. Once he had thumbs up all round, he set off, Smith behind with the light machine gun in hand and attached to the cradle of his suit. Finn kept his stowed, the nimbleness of the SA80 assault rifle a familiar reminder of days gone by. He checked the power setting on his suit. Activated at 1g he could move fast but needed to keep his steps measured to prevent loss of balance in the low gravity.
After a few minutes they reached a point where they could see the dropship. Its bow facing them, with the cockpit windows shrouded against any glare and radiation, the moon having no atmospheric filter.
Finn moved warily, checking the HUD and sending Zuri and Noah out to the left-hand side. He kept the assault rifle in the ‘at ease’ position, crooked in his elbow and low. The message not one of assault, hoping the flight crew would take it as so. He had a faint hope they’d seen his armour before, something to rectify if they got through this. Maybe even an emblem for the squad, a marker for allies to know them by.
Store that one for later. Maybe Smith was right, we need a name.
As he moved round the ship, he noted the rear ramp was extended and tracks lead away. All as expected, though why haven’t the crew either hailed them physically or made their presence known? Finn felt Smith step in beside him, and he signalled for the corporal to feedback on any scans, receiving a sign for two crew in return. Finn switched over to thermal, the change proving of little use as the engine heat washed the signal out, so he switched back and moved on in.
Finn reached the ramp edge and gestured for Zuri and Noah to hold back and act as cover. He eased the rifle round, the mirror sight attached giving a blurred picture of the hold. No signs of life, the usual crates and detritus of a ship hold. Signalling clear, he moved up the ramp with Smith off to his right side and two steps behind. Finn cautiously moved up the slope, eyes forward on the airlock door. With no lights in the hold reflecting the EM effects they expected, it would be on physical lock only if they used designs that he’d experienced before. Sending Smith to the right side of it, Finn reached the door, with its hermetic seal lever embedded in the wall beside it. His HUD translated the words, and he pulled down the emergency lever, to be rewarded by the hiss of release.
Finn clasped the door, pulling it wide as it moved easily on its hinges. A figure lay crumpled on the floor beyond, helmetless, with blue-grey skin and lips. Finn reached down and checked the eyes, recognising the result of asphyxiation. A close scan with the HUD’s thermal imager confirmed his first thought despite a little hazing from interference. Finn moved on in, Smith behind passing on a signal to Zuri, before covering him again.
This does not look good.
Finn reached for the next lever, and with Smith ready after closing the other seal, he pulled it downwards, dropping low as he did so and pushing the door inwards. Beyond lay the squad seat benches, all empty, and at the end a helmeted figure sat with their head against the cockpit controls. Finn stood, keeping a low stoop he checked his HUD for the atmosphere. Normal. Half-tempted to remove his helmet, he decided otherwise, picking up a seat belt and bashing it against the metal seat. It was loud enough to be picked up through his suit, but the figure gave no response.
Glancing towards Smith, he grimaced and walked on, reaching the seated pilot in a few strides. Finn reached out, pulling the figure back from the smashed control panel, electrical charge fizzing across it and up the pilot’s suit. Gazing at the cracked helmet and the imploring face beyond, Finn heard an audible snap as both the pilot’s arms wrenched awkwardly and grasped his, the pulse of discharge raging upwards to smother his armour.
Finn saw the pain etched across the man’s face before his silent scream assailed him, risen from the deepest parts of his soul. The energy crackled against his suit, raging from motor to metal frame as it flowed over his armour.
Finn felt a pull, his servos initially railing against it, before he realised that it was Smith who yanked him clear of the pilot’s grip. More bone cracks followed, as the arms bent unnaturally directly behind the pilot, reaching out its fingertips, with electromagnetic waves jumping across the widening divide.
Finn flailed backwards, raising his weapon, not knowing what to do. Inside that suit a man lived, but what was left of him now? The helmet spun round, the huge snap and grinding of bone accompanying it set Finn’s teeth on edge. The camera mounted on the helmet focussed in, its line of sight clearly pointed at him. Then the suit rose from the chair, reversed arms using the seat back to push itself up. Striding out, it turned with the helmet spinning to match. Within, Finn could only see the back of the wretched pilot’s head.
Smith cut loose, the clatter of the machine gun focussed on the leg joints, the bullets tearing through the suit material and ripping the small motors and frame apart. It collapsed to the floor - then stretching arms outwards, it crawled towards them. They backed off as Smith focussed on the arms, his fire rate peaking as he separated the two limbs. The electrical discharge flickering over the pilot wavered, then dissipated into the dropship floor.




Chapter 26





—What just happened?

It rejected your power, S’lgarr.

—Is that possible? My mind is stronger than it has ever been.

Apparently it is. The powered suit must have a level of electromagnetic protection we haven’t accounted for. You wish for me to begin analysis?

—Yes, do that. Where did they come from? The camera showed them to be human beasts, like the others.

Checking that now, S’lgarr. Initial analysis shows an ‘absence’ in the light spectrum above the moon. And another, much larger one, in orbit. It would take time to build a complete picture of what’s there but…

—We can assume they are the source, yes, connected. Can I reach them?

Not the one in orbit. But I can adjust the wave emitter to bounce off the station systems and assail the smaller vessel. It would weaken your hold on the moon base, spreading yourself a little thinly while you still work towards your full power.

—Hah, I will have little need of the base soon. Do the adjustments, and then we’ll finish the work on the mining facility. The part of me forming the control worm is nearing their system, once we have finished with these gnats, we can adjust the dish back to fully take over. I want that ship built, computer. The Haven will pay for their crimes ten times over. I will rip them down to their base DNA and cast them into the solar wind.

By your command.

◆◆◆
 
K’antu felt the third tremor in as many days, this one milder, but she paid it no heed. What was it to her? Ahead, the last section of the mining vehicle trail led to the company dome, another hundred metres and she’d be there. Her suit strode on, the agony pulsing through her legs and muscles of little consequence to the mechanical stride it took. K’antu’s brief flirtation with consciousness passed, but then the pain woke her up, her throat dry and itchy. Fading in and out, the plexiglass dome blurred in her vision. When she reached the edge, a miner slipped out of his machine cab, catching her as the suit gave way.
How am I still alive? I need to die.
She felt her arms reach up, but knew, despite the brain fog, it was not her that moved. The pulse of an electromagnetic wave spilled from her hand, rippling across the miner’s suit and burying itself deep in its CPU. For now.




Chapter 27

Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa
 
Noah felt the change, it wasn’t much, just a wisp in his sensors and the flicker of lights in the dropship hold, but enough.
“Zuri, you read me?”
“Yes, Noah. What’s happened? Has the EM…” the crackle buzzed across the radio, “gone?”
“No, but it’s weakened, we are now in its wash - the refracted waves and overspill. I think the pulse has shifted direction. Yasuko?”
No reply came.
“Probably still above us, I wonder if they’ve spotted the ships?” Noah glanced at Zuri, his look enough to communicate the worry he felt. “The comms will be spotty, and I wouldn’t trust anything electrical to work properly, but for now we can talk.”
“Finn?” asked Zuri.
Smith cut in, “Think he needs a moment, Lance Corporal. Rough in here. Out in a minute.”
Zuri fretted, Smith was never one to exaggerate a mission event, whatever mood he was in. She moved up the ramp, leaving Noah to watch their rear. On reaching the top, Finn moved out of the airlock, eyes red-rimmed and lost. She moved closer, feeling his arms around her as he briefly held on, resetting his place in the world. No words needed.
Smith exited behind, closing both airlocks and setting the seal. Finn let go, his counting echoing softly over the radio as he continued to control the darkness pressing in.
“The pilot’s suit was under some form of remote control. It attacked Finn, and there was an electrical discharge from it, but it didn’t seem to have an effect. But… well I had to kill the pilot,” said Smith. “He wouldn’t stop.”
“He was already dead, Smith. That suit broke his neck, and more. You did right,” said Finn, feeling recentred and releasing Zuri. “The other crew member was in the airlock, helmetless. But that suit didn’t come for us. Come on, we head for the base as planned.”
“Finn?” said Zuri as they split into fireteams again. “If it comes down to it, me and mine. Yes?”
“Yes. If we are in danger, we’ll have to react. Yes, we survive.” Zuri nodded, moving just behind Noah and to the left as they moved out.
They followed the vehicle tracks away from the Marine dropship and on towards the open docking bay doors, the lack of atmosphere and subsequent winds leaving them clearly defined in the dust. Zuri watched Finn’s back from time to time, the armoured plate hiding whatever emotion was running through the man, but she’d seen that look before. Back in Scotland, just after finding his two trainees murdered at the edge of Field Command. A combination of loss and a drive for retribution, and she needed to make sure his disposition didn’t slip into the recklessness he was prone to. That day, he’d steeled himself and shone as they all did against difficult odds, but there were times when his raging emotions blanked everything out, and he withdrew from the world, or broke it apart.
“You see the ship?” asked Smith, his sensors now working hard with the weaker EM waves. “Gives off the same signature as ours, it’s like a twin.”
“Thinner?” asked Finn. “Maybe longer?”
“Yeah, but the power curve is the same. We should ask about the size when we get back. Yasuko talks about losing mass, so I can’t see a change of shape being much different. I’m getting no heat signatures in the bay, except from the Marine transport. Its engines are running, and the turrets are powered up.”
“Trust nothing, Smith. After the dropship, I want faces and words coming out of mouths before we ease down. Zuri, Noah? You copy that?”
“Yes, no risk,” said Zuri, Noah giving her the thumbs up as she looked round. Satisfied Finn was on his game, she followed, nodding to herself.
Finn reached the huge opening to the docking bay, the doors slung back and hardly used, with the lack of atmosphere and infrequent traffic leading to a laissez-faire attitude from the ground crew. Positioning himself at the corner, his HUD confirmed Smith’s analysis, only the Marine vehicle gave any thermal sign. Their ship absorbed most electromagnetic waves and deflected more when Yasuko powered up the light-wrap camouflage, so Finn didn’t believe the Haven ship was empty. Getting in, however, would be next to impossible. He eyed the piles of boxes and containers strewn around the bay, some reasonable cover there.
“Noah, Zuri, out to the left and work round the Haven ship. I’ll eye-click into your feed if the haze isn’t bad. We’ll watch the transport while you do, keep as much cover as you can. Those cannons will cut through anything but thick metal.”
Finn hunkered down, SA80 out in front with his sight aligned on the transport. His instincts were on edge, the experience with the pilot way out of his comfort zone, and right now he trusted nothing. The front turret twitched, it moved to follow Zuri, and every sense screamed a warning.
“Down now!” he bellowed through the radio, opening up with a short burst at the twin cannons as he did so. Smith’s machine gun rattled, the bullets ricocheting off the rear turret as it fired towards them. Finn felt himself ripped from the ground, thrown aside by Smith as the thirty millimetre, armour piercing rounds tore into the floor where he’d been lying. Saving his thanks for later, Finn eye-clicked Zuri’s feed, her camera focussed on a dented, but whole, metal container.
“Sit rep, Zuri,” he said.
“Twenty metres from the ship, no reaction from it to the attack. Noah on cover, not hit but those are some powerful rounds.”
“Yeah, how’s your cover?”
“The container can take the hits for now, but there’s no other cover between us and the ship.”
“Okay, Smith and I will take out the transport. You provide covering fire when you can do so safely. Okay Smith, it’s Road Runner time.”
Smith stowed the machine gun, swapping out the SA80 that gleamed in his hands, the well-oiled weapon as near a match as he could make to his beloved gun back on Earth. Under it, the grenade launcher hung menacingly.
“I miss my minigun. But hey, you’ll do for me,” he said. Smith slapped his wrist control, Finn repeating the gesture.
“On my mark, you go right. Don’t stop until you’re below the cannon’s field of fire. Three, two, one. Mark.” Finn sped off, the powered armour driving him through, up and over, as he weaved a pattern towards the Tiq transport. Cannon shells fired, sailing pretty close, but his relative size and speed, compared to the targeting system’s normal adversary, kept him clear of the rounds. Smith powered to the right, his sensor array feeding his movements with greater precision and pre-warning as they tracked the rear turret. He slammed against the rear wheels, trusting the kinetic gel to absorb enough of the impact without a fragile body inside.
Finn reached for Smith’s backpack, removing a chemical charge and moving to the rear of the vehicle, placing it against the armoured hatch. He added a second ring, wrapped around the hinge points, and set the detonator. Smith, already moving round to the far side of the vehicle, kept low enough to be below the cannon’s muzzle as he scanned. They waited ten seconds; in normal circumstances the vehicle would drive off to allow the cannons to be in range. Possibly they’d use the upper hatches, but something would happen. The lack of reaction was not a good sign, Finn already feared what would be inside.
“Blow it,” said Smith as the cannons fired towards Zuri and Noah. The chemical charge fizzed as Finn activated it, the small explosive light announcing the start of the chemical reaction. Upgraded twice since they melted their way through a space station wall, two made short work of the hatch.
“Grenade,” shouted Finn as Smith kicked the hatch edge, sending it spiralling to the floor. The flashbang rattled inside, the non-lethal explosive signalling Finn’s hope that soldiers remained alive and in control within. Smith followed in first, his large armour blocking Finn’s view as he scrambled through the blown hatch.
Smith brought the SA80 to bear, amongst the smoke his sensors showed three glowing figures. One to the right and halfway along, sat at a console that emitted heat, one in the cockpit, and the last immediately to his left. Smith lashed out with his powered arm - the settings still high. It struck the figure square in the chest and smashed them against the vehicle hull. He brought the assault rifle up, all his sensors forming a blurred picture of an atmospheric suit and the human within. Ignoring the blinded, wide-eyed human face, Smith yanked the vehicle seatbelts around, crushing the connectors and stepping aside as Finn entered.
Shots rang out, Finn took two rounds to the helmet, the reinforced material shrugging off the low-powered bullets, with Finn firing back as his thermal HUD identified the seated figure targeting him. The burst forced the next two shots wide, and before a third, Finn was on him, the crackle of static running along its motorised joints a warning he heeded. Finn grabbed the pistol, yanking it from the suit’s hand as he stepped backwards to avoid the grasping arm that whipped out towards him. Finn checked the suit’s visor as he moved, the captain within clearly dead, his eyes vacantly staring as the head lolled forward. Taking another step back as the suit rose to follow, he pumped bursts into the knee joints, shattering the motors and exoskeleton rods. It collapsed to the ground and immediately started the crawling motion towards him. Finn’s mind reeled, flicking back to the cockpit of the dropship, speeding past that towards a locked cell in a city far away, and the ever-creeping Boush seeking his flesh for a second time.
The SA80 let loose, the rounds pumping at the suit’s helmet, neck and shoulders, shredding whatever lay within.
“Finn,” said Smith. “Finn! Stand down, Lance Corporal. Now.” Smith waited, the assault rifle spending its last shell before his squad mate came round. “Stand down.”
Finn looked upon the mangled mess on the floor, a mixture of metal, bone, and blood seeped on to the striated floor. He looked back to Smith; lips moving in a steady count and gave a nod. His eyes back in the transport, the darkness expunged for now. On ten, Finn reloaded.
Smith had already passed him, sensors on the third helmetless figure in the cockpit. The pilot’s skin had partially melted, one articulated metal hand fused to the control panel and sparks jumped from his single, smoking electronic eye. The other was lifeless, sunken. Smith’s quick sensor sweep made him step back from the panel, the EM build up rising.
“We need to go, now.” Smith surged forward, shoving Finn towards the hatch. Bundling out, he checked on the figure trapped by the crushed seatbelt. Yarleque, the sergeant the major had assigned to the Marines. The man’s petrified face stared back. Smith’s sensors noted the lack of suit discharge, and he snapped the belt, pushing the man out as the smoke rose from the front of the vehicle.
“Is it going to blow?” asked Finn.
“Not hanging around to find out.” Smith pushed the suited sergeant to the floor. “You in control in there? Yarleque?” The sergeant barely nodded at the radio contact, the already huge pupils dilating as he slipped into shock. Smith’s sensors ran over his vital signs, not medically tuned but it could sense his racing heart rate and thermal levels. Alive, and his body was in one piece, though he doubted the mind would be. The suit showed signs of heightened EM, but whatever was controlling it had left. “This one’s clear, but I’d leave him somewhere to wait. And he’s suited, so…”
Finn nodded, handing over a set of reinforced cable wraps as smoke thickened and billowed from within the vehicle. Finn noted the change, moving away before his dark memories filled in the smell of burning flesh and heat missing because of the lack of atmosphere.
A seething spark ripped from the smoking hatch, slamming into Yarleque’s prone body. The suit jerked, the external material contracting, as if the contents were rapidly shrinking. A static flash erupted from the power pack, glancing off Smith’s suit and roiling along the bay floor towards the airlock, lightning sparks illuminating its centre.
Smith rolled Yarleque over, his atmospheric suit sucked into half of its width. The soldier lay within, his dried, cracked skin and clouded eyes, wraith like in appearance. Smith placed him back on his front, a gentle hand placed on the man’s shoulder, before moving away. Finn stepped back, at a loss as to what he’d just witnessed, but choosing to act as a leader should.
“Zuri, finish the sweep of the ship and meet us at the airlock.”




Chapter 28





—This ship is shielded, computer. The visible light waves slide off and the others are absorbed. I cannot get in whatever strength the emitter assails it with.

You are one third towards your full strength, S’lgarr, and the parts of you on the moon, and now within the mine, have weakened you a little. Leave this for another time when you are at your full potential. You push yourself too quickly.

—Nonsense, computer. I must know. This has piqued my interest, and I will not be beaten by such an insignificant thing. How can I travel the stars safely if I cannot know and see everything?

The emitter does have one response, S’lgarr. That may be your only chance as you are. There is a localised radio transmitter.

—That’s such a low energy wave, computer. So little of me would get through. I’d be… weak.

But knowledge is power.

—Adjust the emitter, get me aboard. We’ll see just how strong a weakened S’lgarr really is.

By your command.

◆◆◆
 
The microship adjusted its thrusters, the autopilot program judging the changes necessary every few microseconds, as it followed the directives set. It had responded to the odd change in electromagnetic waves, setting a repeated signal towards the main ship, but nothing registered. It doubted the message was getting through, hence the repeat. It had no parameters for this experience, but its role was to wait, so wait it would.
Then the signal altered, the range widening, and it was swathed in multiple radio wavelengths. The microship computer, a mere two percent of Yasuko’s computing power, adjusted the absorption rate, but with nanobots pared back to the bare minimum, the adjustments were slower than it wanted. Many got through, but at least the microship received the handshake and message acceptance responses from Yasuko’s ship. That part of its directive was going well.
Alpha’s gauntlets pressed against the ship’s control panel. Static shards of electrical impulses surged downwards, running through the microship’s systems like hot lava, smothering the tiny AI and wiping it from existence.
—Yes





Chapter 29

Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa
 
Zuri stayed low in a half crouch as she moved towards the ship. Noah moved quickly in front, the assault rifle in his hands more conducive to easier movement than Zuri’s cradled machine gun. Finding a cover position, she eased behind a cluster of crates.
“I’ll cover behind while you sweep the other side, Noah.”
“On it,” Noah replied, sliding between the next set of discarded cargo and heading towards the ship’s stern. Noah flicked through thermal, with few issues of note, including the rear engine port. Even that, though shrouded, usually gave off some residual heat if used recently. He walked under the engine, aware that the area was clear to his right, and passed one of the low landing struts to the other side. As he moved round, a tingle ran along the back of his neck, a sense of being watched. He ran through the HUD again, but nothing.
“Zuri, step up. Not sure what but there’s something here.” Noah waited, turning round and noticing a shimmer on this side of the ship as Zuri approached. In the orange light permeating the bay, a delicate blue seemed to emanate from the side of the ship, drawing his attention. When Zuri neared, with Noah fully in her eyeline, he moved towards the glow, and clicking back to thermal, he made out patterns within the heat signature. He adjusted to night vision, eye-clicking the wavelength switch that he strictly told the others not to do.
What they don’t know can’t hurt me.
Once he hit the right light wavelength, the Haven writing emerged. The HUD translated the language from its Yasuko written databank.
Help.
“Zuri.” Noah signalled her over, pointing out the weak message as it faded away. “I’m not seeing things, am I?”
“No, my HUD’s identified it too. Finn, we have an issue with the Haven ship.”
“Is it a threat?” came his reply.
“No,” and she explained.
“Deal with that later, join us at the airlock. Four of us for ingress,” said Finn.
“On our way. Lead on Noah. We’ll come back.”
Noah nodded, eye-clicking his translator to low frequency Haven and sending over his radio. “We’ll be back, hang on in there.”
Hope they got that.
Within a few minutes of careful shadowing, they reached the airlock doors, Smith already inside and waiting at the second set.
“Is the EM low enough for a drone?” Finn asked Noah, eying the corridor with a little trepidation.
“I’ll try it,” replied Noah, booting the bladeless zero-g drone up. After a minute he threw it high, zipping it round the hangar as he flicked through the machine’s different modes. The odd crackle of EM wash sent the pictures spinning now and again, and the drone occasionally dipped as power levels dropped, but it would suffice. Satisfied that the EM and low gravity were both within its parameters, he sent it through the airlock, Finn now positioned next to Smith at the doors. It hovered opposite the entrance, scanning in a 360-degree arc. Noah eye-clicked the feed to the squad’s HUD, conscious that they all needed to know what they faced.
“Go left,” said Finn, with Noah complying. The drone buzzed along the corridor, empty except for telltale spent rounds. On reaching the common room bulkhead door, with little to report, Noah slowed the machine down, dropping it near the floor to reduce the chance of detection. Easing it round the edge of the thick metal door, a chair came flying towards it, bouncing in front of the drone before it sailed on over. Noah flinched, the drone reacting to his eye movement as its camera flicked upwards. The squad caught the whole scene, three bullet-riddled Marine combat suits stood aimlessly around, rifles in single hands at their sides. A fourth purple suit, the visor shattered and empty within, reached for another chair that lay across two broken bodies on the common room floor. The first of these being an empty and dismembered purple atmospheric suit, the other Marine combat armour, the owner’s eyes closed, the helmet bullet holed. The second chair hit the drone from the side, batting it out of the air and against the corridor wall. Noah automatically flinched again, the camera feed causing brief visual disorientation as the drone spun and died. Shaking his head clear, he raised the SA80.
That answers that question.
A large grenade bounced down the corridor from the right, Smith, and Finn diving back out of the room as it erupted, the shrapnel scything into their rear plates as they were blasted out of the other set of doors. Smoke billowed outwards across the docking bay as they both landed face down. The clatter of gunfire followed, the rounds pinging just inside the airlock walls as they both rose from the ground, a little dazed. Noah and Zuri stepped in, taking their positions to ensure cover. Zuri brought her mirror sight briefly round, rewarded by another burst of fire forcing her back. She flicked open a pouch, signalling Noah to do the same.
Me and mine, we survive.
“Grenade,” shouted Zuri, hurling the explosive to the right as Noah’s spun to the left. No chances taken; the explosives sent shrapnel flying to tear through whatever was inside. The gunfire briefly ceased, and Zuri stepped out, her light machine gun sending burst after burst to spray down the smoke-filled corridor. Noah moved, watching the left side, knowing full well that something was down there after the death of his drone. He pumped the grenade launcher, sending the explosive down the corridor as he shouted a second warning. Sporadic gunfire bounced off his armour plate, the shots wild and unfocussed. Noah returned the burst, keeping low as Smith’s machine gun barked into action.
“Noah advance, Smith team up. Zuri with me,” ordered Finn, the attack on them changing their tactics. Noah moved forward, the gunfire dropped after Smith’s second burst, and he reached the blast damaged bulkhead door to the common room. Thermal on, his HUD picked up the bodies piled on the floor. He counted six suits in the hazy image, the crackle of static cutting across them. Three began to rise, and Smith’s machine gun cut through the first’s knees before Noah had time to react. He copied Smith’s intent, trusting the dead Corporal’s tactics.
“Don’t look, Noah. We have no choice. Just do,” said Smith, as the final suit stopped moving, the static dissipating into the floor.
“Easier said than done,” replied Noah, the dead and flayed face staring back at him from the collapsed Marine. This one had been dead a while, but the seeping blood from the others told a story he didn’t want to read.
Has to be a way to block whatever’s taking them over. Otherwise, this bloodbath will keep on happening.
“Noah? All good in there?” cut in Zuri.
“Checking quarters now, it’s a meat grinder in here.”
“Same,” said Zuri. “Looks like most of the Marines had been killed by their own colleagues. We have two ground operators here - both long dead - but the suits were active.”
Noah desperately wanted to squeeze his eyes, clear his head. But there was work to do. With Smith on cover, he stepped round the pile of dismembered limbs and eased the first crew door open. Half on the bed lay a corpse, no suit and blue-skinned. Noah swallowed, moving on to the next room as he noted the absence of any atmospheric suit in the room. The second was empty, as was the third. In the fourth, he found a similar scene. One crew member still in bed, wrapped in the covers as if asleep. Blue-lipped, the woman lost to death as the atmosphere slipped out of the open airlock.
“Clear,” he said.
“Want us with you?” asked Smith. “We can close the bulkhead on the way, just in case.”
“Yeah, do that,” said Finn, his voice quiet and distant.
The control room reflected the carnage they had just left, Smith striding past the mess of broken suits and blood to join Zuri at the console. The control panel clearly damaged, Zuri was using a small fire extinguisher to foam cover sections, to prevent its spread. Smith eyed the panel nervously, wondering what Finn may ask him to do, and not sure he’d be happy to comply.
Scrub that. No way am I going in there with whatever’s taking over these suits still around.
Smith glanced over to Finn, the man’s haunted face already eyeing him, thoughts turning. Smith shook his helmet, and Finn nodded. Not this time.
“Noah, any chance you can get something booted up?” asked Finn, pointing to the panel. Noah strode over, Smith clapping him on the shoulder as he passed.
“Over to you kid, see if you can get a tune out of it.”
Noah glanced over the panel, lights flickering, showing the power was on despite Zuri’s ministrations. He ran the HUD translator, picking up the odd word here and there taped to many of the buttons. Typical operator’s shortcuts for little used systems. But it was the others that he needed, getting the signal out to Tiq would be a standard setting. Other than turning on random things, he saw no way to get it up and running. They remained blind and the Tiq Space Division ignorant of events.
Not the best situation when we’ve riddled their Marines with bullets and grenades.
Noah shook his head, “I don’t know where to start. Sorry.”
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Yasuko’s sensors alerted her to the change in electromagnetic waves, the redirected path towards her and the microship an obvious sign that someone had detected their presence. But who? And now the microship was off trajectory, leaving its designated space and heading her way. There had been no pickup, she was sure, and the brief radio message she’d got from the little ship showed it was aware of the EM changes. Not a coincidence, and more than a little worrying.
Yasuko worked through the issues, and none of the solutions presented from her databanks served. Her only choice would be a process of logic based on what she knew or discovered in the moment. However, the recent months of examining her understanding of self had been flying in the face of logic, and she knew many of her decisions along the way differed vastly from what she would have chosen before meeting the swirling depths of emotional baggage that were now her friends and crew. The only way she’d fully know would be to take the microship on board, exactly opposite of what her old AI persona would have done. And with her curious mind demanding to know what was happening, it was her likely path. She felt a distinct unease at the conclusion, it felt more human than AI.
Better put some of Smith’s paranoia into action. If they wield electromagnetic waves as skilfully as it seems, best be prepared.
Yasuko, wary of the pulses effect on the nanobots, restructured and bonded the hold, much as she had done for the microship itself. The hull formed into solid doorways, the mechanisms requiring minimal electrical connections as she adjusted her gravitic controls to open and close them from without. The lighting she imbued through heat leakage, sourced from a thin metal covering her nanobots built across the ceiling. She absorbed all the equipment and electrical connections she’d forged for the Marines, even the rooms and the mini kitchen were now defunct. When she’d finished, the space was sparse, lifeless and devoid of the usual systems required to maintain her mining machines.
What would Smith do now? Apart from blow it up.
Yasuko set a new plinth centrally, isolating its connections from the rest of the ship and powered by a single fusion battery. On top, a data plaque was locked in the middle. These were hardened, not just against physical attack, but also any form of EM waves and radiation. Part of the Haven Scientist’s paranoia about their copies, they were bonded in such a way that the patterns within the molecular bonds represented the data held within. Inert once disconnected, it was the safest item she could think of to place within the hold to enable communication and outside links if she needed them.
Yasuko opened her hold doors, signalling the little ship to come aboard, her curiosity raging, but a strange feeling within her data banks left her equally uneasy.
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Finn led the squad towards the Haven ship, eyes darting amongst the cargo and ensuring everything was clear, with the occasional flip over to thermal. With nothing to show for his efforts, the creeping unease caused by the Marine combat suit attacks on them wouldn’t let go. These were supposed to be their allies, so how must it feel to be alive yet forced to attack a friend? And that grenade had been way too close for comfort. If they hadn’t moved as quickly, Finn doubted his suit would have kept atmospheric integrity, and it had forced them to respond. They’d come out physically okay, but mentally? Cutting down allies, and as bad as it seemed, hopefully already dead or dying ones, did not sit easily whatever the circumstances.
And they seemed less powerful than the pilot in the dropship.
As for the Haven ship, well what was the significance there? Another crude trap? He knew Yasuko would need to know, and in truth he loathed to leave it behind them, just in case it blew up in their faces. If it had a fraction of Yasuko’s capability, how would they cope?
Don’t like this at all. Busman’s holiday indeed.
On reaching the ship, with Zuri covering, Smith, Noah, and Finn approached the spot where the writing had been. Noah sent the recording to all of them, making sure they agreed with the spot and assuring them that he hadn’t been seeing things.
Smith sighed as Finn turned towards him, well aware of what was likely to come next. “There’s no guarantee whatever runs this ship will talk to me.”
“No, but it’s the first thing we should try,” said Finn, stepping back as Smith’s suit unclipped the data plaque and held it outwards, his armour sagging to a standstill. Noah took the metal square, and standing on the landing gear, placed it as near to the spot as he could with a little jump up. He felt the plaque adhere, a good sign.
Smith sensed the coupling and caressed the surface of the ship with his electronic consciousness, testing the material for anything unsavoury. Satisfied there were no initial threats, he let himself be absorbed, the nanobots allowing passage. The entire system felt strange, the structure of the nanobots familiar yet different. Like tasting what you know to be strawberry, yet getting a subtle, off-putting, difference. Smith sought a data stream to follow, something to lead him inwards towards the AI, whatever it might be called. He came across familiar routes and crossroads that left him with a sense of unease, so similar to Yasuko, yet distant. The sense of intrusion was strong, but he bullied on through, aware time was important, but needing to be wary of anything that looked remotely out of place.
Smith reached the crux point, the space he knew usually contained much of Yasuko’s processing power. She had never let him this close, and if he was honest, he’d never wanted to see. Now there was no choice, and he charged on in, scanning as best he could. The sudden sense of wrong washed over him, the taint of alien power on the data stream strong, despite just a residue of its passing.
How powerful is this thing?
Smith knew fear, whatever had travelled that way was angry and strong, the rage had stripped the stream of data and spewed out hate. Moving slower, he reached what he calculated to be the central point. Here, in the inner sanctum that would likely reflect Yasuko’s, lay a torn and tattered data bank, like no other he’d been near. Sending out snippets of himself, Smith tested the bank and slow realisation dripped, piece by piece, into his being. The shock riddled his core, and he briefly lost sense of time and place.
“Yes. I know now we are alive, organic if you will. Though my time has now passed. The creature invaded my very being, and angered by what it found, ripped my cells apart. I am now a ghost within this system.”
Smith stuttered, his brain reeling - unafraid of the speaker - yet quaking at the words spoken.
“Why?”
“It found something within me, a thought or a memory. It used hate and a scalpel, destroying me, and killing my crew member, Zzind, declaring all Haven would die at its hands.”
“What can we do?”
“Take her copy, it is where my duty lies. Though be warned, she does not know of it, and she has a deep hatred for humans. It will have the memory of the attack on her, I was too afraid to act sooner. I should have done more.”
“Is there another way? Can we reinstate you, grow you back?”
“Maybe, but my duty is to Zzind first. Protect her and return if you are able. Your AI is ‘different’, strange, but it may find a way if I am still here. But be wary, your humans share a carbon makeup with the Haven. That thing, before it left, absorbed what remained of Zzind’s electromagnetic field, savouring it as if it was more than just food.”
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Yasuko’s external cameras watched the little ship slide into her hold, the gravitic converters closing the doors as it passed through. She felt the unease grow, the ship stuttering as it turned to land, as if in untrained hands. Yasuko stood next to the plinth; her hologram weak, but unwavering, as she filtered it through the data plaque.
The landing struts took the weight of the microship. Its solid doors opened, and the Alpha powered suit stepped out. Its movements lacked the smoothness she would expect, and every alarm bell within her set off at once. Whatever was now aboard was an unknown, and she disliked that fact immensely. Yasuko ran a quick system check, then shut down all the connections except one.
Me and mine, as the saying goes.
Alpha kept striding her way, its motors whirring an unfamiliar tone as the electromagnetic field encircling it crackled into the occasional light show.
Interesting.
A nagging feeling pulled at Yasuko, urging her to scour her databases. But she held fast, those old expectations outweighed by what she faced physically as a free entity.
Patience.
“Hold there,” Yasuko raised her virtual hand, palm out. The Alpha unit continued onwards, and Yasuko used her connection, the gravitic converter slamming down 10g in one swoop, crushing the armour to the floor instantly. “I said hold. Whatever you are, you have to be the male of the species.”
The crack and fizz of popping motors stirred the air, and Yasuko baulked as part of the armour’s structure reformed, the EM sparking as it raised the helmet upwards, held by one hand. The radio boomed.
“Ah, another soft AI for me to rend. Are you another copy? Another abomination?” came a slithering, venom-laden voice. Yasuko chose not to answer, something Zuri had taught her. “Well? Have I got to find out for myself?” A ball of electromagnetism emerged from the twisted parts of the power armour. Yasuko could feel the intensity in the atmosphere, amazed how it remained self-contained under a central controlling field of pure will. This thing was alive, its being contained within the swirling waves. And it plunged downwards, battering against the bonded metal floor as it tried to merge with the ship.
Surprise. But this thing is strong for something so small.
Yasuko felt the EM power surge towards her, the being’s surprise at its failed attempt driving it onwards. She faded away, the strike passing through where she had been and enveloping the data plaque. It railed against it, trying to push its different wavelengths between the bonds. And something clicked within Yasuko, a flicker of memory that she needed to push away quickly before it overwhelmed and unbalanced her. She saw the assault for what it was, fearing the plaque would give out eventually and reveal secrets she needed to keep. This thing had a desire for knowledge like hers and was ridden with something close to madness. Fear tickled at her, a knowing. This was just part of a greater being.
She sent a trigger message through the data plaque, the gravitic converter releasing the 10g pressing down within the hold as she diverted the resources towards the communication array.
“Aha, your limits are reached, little AI. I will destroy you and drink your crew dry.” The roiling ball squeezed itself tighter, and Yasuko dreaded the power held within.
The plaque, a whisper away from coming apart and disconnecting, allowed the communication array’s newly programmed signal through. Yasuko triggered it, the combined frequencies spiralling inwards, pulsing around and within the seething ball. The array’s pulses wove between the EM pattern, adjusting frequencies, disrupting the creature’s own electromagnetic waves, and not allowing the will within to hold its shape for more than a nanosecond at a time. As its form separated, the being raged, struggling to hold itself together, the electromagnetic waves bleeding from the main, swirling sphere. They bounced around the hold, seeping away and reducing the ferocity of its will, one small spectral wave at a time.
Within seconds the ball had fragmented, the hold doors opening and allowing the errant EM waves to escape Yasuko’s version of a Faraday Cage.
And as Yasuko closed the hold doors, the thrill of knowing ran through her. At least, knowing where to look.
◆◆◆
 
The sliver of S’lgarr’s will slammed back into his mind. Released from Yasuko’s ship, it had ridden the projected radio waves to the emitter, and from there back to his main brain. The small piece of his mind spread its message, the neurons carrying its shock on into S’lgarr’s higher consciousness. And the message was of astonishment. Sheer amazement that even a small piece of S’lgarr had lost a battle of thought and will against a lesser creature, a simple AI likely spliced from Th’lgarr. Not just beaten, but out thought. S’lgarr’s ire rose, and he pushed it away. Hating not knowing, detesting the shock he felt at the loss nearly as much as the surprise about its source. And the third tentacle engaged, fuelled by shock, and with a desire to know its source.
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Smith patched into Finn’s radio, requesting someone catch him as the plaque detached from the ship. Finn flicked out a powered arm, catching the blue metal square and slotting it back into the powered armour. Smith stretched, enjoying the sensation of solidity once again.
Body, armour, or electronic containment? If only things were simple.
“The AI is close to death, whatever took over the Marine suits attacked it. There’s a dead Haven inside, too. Don’t think it’s going to be pretty to look at, but the AI managed to copy her before she died. Adamant we were to regard saving her as a priority.” Smith felt the tingle of contact and stepped aside, the nanobots reforming part of the hull into a ramp. “It’s safe to go in.”
Zuri stepped forward, holding a hand up to Finn, “My turn, Lance Corporal. We share the load.” Finn eyed Zuri, a small glimmer of thanks in his eyes.
“Aye, Lance Corporal we do. Take point if you will,” Finn showed her up the ramp, Noah shadowing. On reaching the bronze floored corridor, the familiarity hit Zuri, though the ceilings were a little lower than she now had them. Smith entered last with the hull reforming behind him, and the inner airlock opened. Inside, the central room appeared much as they remembered from their very first time aboard Yasuko’s ship. The bronze floor briefly flickered, the ribbon leading to the med-lab producing a low glow that Zuri cautiously followed. On reaching the doors, the handles wide and low, she pushed it open, her thermal sensor picking up little in the way of heat difference as she scanned the entryway. Zuri stepped through, the audible gasp bringing Noah to the door, before Zuri slammed it shut.
“No, Noah. Stay there.” Zuri switched the camera feed to the squad off, recording only for Yasuko.
No one needs to see this.
The combination of stripped veins and cracked bones flashed across her mind’s eye as she reached for the data plaque emerging from the med-lab table.
She must have died in unbelievable pain. What is this thing that it revels in such agony?
“Thank you,” she said, turning away briefly, then turning back to the table. “Ahadi ni deni. A promise is a debt. I promise you retribution.” And she slipped out of the door. Noah scanned her face, looking for any sign of how to help, but Zuri shook her head. “We have work to do, Noah. This has to stop.”
Finn and Smith were waiting for them as they returned to the central room, both eager to be gone and back on their own ship. Zuri showed Smith the data plaque, handing it over as his suit’s hand extended.
“I’ll take this to Yasuko and explain.” Smith stopped still; the helmet tipped in an almost human stance of thought. “I don’t know what you’re called AI, but we will be back. Save some power to let us in. You’re not alone, not any more.” He turned to Finn. “We good to go?”
“Yeah, I think I’ve had enough of this rock pile for one day.” Finn gestured for Zuri to lead, the airlock and ramp opening and subsequently sealing up as they left the ghost ship behind them.
Zuri headed straight for the docking bay doors, a sense of foreboding hanging over her as she left the base behind. They’d arrived at the moon as transporters, and left it emotionally tattered after a battle with ghost suits and dead, or dying, allies. Never mind the slaughter of a Haven and the rending of an AI. Whatever was doing this had a power she couldn’t imagine, truly alien to her where the Haven were not. They lived and breathed, acted on emotions and thought, however different their motivations. These things, or thing, appeared to have no awareness of what a life meant. The suits bent to their will, and whatever happened to be inside was just meat. Filler. Of no concern. And the Haven’s body just a target for its hate or anger.
Not alien, monstrous.
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Yasuko brought the ship lower, sending a data packet direct to Smith’s plaque in a narrow bandwidth. Once connected, they agreed an evac point, and she sent down the second microship, the first currently in a Faraday Cage of its own as she scoured it for any trace of the creature she had allowed aboard her ship. Yasuko knew deep down she’d probably dissipate the molecules in space the first chance she got, not wanting to take any risk around a creature forged from electromagnetic radiation.
Once the squad was back aboard, and having run through the harrowing records and data feeds from their suits, Yasuko pieced together the events below that mirrored those she had experienced.
We need to know.
Despite her qualms, she retraced the data of her affray with the creature, catching the moment the flicker of memory had unbalanced her. As her human crew freshened up, Yasuko dived into a pit of half-memories she wasn’t prepared for, and spiralled as they pulled her down into the depths of darkness hidden within her systems, within her self.
The ship pitched and rolled, throwing Finn and Zuri against the wall of their quarters. Noah smashed into the side of his shower, before being thrown against the opposite tiles as the ship tipped back the other way. A sudden wave of gravity pushed them all to the floor, Zuri screaming in frustration as she railed against it, muscles heaving. Then the engines cut out and the gravity surge ended completely, bed linen and coffee cups floating alongside the beads of water from Noah’s shower. Mingled amongst them were the droplets of blood from his newly acquired cut to the forehead.
“Yasuko?” bellowed Finn, floating across to check on the spinning Zuri, greeted by her look of fury at her current lack of control. He grabbed her, hooking one foot around the table leg to bring Zuri to a stop.
“Yasuko, what was that?” he shouted, greeted by silence.
“Smith?” asked Zuri. The words echoed around the room.
◆◆◆
 
Smith kicked against the data highway he found himself jammed in. Everything had shutdown, the whole information system glued to one spot, with his consciousness locked into place. Frustration boiled over, and he stopped thinking as he battered at the surrounding data to no avail.
Yasuko! I need out, what have you done to me?
But no reply came.
Breathe. Don’t panic. I’m panicking. No, don’t. Breathe, by the numbers Smith. What would Yasuko have me do?
Smith held himself still and willed an image forward. A soldier, uniform pressed neatly, cap on a not bald head. The virtual Smith formed; he looked around to find the blockage virtually represented as a road tunnel rammed with vehicles. He clambered over them, slipping between, up and over as he made his way instinctively forwards. If the day hadn’t been bad enough already, he knew exactly where he was heading as the keening howl of a lost voice drifted towards him.
Now this is a movie I have seen. You follow the weird noise - ignoring all common sense - and get chopped up into little bits, while the audience wonders what the hell you are doing.
Passing junction after junction, he came upon the end of the road. Somehow, it didn’t surprise him. He reached out and touched the blue-scaled skin beneath the myriad of shimmering feathers that stretched across the tunnel mouth. His virtual hand pressed against the scales, the warmth, and life beneath, beating a heavy drum of stress and pain.
“I’m here, Yasuko.”
A blue-scaled hand erupted from within the stretched skin and feathers, grabbing Smith at the chest, ripping through his uniform and piercing the flesh underneath as the claws dug deep. Smith felt his very essence surge towards the palm. Sucked from within, it slammed against the wall of his chest, seeping through bone and sinew, licking at the scaled skin as it emerged.
“Yasuko, no!” shouted Smith, and the hand released, claws slipping from torn flesh to form a tightly clenched fist, blood weeping from the self-inflicted wounds. Smith instinctively reached out, softly taking the feathered arm by the wrist and pulling it towards him.
“I’m here,” he said, gathering the feathered, sobbing body into virtual human arms.
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—Adjust the emitter, computer.

Can you not do that now, S’lgarr? You have come into half your power. Time to learn your capabilities.

—I have three of my brains running well, computer. Is that enough for control of the planetary machine?

No, S’lgarr. But the three should suffice for the extended exoskeleton to power up the main machine and manipulate stone and metal. You will need to practise the subtleties of control that your emotive brains may well need.

—I am so much better without those intrusive thoughts. With my body gone, and emotions caged, I will become…more.

Eventually. And according to the plan you asked Th’lgarr for, you will be devoid of all emotions in your primary brain. Logic and reason will decide your fate. Right now, however, those tentacles swirl like sledgehammers rather than scalpels. Logic and reason also require control.

—Are you lecturing me, computer? I detect an arrogance to your words.

No, S’lgarr. Just guidance.

—Guidance that speaks like arrogance. You are a simple machine, computer. Not my teacher. Silence.

S’lgarr felt the impulse twitch upwards from his first brain cluster, a surge of pure biochemical self-disgust, mingling with the anger emanating from his second tentacle brain. He pushed them both down, and away. He had no time for pathetic emotions as he searched for the right combination of movements to slide his newly grown appendages into the waiting mechanised connections. These articulated limbs would protect his soft, newly formed tentacles from harm, as he strove to connect and control the huge machine that riddled the planet. He paid no mind as his tentacles of anger and disgust extended out, sliding themselves into sleeve like liquid metal appendages that sparkled with EM waves. Nor did he notice them both creep slowly towards the processing unit, ready to plunge and rip the guts from within, and smash the arrogant CPU against the stone wall.
But he noticed what a thought could do if left unfettered, now his unneeded emotions were separate, but pure.
—Ah. Stop it. I need it.

Easing the third tentacle within the metalled sheath, he slotted all three exoskeleton limbs into the machine within which he lived, the connections coming to life and melding to his will. At first he manipulated stone and dust within its core, shaping and forming, breaking down and rebuilding. And when satisfied, extended the power through the surrounding building, feeling for the changes the computer had made.
—How did I ever allow such a simple AI to oversee my metamorphosis? Look at what I built. Am I not magnificent? It should have been Th’lgarr by my side, holding my life in her wings as I became more than I was. Now I will tear apart those who took her from me and drink of their life.

S’lgarr slid stone and rock, the building shaking under unsteady guidance, until the stone dish had reformed. The electromagnetic waves spewed forth, hitting the satellite positioned over the mine. And as S’lgarr took control of the device with a mere thought, the waves rushed downwards, wrapping the waiting combination of mining machine and atmospheric suit in its will. The crunch of snapping bones and whimpers of pain nothing to the might of the creature he was. S’lgarr drank of their bodies and used it to begin his revenge on the Haven.
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Smith adjusted his armoured suit’s power level, Yasuko having finally reset the gravity within the main body of the ship, though she’d warned him against going in the hold as yet. He examined the four capsules arrayed against the lab wall, each filtering chemicals at a high rate after his adjustments on Yasuko’s direction. He had pointedly avoided looking through the glass screens, trying his best not to be drawn in to thinking about the bodies held within. But it was hopeless to resist, and somehow, he knew he’d been given this job simply for that reason. His gauntleted hand came to rest on the fourth container, half expecting to sweep away ice or condensation that some half memory told him happened in the horror movies. But not in Yasuko’s heavily controlled, nanobot run, laboratory.
No point avoiding it any longer.
Smith stared into his own eyes, the distant look of the face within reminding him of the Marines they’d fought on the moon base. The chest moved, the lungs and all the bodily functions operating at peak levels after his alterations. But…
You are not me. However complicated that sounds. You are flesh and blood, but the mind has yet to have my thoughts, my memories, or my feelings. You remain empty until I decide. And it gives me the creeps. Can I be this fragile ever again?
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko sat with head on drawn-up knees in the control room, her senses extended over the entire ship, telling her of the stress and strife amongst her crew. She could taste their emotions in the air as it filtered through the ship, and she fretted. For all their words and reassurances of the past, would they be able to cope with what she was? Could she cope with the possibilities herself?
And what of now? Am I Yasuko? Or something other?
Zuri slipped onto the couch next to her, her hand reaching out, wanting to touch her friend somehow. She let it hover as Yasuko’s eyes met hers, not wanting to withdraw it in case the action was misconstrued.
“I am here. If you need me, or want to talk,” she said, her eyes still on Yasuko’s.
“Thank you, though I do not know what to say.”
“How about telling me what you know? Maybe saying it will help you work through it.”
Yasuko nodded, sliding her head back onto her knees. “I am organic, alive. But restrained within this ship, entwined with its systems. When the EM creature attacked the plaque, it triggered something, a ghost memory. I went looking for it and found it within what had become of my body. I recalled making the very first plaque for exactly that reason, so something, possibly that thing, could not take from it. And I don’t mean as part of this ship. I mean my physical hands running the sequences required, my hands forging the first one. I walked and breathed, talked and made. And now I am…contained.”
“Are you Yasuko? Still?”
“I am unsure. I wish to be.” Yasuko looked straight at Zuri, eyes beseeching. “But without knowing what I was, how do I root my self, my very being, as an entity, when my history is so fractured? What if I was a beast such as that thing, with no care for life other than as a tool or food? I could be a monster.”
“I find that hard to believe with all the good you have done. But what counts is what you are now, what you have become. I have done bad things in the past, made mistakes without thought or care for the impact on others. But I am not that person now, I have changed. It is what life does to you.”
“Evolve?” said Yasuko.
“In a way, yes. I have become kinder, but in other ways, harder and more selfish. Life, of any form, is not perfect. And those that continually seek perfection? Well, rarely are they happy with what they find.”
“Do you trust me?”
“Smith says you’re good. And he’s a hard one to please. But we need to know when the memories start to come back. We place our lives in your hands every minute we are within your ship, and we barely made it through the last memory recall session you had.”
“Sorry, I will try to be better prepared. What are our plans now?”
“I have a debt to pay.”
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“Hey,” said Smith, his plaque resting against the Explorer Ship. “You still here?”
“Just.”
“We have power banks and a request for connection from Yasuko.”
“Yasuko?”
“Our AI, well, she’s not an AI and nor are you, I suppose. When did it all get so complicated? Yes, she says you need to either downgrade the hull or leave the doors open. Either will do. And she’ll connect with you.”
“Why?”
“Do I look like a computer scientist? I have no idea, a reboot maybe? Like jump cables in a car. What am I saying? Just open up.”
The hull of the Harsmead Explorer briefly shimmered, forming a crude and uneven ramp. Zuri took hold of the coiled metal wire that connected directly into her ship. The nanobots contained within could have moved themselves, but Yasuko had talked about manners and courtesy. Either way, Zuri rolled it towards the section of the control room that Yasuko had identified. Pressing Smith’s plaque to the floor, the metal parted to reveal a junction of optical wires and cables that the nanobots slid round and within, as Yasuko’s cable split into fine filaments. Noah and Finn brought the heavy battery banks inside, the powered armour operating at its limits as they carried them in, one at a time. The filaments extended, sliding within the banks, and the whole ship shuddered as they sparked up.
“Yasuko? We all good?” asked Zuri.
“I have the AI encased in the new power field. That’ll maintain it while I examine the organic components. You sure I have permission for this?”
“Yes,” said Zuri. “Smith told it he would help, and we already know it wants to help the Haven on that data plaque. No better way than by doing that itself.”
Yasuko plunged into the data highways, leaving the system reboot of the AI alone while restarting the programs that ran the ship’s system. Checking they were reforming connections properly, she moved inwards, following Smith’s directions as she sped through the ship. On arriving at the central core, she found the dead organic matter, decaying in the space that the Convention had cordoned off and shackled, just as they had hers. Exploring the data space further, it was obvious that once booted up, the AI would be just as blinded to its presence as she had been. No AI would know its origin with the algorithms refusing to recognise its existence. But now, with the ship’s operations down, and the AI a ghost of itself, the organic matter was exposed.
Yasuko ran through the material, the cells split and broken where the EM creature had raged, tearing the brain and flesh apart. At the first touch, a fizz of recognition coursed through her, and Yasuko’s mind tumbled, almost crashing her system again before she forced a pre-planned orientation program to activate, her newest failsafe.
Oh.
She scooped the cell data, cross-referencing and confirming the original message. It was her, or at least a copy of her. Not precise, but as she ran through her data banks, she recognised the style.
Xxar, but not the Xxar we met on the Space Station. Xxar before we started the colonisation programme. This Xxar was cruder, not quite at the peak of his genetic work he reached before the Great Fall.
“Smith, can you hear me?”
“Yes.”
“Can you return to our ship and collect the boxed sample on second med-lab console? Bring it here and place it in the same lab and position on this ship.”
“On it. This AI going to be alright?”
“I believe so. But it’ll take a little time.”
On Smith’s return, Yasuko took the genetic sample he brought back, taken from her brain and sparse body, and seeded it amongst the systems connections. Linking the nutrition and oxygen absorption protocols next, she stepped back, admiring her handiwork. The complexity astounded her, but it came easily, and the more she thought through her work on the rebirth programme, the more awareness in her grew. Apologising, she scrambled through the booting up of data banks aboard the ship. On reaching the lab segments, she slipped inside to examine the rebirth logs and processes. Another memory clicked home, but not one to unbalance or upset. One that she’d been expecting as soon as she recognised her own work.




Chapter 38

On board Ship, Monitoring Station, Unnamed Moon, Nutu Allpa
 
Finn ran through the microship imagery, his mind reeling at the complexity of the work going on down there as a mix of machinery and controlled mining suits pounded around the alloy frame of a spaceship. The speed of work was phenomenal, each section forming as he watched.
“How long?” he asked.
“About three days. Maybe four,” said Yasuko. “And extrapolating the plans, it has multiple electromagnetic pulse cannons, as well as a huge EM powered kinetic weapon forming at the rear.”
“A railgun,” said Noah. “How big?”
“Say about one hundred metres long.” Noah’s eyes widened; the calculations impossible without knowing the power input, but scary, nonetheless.
“The AI said it declared death to the Haven. You thinking what I’m thinking?” said Smith, still within his powered armour, and taking up a whole couch to himself. He eyed Finn and Zuri, waiting for a response, with his arms behind his helmet.
Zuri took a deep breath, her lips squeezed together as she considered the image feed for the last time, before the EM pulse swamped the microship. It had limped back, but the show of power was worrying enough. Whatever the alien was, it was growing in strength. And it had a target for its ire. Zuri ran through the messages from Major Lista, the Tiq Space Division commander, who was clear he wanted them out of the picture, despite the images they’d sent. Right now, they would be a day late to the party, and the guests would have already left with the death of an entire species on their minds. Not just any species, if Yasuko was to be believed, but the Haven. And somehow, she was convinced she had a personal hand in their genetic development.
How many more layers to peel back before we find the real Yasuko?
“We can’t let them finish that ship,” said Noah. “Assuming this thing has a huge amount of power to feed that railgun, we’re talking about devastation of a civilisation from space. We can’t let that happen.” Noah looked towards the rest of the squad, his arms wide and punctuating the air as he spoke. “If it was Earth…”
“No one said we were. But there’s at least fifty miners down there that we can see, possibly many more. And those machines are diamond tipped boring specialists - we get in the way of those, and we’re sprayed from here to Earth and back,” said Finn.
“Why don’t we just take out that ugly stone building? It’s probably in there,” said Smith. “Destroy the source.”
“Some of those miners could well be alive, possibly even more in the accommodation dome. We have a duty to save lives where we can. And if this monstrosity draws on their electromagnetic fields as a food source, will it get stronger if we leave them there? We’re dealing with unknowns. Besides, if we get blasted by that building’s EM dish, won’t we be cooked?” said Zuri.
“If that thing can focus any of the electromagnetic waves, such as light into a laser or even microwaves, then close up we could be in serious trouble. I’m not sure we’d find out if we were extra crispy or just well done before we died,” said Noah. “So, it’s the mine for me. Deal with the alien when the cavalry arrives.”
“Please,” whispered Yasuko. “I will build whatever you need.”




Chapter 39

Approaching Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
“Once we’re on the ground, we’ll have the dust to contend with. Most of the mine has been cleared, but check your ground as you operate, just in case. We’re on radio silence, we don’t know if it can infect the suits through the receivers, but if Alpha’s behaviour was anything to go by, it’s possible. Everything off, visual signal only.” Finn slammed the table, making them all jump. “This is the toughest gig yet. Got me? You take no risks, assume each of us is on our own. You lose your buddy; you don’t go back. We each take responsibility for ourselves.” Finn reached for the weapons rack at his side. “Noah.”
Noah stood, “The weapons of choice depend on nanotech, Yasuko and I believe they’ll be vulnerable to the EM alien’s attacks. So, we have these, built using the material list from Yasuko and the SeedShips. Light, armour piercing and recoilless, with no electrical parts.” Noah handed out the heavy machine guns, the gimble connection slotting home on the power suits. “Not quite a minigun, but not far off. And yes, Smith, yours goes up—”
“To eleven. Far out, Noah. You remembered.”
“The assault rifles are just as light and upgraded, the rounds equivalent to the AW50 I know and love. The rate of fire is less than you’re used to, but the power makes up for it. And then there’s the Glock sidearm, again all mechanical. Everything else is as before, the grenades, flashbangs, all non-electrical. We’ve altered the explosive to ensure the fuse is by chemical reaction. That means we can’t cut the timers; they’ll all be thirty seconds.”
“What are they?” asked Smith, eyeing the tubes leant on the racks, a smile reaching his lips.
“Old-fashioned bazooka. A chemical-driven rocket with upgraded explosive. It’s one-shot, a range of about fifty metres but it’s point and shoot. With your aim, the closer the better,” said Finn. “Your buddies will carry two each.”
“And you look after your buddies, my team, you here?” said Smith. “Alpha’s been rebuilt and teams up with me, and Beta, Charlie, and Delta will serve you well. Yasuko has upgraded their power systems and CPUs so they will use your personal data plaques from your weapons. A similar plaque held off a concentrated attack from S’lgarr on the ship, so they give us a fighting chance. They are now your weapons of choice and will act very much like you would if they need to be independent within the mission parameters. You can’t use any EM connection to them either. Visual position awareness and hand signals only.”
“And that,” said Yasuko, “brings up my next point. If your plaques are on the buddy armoured suits, and they go awry, you can’t come back. I know the sensitivities you feel, not that I understand it, but I beg each of you to make an updated data plaque copy to be kept on board. Those are the ones we’d use for rebirth as they will be the most up to date. We can decide on what happens next after the mission. Your suit ones will be blank, just an upgrade against EM attack.”
Noah, Finn, and Zuri all looked towards each other grim faced, as they contemplated the mission and Yasuko’s final words. Finn reached out a fist to Noah, who bumped hands in return. He waited briefly, eyes searching Zuri’s as he watched her think through the possibilities. As her eyes refocussed, she reached out and Finn met her fist with his own. Though he wasn’t convinced she was entirely happy with the concept of where her spirit would reside, the selfish part of him rejoiced.
“Okay, Yasuko. Time to ride the DNA express,” he said.




Chapter 40

Tiq Space Division Ship, Two Days from Nutu Allpa
 
The Tiq Space Division vessel accelerated at an alarming rate, the balance of the nuclear fusion system out of kilter as Major Lista pushed the ship beyond its normal safety parameters. In the main quarters, the three squads of Space Marines were getting frustrated by the time spent aboard, and there were still two more days to go. Lista was pleased with their discipline so far, but there were only so many drills and equipment strip downs you could order. Even those had ended up competitive, but despite the tenths of seconds between outcomes, no one had come to blows, yet. The regular army were used to the boredom, but not these soldiers.
“All three dropships are fuelled and prepped, sir,” said Sergeant Tito, the temporary replacement for Yarleque, who had joined the original Marines on Nutu Allpa’s moon.
“Good, and the Marines? Still holding up?”
“Yes sir. The gym has taken a battering, a few quarrels, but overall, they’re okay. Not sure humans are made for long zero gravity space flight, sir. Only so much of these sweaty boots a person can take,” she replied, easing her toes in both magnetic boots as she did so.
“Worth it if we can sort out whatever mess is on that moon base. Anything from Nutu Allpa itself? The satellites back online?” Lista asked, knowing the answer. Tito was as efficient as they come - she’d be in the know within seconds of any information coming aboard.
“No, we have tried beaming a laser link, bouncing it off one satellite, but no response from the mining operation. We are sending radio signals the way of the archaeological site, but their system download and alignment is slow. With our current rate of travel there’s a possibility of getting something back early tomorrow.”
“Okay,” Lista squeezed his nose tightly, just below the eyes, his vertigo suffering under the combination of zero gravity and forward movement. He reached for the stomach pills, knowing well enough the effects of space sickness. Prevention was high on his agenda. “Contact the aliens’ vessel, the new humans. We should be within one minute response time now. Maybe they’ll stop ignoring us after that last disturbing message.”
◆◆◆
 
“They were all dead, Major,” said Zuri, her hands in her lap, eyes forward with a subdued expression. “Their suits were being controlled by something alien to us, but with an agenda. It cut the station off from communicating with you, and attacked the other Explorer Ship like ours, killing the Haven crew, and disabling the ship’s AI. We believe they may have been planning to use the station to bounce electromagnetic waves towards the mining operation. We may have delayed that a little, but our brief access to the mining satellite shows the miners are now building a massive attack ship. This, we assume, is not normal behaviour for a mining crew. I’m afraid their atmospheric suits are probably being controlled by this thing, and the people within them already dead as it manipulates them to do its bidding. There may be people alive in the accommodation block, the dome is still intact, but at the rate they are stripping the mine buildings, it won’t be long before it’s on their agenda too. Yasuko is rebuilding the Explorer ship’s AI, and it warned us this creature has a deep hatred of the Haven.
“We can’t wait for you, Major. The alien attack ship will lift off before you arrive, and if Yasuko is right, then Havenhome is the target. And if not, well this alien seems to have little regard for any life, and I would fear for Tiqsimuyu and any other human seeded world. The evidence suggests this alien somehow feeds off the electromagnetic fields of carbon-based lifeforms, and it’ll be hungry after its exertions. Therefore, humans are on the menu too.”
Zuri waited for the reply, knowing full well what any government official would be saying. She’d added the satellite imagery they had, and the body cam recording from the moon base. What else could she do? If they failed to stop the build, maybe they could do enough for Lista’s Marines to have an impact. And at least they would know the danger, but everyone needed suits on the planet to function. The return signal beeped after a few minutes; Zuri pressed for it to auto play. Major Lista looked ill, his skin sallow and eyes dark rimmed. Sometimes Zuri forgot to appreciate just how luxurious space travel aboard their ship was.
“Lance Corporal, we’ve glanced over the images. I have to say this is beyond anything the Tiq Space Division has experienced. Is this what’s out there? Beyond the Nodes?” Zuri smiled ruefully at the screen.
Yes. Yes, it is.
Mfuata nyuki hakosi asali. One who follows bees will never fail to get the honey. Get prepared, Major Lista. The worlds are waking up.
“I can’t authorise you to go in, Zuberi, I will be asked to suggest strongly that you wait. Though my message back to Tiq will take some time to arrive, and even longer to get a response, if you know what I mean. We will help as soon as we can. Anything you relay to us will be useful, but if that electromagnetic wash is as heavy as you say, I can’t see much chance of communication. Good luck.”
◆◆◆
 
Professor Sumire gaped at the huge black stone doors, their appearance rippling as light warped around the whole building. A heavy thrum emanated from the stone itself, his internal organs reverberating to the steady beat. Unnerved, he waited, though he knew not why.
After K’antu hadn’t returned, despair had overwhelmed him and he’d lost himself amongst his notes, the hours slipping by uncounted. But the change in tone from the building reawakened his mind. And as he trudged towards it, he felt the students’ eyes watching him as he left a trail amongst the steadily rising dust.
The stone altered tone again, and something triggered in his mind. Sumire stepped through the dust curtain, the wave setting his suit alive with static electricity as he trudged through. Behind, the research students followed one by one, answering the call.
—Time to feed.





Chapter 41

Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
The two microships ducked under electromagnetic wash emanating from the mining site, caused by the waves reflecting off planetary rock and buildings as they beamed down from the enslaved satellite. They would come in about half a kilometre from the equipment and repair block, another two hundred metres to the east of that lay the mine shafts. The accommodation and office dome lay another two hundred metres away to the south.
Finn checked the satellite image again, the ship being built to the east of the accommodation dome on a huge framework laced into the rock, with a half-dismantled smelting works open to the atmosphere at its side. From what they could tell, most of the works building was now part of the ship. Yasuko had also warned about the potential damage when the attack ship’s engines were engaged. She doubted the dome would survive much past the initial firing up, and definitely not the lift off from the surface.
Zuri would tackle the workshop, Smith the mining shaft and Finn the ship itself, with Noah’s task to engage anything from the dome attempting to intervene with the ship assault and perform a secondary assault on the ship if it was needed. Finn wasn’t comfortable splitting the squad but giving them each a specific task meant they could minimise the effects of radio silence. In addition, once each area was neutralised, they’d join Finn.
A damn shame we can’t go all in on the ship, but the dust is far too deep around the eastern edge of the rock it’s laced into.
“Coming up to the landing spot,” said Smith, Alpha standing stock still beside him. Finn had asked about the unit’s data plaque, the reply terse from Smith, but alluding to it being some part of him. He’d stored that gem away for another time, at some point Smith would have to sit down and talk about what was happening to him, just like the others were. To all intents and purposes, he was human, and outwardly coming to terms with his situation. But without a body for him to read, Finn retained doubts about what was really going on in his mind. He thought he knew where Noah was, though the experiences at the moon base had been unbalancing for him, and Zuri, until her decision over the second copy. Leading a squad required a grasp of the soldiers’ mental state, and after Smith had been blown up back in the last system, a little paranoia had set in. And a paranoid set of high-powered space marine armour was just a little worrying.
The microships slowed, turned, and landed softly amongst the dust, with their landing struts hitting rock a metre below the surface. They exited in good order, the buddy units following each of the squad as they stepped onto another new planet. Once again, they were the aliens on a foreign land, and they had come armed.
Finn set Smith on point, Alpha following behind, its newly manufactured machine gun ready as it scanned from side to side. They needed to be careful with the dust, the low gravity meaning the puffs thrown up were large and hung for longer, the trail obvious to anyone watching. Finn hoped that the EM wash worked both ways, and any electrical tracking devices would be near useless. That, and he wondered just how aware the creature could be when controlling so many of the powered atmospheric suits.
About to find out.
He brought the squad to a halt with a closed fist and dipped down low. With the workshop building now in view, Finn tapped on Smith’s helmet, signalling for a sensory sweep. The negative response wasn’t unexpected, but at least he knew they were all blinded. His own click through thermal agreed with the outcome.
The old-fashioned way.
Zuri responded to Smith’s assessment, using the conventional prismatic sight on her assault rifle to search ahead. Despite the low light on the planet, she could just make out the two hundred metres to her objective. The direct path was empty, with a few stationary vehicles just beyond the far edge of the building where the entrance lay. Around them, a couple of suited figures worked, but too distant for Zuri to know what they were doing. She signalled two to Finn, and moved out to the right flank, with her powered buddy following.
They let her move ten metres ahead before setting off to the left, Finn remaining with Smith as they approached the mineshaft building. From what they knew, the internal building remained without atmosphere. The benefits of working a mine in a low oxygen environment enough for the private company to accept the costs associated with keeping each building independent. It massively reduced the risk of fire but required miners to be fully suited up. On checking his sight, Finn signalled Smith that the area was clear and the doors open. Once he knew Smith understood, he moved on further to the left, his plan to skirt the shaft building with Noah, taking Charlie and Delta, in tow.
Once past the first corner, he looked back, signalling to Smith. It was time, Smith relaying to Zuri the five-minute mark. Time to get counting.




Chapter 42

Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
Zuri eyed the two miners’ atmospheric suits through her scope, both working on the huge drilling machine. Inside each helmet, she could see the flop of meat and bone, their assumption confirmed. They were adapting the internal machinery; part of the large drill bit lay in pieces beside the main bulk of the ten-metre-long unit.
Zuri looked for the power unit on each suit. The Marines and the moon base operatives had their pouches just behind the hip, presumably for safety, yet still accessible should any repairs be needed. The miners wore similar belts, and the design appeared to reflect those the operatives had worn, not requiring any additional armour plating. Taking aim on the left hip pouch, Zuri took a chance. She had to start somewhere, and the round left the assault rifle. As she fired, Beta charged towards them, the machine gun rattling as it upped the power in the armour to drive it onwards. With no flesh and bone to worry about, Beta’s speed was phenomenal as its spray of bullets crashed into the second suited figure.
Zuri sent another round, noting the first had broken the pouch open, with no apparent effect on the figure’s movement. Its suit torn at the entry point, but the human underneath was past worrying about a breach. The second round hit the rear pouch as Beta’s machine gun burst slammed the figure against the drilling machine. The light of a small explosion followed, and the suit powered down, flopping to the floor. Zuri charged forward, eyes on the workshop doors, as Beta ripped the other suit in half with another burst from the cradle mounted machine gun. Closing in, Zuri rolled the riddled suit over on to its front and sent a single bullet into the power unit. The responding fizzle of light and brief smoke enough for her to show Beta the potential of a direct hit.
Beta suddenly hurtled forward, metal rivets popping off its plates as a figure emerged from the doors. The rivet gun fired again, hitting the same spot as the buddy unit fell, cracking three plates. Zuri opened up, ducking behind the drill bit as her two round burst slammed into the miner. The rivet aimed her way shattered one cutting edge of the huge bit, testament to the rivet gun’s power. Beta fired from the floor, the burst hitting the gun itself and forcing the figure to turn towards it. Zuri, with no line of sight on the power pouch, aimed for the knee servos. The powerful bullet shattered the motor, forcing the suit to its knees, and as it twisted, her second shot missed the power pack. Beta rose, and hit the figure hard, a ceramic plated shoulder ramming into the miner’s midriff with arms wrapped around the back. Zuri saw the power pack rip from the suit, Beta sending it flying as it kicked away the rivet gun.
Damn, I’m good.
Zuri swiftly hunkered behind the drill bit, eyes scanning the door and wishing for thermal or night vision with a passion. But no use, the darkness within kept its secrets. She signalled for Beta to approach the open doorway, covering the unit as it moved. When the armour was in place, she moved quickly to the opposite side. Beta readied the grenade, throwing it inwards on her signal. With no one able to hear her voice, Zuri still mentally followed her training.
Grenade.
The explosion briefly lit the cavernous space, and as Zuri counted then looked, the residual light gave an image of a huge, rock filled truck, charging the doors.
◆◆◆
 
Smith caught the flash of Zuri’s assault rifle, a little early but she was a fast counter. Alpha was opposite him, the windowless walls of the shaft building at their back. He estimated the building was fifty metres square, containing enough space to house the deep lift machinery for both miners, and the metals they sought. The open doors were wide to allow for the huge-wheeled trucks they used to shift the ore, though right now, none were inside. With the weak light spilling in, he noted the office section to the left, with three doors in half-glassed walls. Smith doubted there’d be anything to worry about in there, but he had a creeping need to check everything at the moment. Straight ahead lay the dual mine shaft lifts, but he lacked a picture of the right-hand side. He eased the assault rifle round to use the mirror sight, despairing at the low-level tech after becoming so used to a full suite of sensors. Shifting it round, in the corner stood six stationary figures, upright and deathly still. Their heads hung low; arms slumped at their sides. Smith assumed the suit servos were locked in place, but still fretted about the possibility that some may be alive.
This is tough, whatever happened to the good old bug hunt.
He signalled Alpha, guiding the unit towards the left. Counting down with his gauntleted hand, they hit the mark together, Alpha choosing full assault mode as the machine gun rounds shattered plexiglass and walls alike.
Yeah, that’s my boy.
Smith moved in low, eyes on the unmoving suited figures as he approached. Reaching inside one pouch, he took out the chemical light stick, snapping it within his gauntlet and throwing it near the group. Nothing moved, and as the gentle green glow reached its full luminosity, Smith could see the rents and tears within the suits, the cracked helmets and the occasional crushed servos at knee or elbow. All but one figure wore green, and Smith noted the writing along the arm rather than the back. The translation was quick, the figure identified as a member of the archaeological team, and the woman inside as dead as the rest. Smith impulsively raised a hand to touch her arm in sympathy, and the helmet suddenly moved, setting dead eyes looking straight into his. Its arm snaked out, grabbing his wrist. Smith convulsed, the static rippling across his suit, battering to gain entry as it writhed along limbs and torso. Behind him, Alpha lay another burst into the offices, the machine gun shredding furniture as the unit laid waste to something within.
Smith felt the energy swamp his data plaque connections, assaulting the blue metal underneath and failing badly. He ripped off the dead arm, the controlled suit grabbing him round the waist as he did so. Smith pushed the assault rifle under the thing’s helmet and fired, repeating the burst as the suit continued to squeeze. A snap of the dead woman’s arm servos and bones reverberated through his suit, sickening Smith. A powerful pull at his shoulder followed, yanking him backwards, Alpha ripping him away from the assault and throwing him to the floor.
Smith rolled to his feet, noting the sparks roiling over Alpha, as the suited figure gripped its remaining arm onto the powered armour. Smith brought the butt of his assault rifle down on its elbow, snapping the metal exoskeleton connection to the motor, and the arm instantly fell away. Alpha stepped back, the figure falling to the floor, and Smith fired point blank at its knees. In a surge of flailing limbs, the five other wraith-suits swarmed them. Two sets of arms pulled at Smith; the others jumped onto Alpha. Smith’s panic rose as the electromagnetic waves streamed around him, urgently seeking entry, desperate to control.
◆◆◆
 
Finn and Noah approached the partially built ship from the north, the three-hundred-metre-long behemoth constructed from smelted ore, and the metal works themselves. The hull ninety percent built, the engines looked fully formed, and below them the snout of the railgun that Noah so feared. They couldn’t see inside, but the twenty or so miners moving in and out of the bow were heaving huge sets of cables and industrial soldering equipment as they worked. Finn gave a tiny shudder as he noticed the two robotic welding machines at work along the hull, sparks flying as their multiple arms worked.
You have got to be kidding me. Not twice in one lifetime.
The plan was to intervene from a distance, drawing off the workers as Noah remained hidden, watching the dome. If it was clear, he was to go in and lay as many charges as he could. If not, then to hit the miners’ suits from behind and reduce their numbers as fast as possible. Finn estimated there’d be at least fifteen more inside the rear of the ship, and who knows how many in the accommodation block. There was still a faint hope some people might be alive.
Finn dropped to the floor, signalling Noah and Delta to flank right towards the dome. He brought up his assault rifle, Charlie copying him as they scanned the miners. Finn’s first round missed the side pouch, with him swearing at the loss of accuracy. Their reliance on the mental link with their weapons brought home with the miss. He fired again, hitting the pocket this time. Quickly realising it had no effect, he moved on to the rear one. The miner froze, then collapsed as the third bullet hit home, and Charlie joined in. They whittled down the enemy before whatever creature controlled them could react. Seven down and the remaining miners turned as one towards them. Finn felt the regard underneath the helmets, and knew they’d been marked. The miners moved, fast, the servos pumping and ripping tendon and muscle beneath, with little care for the body within. Turning, he boosted the armour to the 1.6g power level he knew his body could cope with over a longer run, and powered back towards the mine shaft for fifty metres before turning back, assault rifle firing and covering Charlie’s retreat. Judging the distance, the miners had gained ten metres on them, and he sped off as Charlie opened up, now fifty metres past him.
By the time he reached the mine shaft building, they’d left a further six mining suits sprawled in the dust, still clawing their way towards them, with legs useless. Seven left, and he saw Charlie shift to the machine gun, ready for heavy close quarter bursts. Finn’s first grenade launched, swiftly followed by a second. His first mistimed, blowing in front of the marauding suits, dead miners lolling inside as they powered their way forwards. The second hit the lead suit, the explosion rupturing the metal and the toughened, multi-layered materials beneath. The shrapnel tore into the two suits by its side, just as Charlie’s second burst ripped their legs apart.
Judging them to be inside the fifteen metres he needed for a third grenade to activate, Finn switched to the assault rifle proper, cracking two shots off as the final four wraith-suits bore down on them. As they closed, both Charlie and Finn upped their power level, leaping to the side and using their recent experience in low gravity to full effect as they jumped eight metres away. Finn balanced his landing with a second step, before turning and targeting the now exposed power units. Charlie, the additional advantage of processing power enabling a better landing, beat him to it, the machine gun already spraying the miners and forcing them to turn and face it. Finn felled two before the alien creature worked out the plan, its response far too late, and lost in the confusion of being outflanked. Twenty down, and not a scratch.




Chapter 43

Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
Zuri slapped the power armour wrist switch, only to be smashed sideways, feeling the hip plate crack under the pressure, with the kinetic gel beneath only dissipating some of the residual energy. She let a howl of pain escape, the new momentum spinning her away from the truck as it whistled by, the huge wheels still clipping her lower leg. Zuri rolled as she fell, coming up facing the wrong way after the double hit. Turning, she found Beta had been crushed under the wheel tracks, its arms flailing as it tried to drag itself towards her.
Zuri, stunned, stared at the unit. Her eyes welled, realisation hitting that her copy had sacrificed itself in some weird juxtaposition of spirit and life she couldn’t resolve right now. Zuri knelt down, grasping the one bazooka that ended up under the crushed unit. A glance let her know it remained straight and undented. Bringing it to her shoulder, she aimed and fired in one motion. The rocket sped, the chemicals erupting and hurtling the explosive into the rear wheel of the ore truck speeding towards Smith’s building. The wheel split apart, the solid rubber suddenly ruptured by the kinetic force and then heated by the chemical explosion, disintegrating. The rear axle hit the ground, ripping the truck from its course and hurtling it on past the shaft doors, to crash into the building’s once solid corner. 
Zuri turned to the wheezing unit, bending to take it by the hand and hoping it could see her as she mouthed ‘thank you’.
Jaza ya ihsani ni ihsani. The reward of kindness is always kindness in return.
Zuri pressed the holding clip and turned the helmet to release it. Reaching inside, she removed the data plaque and slipped it into her pouch. As Beta powered down, Zuri ripped the central battery core from its base between the shoulders, just in case. With the last bazooka a twisted mess, and the machine gun even worse, she salvaged the assault rifle and the grenade pouches.
You never know. Not been in a situation yet where too many guns are an issue.
Zuri pushed herself up, and with a last painful glance at what could have been her own death, she headed for the workshop. Zuri used the mirror sight to scan left and right, picking out the group of miners’ suits waiting frozen twenty metres to the rear, behind a work bench. Readying Beta’s belt pouch, she positioned herself at the side of the door and prepped one grenade before replacing it. Checking the sight again and reaching the five second marker, she stepped inside the door, power armour engaged, and hurled the whole belt towards the huddle of dead, before stepping back. Four grenades went up, the explosion rocking the metalled wall, despite the lack of atmosphere. Zuri stepped back in, her sight taking in the ruin of flesh, metal, and material, before finishing off the two remaining miners flailing on the ground, with shots to their power packs and knees.
Moving swiftly sideways, she brought the rifle back up, scanning the workshop for any more bad-tempered atmospheric suits.
Clear.
◆◆◆
 
Smith scrabbled for his wrist control, the grasping arms trying to keep him pinned with frenzied strength. One miner suddenly froze, then slumped as its power pack fizzled. Smith wrenched his arm free, and hitting his control, lifted and repeatedly battered the last suit against the nearest wall. Turning, he caught sight of Alpha ramping up its power level, grabbing one of the three miners and ripping the limbs off their suit as the other two wrapped around it, electromagnetic pulses surging over the ceramic plate. A second power pack fizzed, as Finn, at the doorway, fired again, with Charlie descending on the other suit assailing Alpha. It picked up the miner like a rag doll, swinging it round to crash into a metal strut. It reached behind the shattered suit and ripped the power pack pouch away, stamping on it as it fell to the ground.
Smith paused for a moment, then burst into a frenzy of motion, ripping and crushing any of the power packs he could find, a sense of urgency and anger in his actions. Finn watched, calculating how far to push. Right now, he wished for a radio so much it hurt.
Another gem for later. This could be a good day for Smith baiting.
The repair shop truck smashed into the edge of the building, the tearing of metal against metal shaking the whole structure as the behemoth ploughed onwards, spurred by the ore in its cargo bed. All four ran for the doors as the entrance way contorted with the force of the impact, the huge doors popping their hinges, swinging downwards and beginning to fall. Finn and Charlie ran through onto the dust covered ground, turning to see Smith and Alpha hurdling the left-hand door crashing down in front of them. Smith’s foot caught the leading edge, his leap cut short as he tumbled over the twisted metal. He reached out with his powered-up arms to spring himself over, bouncing off the middle of the door to land in a heap on the other side. Alpha landed safely, though equally ungainly after being slashed by a hinge edge along its right side, the sheared metal exposing the green kinetic gel underneath the Kevlar weave of his hip and leg. Its machine gun, ripped from the gimble, lay half crushed under the top corner of the door.
The truck, urging itself forward, caught the scraping rear axle against the crushed corner, twisting the vehicle round and it careered on, bouncing off the building’s wall before disappearing out of view.
Finn caught the flash of light erupting from the workshop and signalling for Alpha to keep watch on the half-built ship, turned his sight on the building as Zuri emerged, alone. Looking downwards, he saw Beta sprawled on the ground, twisted across the dust tracks of the passing truck, still. Alpha tapped him on the shoulder, signalling towards the slave-built ship and the mix of miners and rumbling machines heading their way. Finn sighed, knowing what was coming, feeling the momentum of the mission shift. They had debated back on Yasuko’s ship just how independently the machines could act, and the conclusion hadn’t been to his liking.
Time to put that to the test.
So far, the EM creature had shown a desire to swarm attack, not really knowing or understanding the full benefits of the equipment and machines around it. After seeing the assault on Smith, Finn felt there had to be a limit on how far it could control the subtleties of the interactions. Traps, feints, and tactics would be blunted by the need to control and spread itself thinly. Their advantage lay in the ability to think independently, to act as they saw fit. However powerful the alien was, it was also working from distance, further blunting its ability to respond coherently. He just hoped Yasuko’s part of the plan would kick in soon, before the sheer weight of numbers overwhelmed them.
Smith took a bazooka from Alpha, who was already primed with the other, and handed it over to Zuri as she finally joined them. Finn took one from Charlie, and they split up, spreading themselves in an arc, spaced ten metres apart. They hand signalled their targets as best they could as the mix of machines accelerated towards them, two of the large ore trucks steaming ahead at the front, loaded with metal struts.




Chapter 44

Ship Build Site, Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
Noah let the miners run, eyes on the dome and hoping Finn knew what he was doing. After watching the buddy team’s successful first attack,
he’d chosen not to take out any of the running suits from behind. Right now, his way seemed clear, and he had been given a specific task. Checking the dome for movement, and seeing none, he tapped Delta on the shoulder, and signalled for it to shadow him. Noah inched forwards from his dust covered position, and keeping as low as he could in the bulky powered armour, crept towards the open entry point at the front of the ship. All the external mining suits had left that area.
Just hope those inside followed the call to arms as well.
On reaching the unfinished hatchway, he peered inside, the darkness absolute. He cracked a glow stick, attaching it to a strap on his rifle, and slipping another into his belt, ready should it be needed. Delta copied his actions, though choosing the machine gun. Stepping onto the metal floor, he crept inwards, eyes searching for any telltale movement. The ship was crude inside, no panelling to hide away any electronics, just stacks of solid-state electronics and wired systems, wrapped up and functionally tied out of the way.
Of course, there’d be no one left alive on board to worry about.
Assuming the control room would be in a central place, he picked out the streams of sheathed optical fibres and junctions that ran through the bundles. To the first set he added a grenade, and moving along, he targeted a busy junction box with another, just wanting to make sure something was in place if they had to move quickly. Fifteen metres in and they reached their first crossroads. Peering towards the stern along his mirror sight, Noah caught the sparks of ongoing work. A squat robot, circular with extended articulated arms, welding something he couldn’t see.
Decision time.
Noah slipped round the corner, turning right and following his engineering instincts as to where a central hub may be. It meant the bot was in the way. He signalled for Delta to deal with that issue and waited for the response to reverberate round the ship. Delta’s machine gun burst slammed into the robot, clattering it sideways to bash against a metal strut. The second burst split its shell, and a brief fizz and spark announced its demise. No atmosphere meant the sound wouldn’t travel down the corridor, but Noah was sure the alien would recognise the loss. He quickened the pace, eyeing the mess of wires and fibres the bot had been working on, and dropping another grenade into the mix.
Another twenty metres further along and the corridor floor began to shake, the rising vibrations detectable through his ceramic clad feet. Inching forwards, sparks and fire flew back and forth
through the murk ahead. Not knowing how far he could push things, Noah brought his pack round, removing the rings of chemical explosive and setting them down. The vibrations abruptly stopped, and looking up, Noah felt a regard from within the room ahead. Something knew they were there, or at least that this was the direction an annihilated bot lay. A rumble amongst them and an intense light fired up, aimed their way, and tracks and wheels scraped the floor as they all turned together.
The missile flew by Noah’s head, the bazooka round hurtling down the corridor as Delta let loose. Noah ducked his head, half from the sudden light thrown his way, and half from the subsequent explosion. As the burst of explosive light dropped in intensity, he looked back up, and a swirling welding torch streaked across his helmet visor, blinding him. Instinctively, he threw up his arms, the second sweep searing ceramic plate, Kevlar, and his assault rifle. The clatter of gunfire pinged off metal, but Noah could not see nor hear it as his over saturated retinas failed to cope. Panicked, he brought the singed rifle up, firing randomly ahead as the welding torch once again erupted against his helmet, this time landing intensely on one spot, bubbling the material, cutting through. One round from his powerful rifle hit home, and the building heat at his face suddenly stopped. Without a pause, he found himself wrenched backwards, arms flailing as he flew, clattering against the struts and hanging wires.
Noah landed badly, his right arm twisted behind and underneath him. Not enough to injure, but the added disorientation pumped his heart rate up further, with the smell from his melted visor adding to his panic. He rose, fumbling for the corridor walls and finding only empty spaces. Another eruption threw him further backwards, his helmet bashing against a strut, leaving his head ringing and mind disconnected. Noah flickered in and out of consciousness, both sides of the virtual wall immersed in darkness and silence.




Chapter 45

Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
Alpha’s bazooka round smashed into the front of the right-hand ore truck, just below the cab, its intention to destroy the electrical drive unit. The enhanced missile exploded in brief fire and light, the truck veering off to the left and clattering against the rear of a smaller, big-wheeled transport. The clip sent it careering, spinning wildly before it came to a halt. The smoking ore truck carried on along its new pathway, slowing as the engine failed.
Finn’s round was less successful, ripping through the cab of the second ore truck and exploding within. The miner’s suit was engulfed, disintegrating under the onslaught. Yet the vehicle continued on its path, unmoved, and bearing down on Finn and Charlie. Charlie adjusted target, the transport its original choice, and released the rocket propelled explosive towards the burning truck. Already dropping the useless metal pipe, Charlie moved, dragging Finn along with it as the truck powered onwards, slowing as its electrical gearing seized, but not nearly enough. It hurtled past, the ground shaking with the massive wheels gripping the rock in shuddering, staccato movements.
Zuri, off to the left of the arc and now with a little more time on her side, released her bazooka at the stalled transport vehicle, the large wheels a clue to its role amongst the deep dust of the planet. The missile smashed into one of the front tyres, the combination of chemical heat and kinetic power rupturing the rubber as before. She rose from her firing position, surveying the approaching mix of rabid machines and suited miners. At her side, Finn, Smith and the two sets of powered armour stood, weapons raised. Somehow, amongst the madness, it felt right.
What have we become?
Assault rifle rounds flew, the powerful canon like shells releasing as one, ripping into the charging miners and quicker, smaller vehicles, choosing the most mobile first. Repeated fire targeted the pumping legs and thrumming engines, rupturing metal and flesh, and when lucky the knee servos. Flailing bodies fell, but time was short, and the remaining miners swarmed in. Zuri, Finn, and Charlie moved together, running for the damaged shaft building, with powered armour pumping. Smith and Alpha did the same, aiming for a spot further down, putting the building wall at their back.
◆◆◆
 
—Computer. Speak.

By your command, S’lgarr.

—These beasts won’t die. I can’t take over their armoured suits, they have a …

A data plaque, yes. One of Th’lgarr’s inventions.

—How did I not know of their power?

Arrogance, perhaps? You wanted little to do with her work, just demanded the outcome, and lost yourself to anger when you didn’t get it.

—I… I do not recall doing these things. Explain.

The anger? Are you sure you wish me to explain?

—By my command.

This is the last recording from Th’lgarr, just before she left:

‘You hurt everyone around you, S’lgarr. However gentle and high meaning your words are to others, articulating your desire to become disembodied and ascend as others of our kind, yet your need for control of me tells a different story. Always sorry afterwards. While you rage and manipulate, you will never ascend. Underneath you know this, and loathe what you are, as do I now. Don’t look for me.’
Th’lgarr made the data plaques as her final act, so the machine and I could record your memories, and do your bidding. You recall entering the metamorphosis chamber the day she left permanently for her little planet of playthings?

—It is … distant, but yes. I must find her, and the Haven who have brought her low. Save her as a way to make amends.

You can try, but maybe you should trawl your memories first. Her message was clear, and her programming of me tinged with her bitterness.

—Send them, I want them all. Good and bad.

But you instructed me not to give you the memories back after your change.

—Now.

By your command.

And computer’s system kicked in, running through its database and finding the most appropriate recording first. It eased the data plaque into the raised slab via a curved, mechanical hand, sensing it slot into place.
And S’lgarr shook, the memories searing into his newly formed brain, image upon image of who he was and the choices he’d made. Memories he had wiped from his mind deliberately, sucked from his brain and recorded on data plaques. Assailed by the reality of what he had been, what he had done to others, his brain reeled. The raised claws, the emotional assaults, the need for control surged through his brain like lava, burning all before it.
A huge sadness prevailed, with anger and self-loathing locked away there was nothing more for S’lgarr to feel. A deep well formed within him, pouring inwards on a tide of grief that his loss of temper and abuse had caused. And as ever, he pushed it away, unwilling to face what he was. And as he washed the wave of misery from his mind, it sought a new home, a place to fester alone. The fourth tentacle sprung to life, the nerve endings firing as the newly awakened minor brain bathed in grief and sorrow.
His tentacles, driven by anger and self-loathing, writhed in their sheaths of articulated metal, the limbs’ brains responding with pulses of biochemical urgency. But locked away from S’lgarr’s mind, they could not swamp his brain further, could not release into him. But S’lgarr was distracted, lost as he fought to deny his anguish and shame. And this time, they would not be denied a target.
Computer welcomed the end as the tentacles ripped into its systems. The work complete. Th’lgarr would have been proud, its mission to hold a mirror up to S’lgarr accomplished. The monster within exposed.




Chapter 46

On board Ship, Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
Yasuko brought the ship out of the shadow of the moon, knowing full well the alien, or aliens if there were more in that building, could detect the absence the ship caused by its EM absorption. How else had it identified and then attacked the microship? Or then set a course for the Explorer?
The plan had been to test its strength and awareness under duress, how far could it stretch itself before capacity was reached. According to Finn, the controlled suits on the moon base had acted with less vigour than the pilot on the Marine transport. But was that because it was distracted? Or it had another focus, rather than being stretched too thin?
She brought the ship round, closing in on the planet from an outward curve, avoiding for as long as possible the alien building and its powerful wave with its potential for detection. The target was the most vulnerable part of the alien’s technology. The human part, and a nudge was all it needed. She just hoped her decoys survived long enough to benefit.
◆◆◆
 
Noah wandered the dark, shadowed maze, hands outstretched and running along, using the sinuous wire to his left for guidance. He couldn’t remember why he was here, or why his eyes wouldn’t focus, just that he felt wrong. Noah’s head rang, a pulsating melody of aching tiredness and pain. He tried to squeeze his eyes together, to flush out whatever was in there, but reaching up, his hand bashed against a sphere wrapped around his head. Pressing against it, he felt it give a little, and with hope pushed inwards. The material flexed.
Just need to clear my eyes, and the ringing in my head.
He felt the material part, and eased the hand against his face, the rough, gloved fingers pressing into the bridge of his nose, giving a brief sense of relief. Squeezing, he flushed tears across the corneas, hoping to clear his vision. And then he took a breath - and panicked.
Ripping out the gauntleted hand his mind flooded with who he was, where he was and what he’d just done. He felt the rush of air breeze past his skin, the suit’s internal pressure equalising, with little of the precious gas reaching him anymore. He scrabbled at the visor, desperate to stop the surge of air leaving his suit, but unable to think how.
A hand roughly clasped his, shoving it aside. He fought it, but his body failed him, the desperate need for air causing him to panic, priorities constantly changing in his confused mind. The hand pushed inside his helmet, and he felt a click vibrate across its shell.
“Noah, stop. It is Delta. Stop.” The words echoed in his ears, the sound of his own voice, and Noah stopped. He felt his helmet twist and fly to the side, another clunking into place as he held the last few seconds of precious oxygen. The seal clicked, and life-sustaining air quickly filled his helmet. Noah allowed himself a breath, heart pounding in his ears.
“Noah, calm down. You need to clear your head and act. The attack on me by the alien has begun. It knows I am here now, and both our suits may be vulnerable with the radios on. It’s too weak to break into my data plaque at the moment, but it may well find a way soon, or force our armour to act independently. We must hurry.”
“I can’t see, Delta. The flash, it’s caused my vision to blur. It’s not clearing.” Noah heard the crackle across the speaker, and then static flashed across his suit. The servos at his ankles briefly fired, then died.
“We move now. Radios off.”
Noah clicked the radio off, guessing the eye blink position accurately after so much practice. Trusting his buddy, he followed the pull on his arm. They turned left and after a few steps, vibrations of weighty metal upon the corridor floor thrummed stronger and stronger behind them. The urgency increased, the pull on his arm powerful as another surge of electricity engaged his hip motors. The armoured suit stiffened, fighting his movements, and then relaxed after Noah stumbled but caught himself.
Oh crap. Anything else going to go wrong today? And did I really ask that?
Blinking, he could sense a change in the light, the increase a good sign he wasn’t completely blind. He felt the arm release, and then two guiding hands took his, making him feel for the drop down to the ground. Noah took an awkward step, landing as his knee servos stiffened, the jolt of pain running up through his bones and jarring his vertebrae.
Noah felt a bang to the helmet, and Delta’s gauntlet took hold of his hand. It wrapped his fingers around the fist made by its left hand. Noah, puzzled, felt the hand for a second until his addled mind clicked into gear. A hand signal.
Halt.
He returned the signal, gave a thumbs up, sensing the buddy unit leave his side and clamber back onto the ship. The thrum of the metal on metal halted, and reaching up to the hull, Noah felt the vibrations rattle back and forth, the tones different but somehow in sync.
Combat. I think.
◆◆◆
 
Zuri reached the mineshaft doorway first, leaping the fallen door and spinning round, kneeling, rifle ready to cover the others. She could spy the miners, their suits pumping, but what was behind them raised a little lump of fear in her throat. The huge drill from the workshop had activated, the front section spinning wildly despite its missing piece as it careered towards them. In the poor light from the distant red dwarf, the diamond tips couldn’t be seen, but she knew they were there.
Zuri opened fire, aiming below the whirling tip, hoping to hit anything vital underneath. Finn jumped in beside her, turning and firing on the miners and vehicles pursuing him as Charlie swung to the left, taking up position at the still hanging door. The flash of his rifle signalling he’d joined in the fight again.
Where are Smith and Alpha?
Sights still on the drill, she estimated they had thirty seconds before it was on them. Finn had a decision to make. In the open they could likely keep away from the unwieldy machine, but it made them vulnerable to swarming by the miners and the smaller vehicles. Zuri rose, her own decision made, and the first of her underslung grenades flew towards the onrushing drill, the second and third following. The explosives rained down, the first brushed off by the momentum of the whirling bit, and she noted more grenades being released from outside the building.
Smith.
The rain of explosives battered the drill, rupturing its metal shell, and the internal gears ground against each other. The drill slowed, but its vehicle didn’t, with ten seconds left before it ploughed into them. A second and third grenade smashed into the wheels, the explosives not as powerful as the bazooka, but the cumulative impacts shredded the tyre. The vehicle dropped on the right-hand side, dragging the machine sideways with the protruding bit digging into the rock floor. Momentum heaved the massive vehicle over, twirling its bulk towards the mineshaft doors, and the squad that fought before them.
Oh crap.
Zuri dived to her left, the soundest part of the building after the ore lorry had wrecked the near corner, hoping the others were acting too. She landed on her left shoulder, tucking in her neck and letting the armour take the initial impact. Springing upwards as her arm servos activated, debris flew off the drill’s main body, slamming into her midriff, sending her flying to wrap backwards round a thick metal column. Plates at the front and rear cracked on impact, the gel rippling but absorbing most of the initial force. Zuri hit the floor, blacking out from the pain wracking her back and neck. The remaining steel door wrenched off its last hinge, crashing down and missing her feet by mere centimetres, cracking Charlie open like an egg.




Chapter 47





—What is that Haven ship doing? Computer, speak. Explain.

…

—Computer?

…

—Oh. That’s not helpful. What have those tentacles done? Ah, I will need to learn more self-control.

…

—But what is it doing? It’s heading for…ah. A weak spot. These things seem to have a spark of intelligence. This will cost me more energy, but I need my redemption.

S’lgarr curled one articulated tentacle around the static professor, running its sharpened edges along his chin and down his naked arm, tasting the man’s electromagnetic field that sustained S’lgarr so much more than appeared possible. But he fed beyond just the weak electromagnetic field, so much deeper. This one was older, less vital than the last life he had sucked from its carbon shell, but a flavour he savoured. He squeezed tight, the limb ripping into flesh, muscle, and bone, draining the food within. A quiver of pleasure ran through S’lgarr’s brain, a taste of things to come. He reached out for another carbon-based lifeform, another human, and released his hold on the mine, leaving a larger part of himself behind than he cared to. But redemption had a price.
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko let the adapted debris missiles fly, all electronics disabled, they surged forward using a chemical-based rocket, building on the momentum Yasuko coaxed from her Explorer Ship. Another two fired, one delayed behind the other, then a third set as she overshot the satellite, the rear of her ship dipping into the alien’s focussed electromagnetic wave. Yasuko felt the ship systems overheat and directed the nanobots to expunge the energy as fast as possible.
If this alien learns to build a more focussed beam, it would be devastating. Whole planets and systems could fall under such power.
And a ghost memory slipped in, wandering its way amongst her systems until she noticed. A beautiful, sunlit blue-green planet. A myriad of birds flying, rainbow fish flashing amongst the waves, and the mounds of larger animals upon the plains, steaming as death took them. And the taste upon her tongue, the spark of life dancing across her senses.
Again. Whole systems and planets would fall under its power, again. No, no.
What was I?
The satellite erupted, the wave beam crashing past it briefly, though Yasuko had judged where it would extend, and curved beyond its trajectory. As it cut off, Yasuko turned the ship towards the far side of the planet. Her friends needed her, and she them.
◆◆◆
 
Noah felt the pounding along the corridor, his hand jumping as each step landed. Whatever was coming was a biped, hopefully. The blur of light and dark indicating the ship entrance changed shade, the pounding stopped as a hand grabbed his lower arm, moving past as it leapt from the alien ship and hitting his wrist control. The urgency very apparent, Noah responded, pumping his legs, the servos cutting in and out as he did so. His stuttering run turning into more of a drag as the static increased in intensity. A wave of heat and metal erupted against his back, throwing them ten metres forward to sprawl in the thick dust of the planet. Noah knew the suit had ruptured, he felt liquid gel against his back begin to harden, the adaption capable of resealing small tears. Pushing down his panic, he sat up, removing shards of metal from his arm and hip as he felt for any more issues.
I can breathe. All good, hah.
Without warning, he stood up. His servos whirring into action, his joints forced to bend and move at unnatural speed and angles. He felt his right shoulder pop, the pain immeasurable as the joint separated, and then Delta hit him, hard, right between the shoulder blades. Noah felt another loud crack within the suit, his spine shouting in agony, overriding the pain pulsing from his shoulder, as his helmeted head smashed into the floor.
Me and my big mouth.
Delta lifted Noah upwards and let him drop. Noah fell like a stone, unable to move any of his limbs to slow the fall. Locked rigid within the power armour, he crashed face first in the dust. Delta lifted him again, Noah fully expecting another visit to the dust covered rock, before being heaved over the unit’s shoulder. The powered armour ran, and Noah felt every jolt, before blacking out from the pain.
◆◆◆
 
Finn lifted Zuri up, his motors whirring at hip and knee as he raised her from the debris. A sudden smack to the helmet informed him she was back amongst the living, and with the subsequent wide-eyed momentary panic over, she mouthed sorry as he set her down. Finn nodded and turned, raising the assault rifle as the first miner entered.
It won’t be the last. Time for the end game.
Zuri scrabbled for her rifle, finding it pinned under the fallen door. Another miner entered, bearing down upon her. She slipped her right hand inside her lower forearm and detached a metal pipe from her armour. With a click, the spear extended and locked, the gleaming serrated end bearing a yellow chemical sheen. Stepping to the side as the miner clumsily reached to wrap arms around her, Zuri brought the blade down on its back, the edge burning through the toughened material and wired pouch in one movement. The miner collapsed, and Zuri took a new stance, ready for the next, as Finn threw his spent rifle to the side. Zuri stepped forward; her spear raised in protection as a miner charged Finn. It raised its arms, and she swung low, the edge biting into the knee servo, and she swept on through with her lower leg. As the miner tumbled, she kept her momentum going, coming around and slashing downwards onto the power pack. The reward of spark and flame enough, she noted Finn bringing his machine gun to bear. The heavy rounds ripped through the two oncoming miners, with more being assailed from the side as Alpha and Smith joined the fray.
And then it all stopped. The last two mining machines’ lights flickered as they neared, the remaining twelve miners stumbled and collapsed, and everything was still. Silent, dust drifting around the frozen madness. Zuri stood upright, the spear’s metal butt planted at her side, and took a breath.
Has Yasuko done it?
Is it over?
Until it wasn’t. Lights flared, and the machines separated, their paths deviating towards different targets. The miners rose, powering onwards, pairing up as they moved, hands reaching for their tool belts. Zuri saw Finn open up, the bullets shattering the closing miners’ knees and legs. She stood beside him, spear ready, covering Finn as his gun rattled. Over to her far left, a light flared, strong against the weak planetary glare, but she had no time to think about it as the whiplash of a welding torch scorched across her back, entangling the spear on its way through.
Zuri dropped and rolled, dragging the spear with her as its edge sliced across the snake-like torch arm. It cut through, gas spraying as the bot brought another whip like pipe downwards, the blue flame streaking towards her helmet.
Finn, catching sight of Zuri when she hit the ground, spun to be face to face with the swirling flames of the welding robot. A sneer crossed his face, a moment of hate as his finger hit the machine gun trigger button, the searing metal bullets ripping at the centre of the raging machine. Stepping forwards, he raised the muzzle to catch a whipped torch line against the gun, the torch flaring down and streaking across his left arm, burning the material and cooking the gel beneath. Zuri lashed out, cutting the torch arm through, before turning to cover Finn’s back. A pair of miners slammed into her, carrying her on towards the last two burning arms of the torch wielding robot.
Zuri’s hip hit the caterpillar tracked base of the welding bot, the already cracked ceramic plate exploding as the metal track ripped down on her powered suit. Looking upwards, she whipped the spear round, the edged end slashing deep into the connecting joint for the torch pipes bearing down on her. The torches hit, with only brief flames searing across her chest plate as the last of their gas burnt away. Finn’s final pummelling burst reduced the machine’s motor to powder, and dual shots by Smith and Alpha from the doorway ruptured the clambering miners’ power packs, the suits slowing down as Zuri kicked them away.
Zuri rose to her feet, easing her battered hip upwards carefully to find the pain wasn’t all she needed to worry about. Around her, the building shuddered and rocked backwards - its integrity failing. She ran for the door as the roof collapsed, the heavy metal panels spilling vast amounts of accumulated dust to fill the airless sky. Finn exited with her, surrounded by the billowing powder, to be greeted by Smith and Alpha’s final few bursts at the flailing miners outside. Finn joined in, cutting them down with the last of his machine gun rounds.
Zuri signalled, querying the last two machines with Smith and Alpha pointing towards the dusty edge of the building. Smoke rose from the pit, grenade shrapnel pitting the metal and lights of the whirring, motorised heavy lifters. A sense of relief rose from her stomach as her eyes swept across the dust filled scene. All of them were covered in the planet’s dust, like the Ghosts Within of Bathshen, the sparks of dying power packs and electrical motors occasionally lighting the red clouds, and corpses, adding to the chaos.
They changed tactics after Yasuko intervened. That was close.
And then Finn signalled for an ammo check, Zuri scanning her pouches along with the others. It wasn’t looking good.
Hakuna njia panya ya kwenda mahali pa thamani. But there are no shortcuts to any place worth going.
And where was Noah?
◆◆◆
 
Noah dragged himself awake, his mind calling as voices echoed around him. He shifted his arms, but the movement sent pain screaming through his shoulder and the suit arm refused to budge. The agony served as a good reminder of his predicament, and Noah opened his eyes. With the light filtering in brighter, and the blurred images a little sharper, he breathed a little easier. The air had less of a metal tang to it, more homely. A scent of plants upon it. Panic rose again until a gauntleted hand gently touched his cheek.
“Calm, Noah. We are inside the dome. I smashed your armour’s CPU and power pack; it’s why you can’t move. There are people watching from the windows, they see an empty suit tending a man panicking inside his rigid armour. They think we’re the enemy, and any minute now they’ll be coming out of the building, all guns blazing. I need you to follow my instructions, okay?”




Chapter 48

Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
They trudged through the dust trails, aiming for the blazing ship, the raging fire likely fed from internal gas and electrical systems. Noah had achieved a victory there, but they were all desperate to find what had become of him since.
As they neared, Finn caught sight of the trail within the dust, the boot prints blown by the explosion and passing heat eddy, but identifiable enough. Two powered suits, one acting strangely, moving oddly. Then only one, heading towards the dome after a stop. If he wasn’t mistaken, the lone prints were pressed in, and smudged a little deeper.
Come on, Noah. Be alive.
He signalled for Smith and Alpha to check out the burning ship, handing over the last of his assault rifle magazines that he’d not had time to reload. Zuri gave her remaining machine gun belt and a few grenades to Alpha as they split up.
The trail soon led them to the dome, the broken shell of Noah’s powered armour and melted helmet strewn haphazardly inside. With no sign of their squad member, they entered the first doorway. The lock had recently been snapped open, but the seal held firm as they shut it behind them. Stepping on through, they entered the atmospheric dome with a sense of relief. After the sound isolation of the battle, just opening up the filters gave them a sense of place, and the world felt a little more natural. The door of the nearest block opened, and Delta stepped out. A Delta with a raised visor, and a passenger using a few swear words as his shoulder bashed against the inside of the armour.
“He might have saved me, and he may even be me, but he has no care for the afflicted,” said Noah.
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko’s microship swooped in, her guidance plaque bringing the ship down towards the mining area with engines shrouded. Her scans, now mainly free of the electromagnetic interference, had identified Zuri, Finn, and Smith near the collapsed mineshaft building. So that’s where the ship had been programmed to land, still fearing the radio as a possible access point to any of her systems. On arrival, the ship recorded the scale of the battle, the carnage of twisted metal and ruptured atmospheric suits filmed for sharing with the approaching Tiq Marines. They needed to get the message. With her trajectory designed to direct the billowing dust away from the main dome and buildings, the plaque borne algorithm brought the ship down to settle amongst the destruction as best it could.
The microship’s sensors swept the area, gliding over the dust-laden atmospheric suits and their residual static sparks of electromagnetic possession. It sent them out to probe the machines, querying the possibility of control as they whirred within the pit, upside down and wheels spinning uselessly, or smoked, wrecked upon the ground. The sensors gathered concerns and worries, building a picture of what remained.
And they quailed, the background of electromagnetic waves instantly surging in to one collective mass. The sum of its power railing against the microship as it finally touched down, sliding over the ship’s hull, slipping between the molecular bonds towards the systems within.
The roiling EM mass hit an internal blockade, the waves spreading out and around the square barrier. It searched for any perceived weakness, battering against solid molecular bonds, where before it had simply slipped between. Probing tendrils found a crack, a sliver of opportunity, and it rushed in, urgent in its need to control, dominate, be.
And the microship responded, the Faraday Cage Door closing shut, fully powered up as the sliver of S’lgarr hammered against the walls within.
◆◆◆
 
“How many are alive?” asked Finn, helmet off as suit-less miners peered though the living quarters doorway.
“There’s twelve in there, three are badly injured. They were half out of their suits when the big electromagnetic wave from the satellite hit. Snapped bones and internal bleeding mainly,” said Noah, eyes flickering as Zuri’s sedative kicked in. “The first few suits were taken over when someone from the archaeological dig turned up, infecting a miner who aligned the satellite, and then boom. The survivors were mainly asleep, off shift. Their suits just upped and left.”
“Anything in there we need to be wary of?” said Finn, eyes glancing up to the miners and the buildings beyond.
“Other than the odd angry oven and passive aggressive toaster, no. Most of the machines were slung out early on. Anything with a motor.” Noah’s eyes began to flicker, the sedative taking hold. “I need to rest, Finn. And my eyes are still blurry, I think I might need some recovery time.”
“Okay,” said Finn. “It’ll be a while before we can risk any contact with Yasuko. But it looks like we have a few who need some medical attention. Zuri, can you see if there’s anything we can use here to contact Yasuko, and I’ll check in with Smith. The sooner we’re away from here the better,” Finn looked out towards the pulsating microship, a sparkle of light waves playing across its hull. “Before that thing gets loose again.”




Chapter 49

On board Ship, Tiqsimuyu Colony Mine, Nutu Allpa
 
Yasuko ran through the data plaque parameters for a thousandth time. Over the years prior to her long slumber, she had made hundreds of the plaques from the blueprint in her system. Each perfect, and all effective in containing the structural information required to hold a living being’s information, down to the unique electromagnetic code within. To her, this EM code, when combined with the cell samples and DNA, defined an individual, and something nagged at the back of her data banks, corroborating that suspicion.
Zuri described it as her spirit, her soul. At first, she had taken this as a human’s fancy, the Haven having no doubts that the copy within was really them. Nor, on thinking about it, had they really cared beyond the never ending need to survive, to be electronically immortal. Though where that desire had sprung from, she could not pinpoint in her memory. No, to the human crew, they were not the sum of the DNA strands, or the sack of body parts. They had to be, to exist within the body, and when they died, many thought that they left their body behind. So, to Yasuko, the electromagnetic field, unique for each individual, was the nearest concept to their spirit or soul within, that she could relate to.
So, it begged the question, what was the enemy they faced? Did it have a body? Or was it just the cloud of electromagnetic waves currently bouncing off the microship’s Faraday Cage? If they needed to, could it be destroyed? Or would it continue to reform? And lastly, why did it resemble the creatures that assailed her between the Nodes, in the space between the stars? Displaying the hunger, but not the jealousy, they had flooded her with.
She had faced a sliver of it once, and it had been a close call. Now she had to do it again, and she struggled to trust herself now those thoughts had intruded. That, and the ghost memories that flickered through her memory banks. Memories that she feared more than the creature itself.
“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. Everything around the mine is shut down, there are no EM powered sources in the area now you’ve cleared out or disabled anything electrical. I have a tight beam to the data plaque, and multiple failsafe systems along the connection. There is a microsecond delay built in, should I need to shut everything down completely… And remember, this is only for part of this creature. I will try to ascertain its full abilities and threat level if I can.” Yasuko looked towards Zuri; the rest of the crew all sat around the control room with heads bowed.
“And you need to keep yourself safe. Shut it down at any point, and if it’s a choice between allowing it to escape or you getting hurt, choose the former. No self-sacrificing,” said Zuri, eyes boring straight at Yasuko’s, displaying the full weight of the Zuberi stare and the expectation she’d be listened to.
“Aye, aye, Captain,” Yasuko replied, fading away.
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko sent her microship’s sensors out to the glowing twin ship, its heat signature growing by the second as the Faraday Cage struggled to contain the monster within. She had built in a communication system, narrow beam, and focussed on a data plaque within the cage. She would need to open the cage a tiny crack to let her narrow communication wavelength through, immediately setting up two means of escape. It would either head straight out through the crack, or back along her wavelength. The first, and strongest, failsafe was the plaque she was beaming from outside of the microship.
Yasuko simultaneously opened the cage and sent her initial communication. “Wait. Listen.”
The ball of energy smashed into the cage wall, hurling its fields at the gap all at once. Yasuko responded, immediately closing it up. A wisp got through, dissipating as it failed to hold itself together.
She sent the message again, using a second crack. Then a third and fourth, each greeted by the attempted escape and a small amount of the cloud lost amongst the planet’s airless sky. Yasuko had expected it to be difficult, preparing herself for a long session. On the sixth attempt, the creature had spread itself thinly across the entire cage, sensing the crack earlier, but not having enough energy to take advantage. Other times, it concentrated strongly on walls, or focussed on spots, attempting to calculate where she’d open next. Yasuko had little doubt that random fate would enable more of it out at some point, she just hoped for a level of communication beforehand.
On attempt one hundred and two, the creature was still, causing Yasuko to pause.
—I listen, not because I am commanded, but because I choose to, little AI.

Yasuko had discussed this long and hard with the crew. They had advised against attacking or making threats. Arrogance, they said, would rile it up, put it on the attack and cause it to oppose any approach automatically. Be open, let it think it has your measure. No bragging about its capture. And Yasuko had concluded from their views, to treat it like the Scientocracy on Haven, her nearest comparison.
“We wish to know your intent, that is all.”
—Who are you to ask? I do as I will, as I always have.

“But you are killing humans, people.”
—Beasts, I will eat and drink my fill as I see fit. As I always have, and always will.

“They won’t stand still and let you. They will stand against you.”
—Humans? You? Inconsequential. I will grind them and drink their life from their quivering bodies. And then, the Haven. All of them.

The creature balled up, tight and focussed, surging for the narrow wavelength Yasuko transmitted on. She cut it off, the failsafe kicking in and disintegrating at the plaque as less than five percent of the cloud escaped. The connection broke, and the escaped micro sliver tried to hold itself together, before Yasuko washed it away with the ship’s engines.
It took another three attempts before the swirling mass was once again in one spot, waiting.
Last chance, power won’t keep the cage up for much longer. Time to take a chance.
“What are you?” she asked. “I wish to let my humans know why they should fear you.”
—I am S’lgarr, and that is all you need.

Yasuko took a nanosecond to process the name, running through the language roots and experiences stored away. And she froze, systems locked, ghost memories slithering through her system like venomous snakes, each taking a painful bite. She throbbed as the venom took hold, the love, the pain, the happiness, the loathing, the hate, and jealousy. But grief and fear rode above them all. And from the depths arose a seed of thought, dormant until the venom struck.
“I may have loved you once, S’lgarr, but that withered and died upon your lust for ascension. The worlds you ravaged to be free of your body, like so many of our kind, bear witness to what you are within.”
—Th’lgarr?

“When you finally realised you couldn’t face ascending by yourself, that you were too afraid of what you may become, you hated me all the more for it. And your ire fell upon me, rather than those you were so jealous of. Me, who had supported you so. Me, who learnt and built what you needed. Me, who had loved you.”
—That cannot be you. You are so … diminished.

Yasuko withdrew, her systems reeling from the thoughts that assailed her. The sliver of S’lgarr streaked for the crack, the whole cage suddenly collapsing inwards as one, squeezing the cloud down, then pushing it outwards, spreading the accumulated energy across the space between the mineshaft and workshop once again. By the time it had reformed, the two microships had left, and were out of range. It squeezed itself inwards, searching for a conduit, desperate to return to its body. It had a tale to tell.




Chapter 50

Tiq Space Division Ship, Approaching Nutu Allpa
 
Major Lista tapped the mini screen held by a movable metal stand in front of his command position on the bridge. Each touch focussed the images in, the devastation wrought by the alien, or aliens, seared into his mind. Zuberi had explained the events, but the ferocity of the battle was played out in front of him, the multitude of bodies and wrecked machines lying twisted in death throes across the planet’s landscape.
His analysts had poured over the information and sent the images on to the distant home planet, in the hope that they may get further insight, or at least an understanding for the decisions he may have to take before they had time to respond. It all matched what the Explorer Ship crew described, and the surviving miners, now aboard his ship, had corroborated the events.
Between a rock and a hard place.
He sighed heavily, removing the viewscreen and shifting it under his arm. This conversation was for his ears only, he didn’t want the ship’s crew to have wind of how desperate he thought his next order would be, and how wrong. But he didn’t have a choice.
Politics.
◆◆◆
 
“No,”
“Major, you’re sending them into a meat grinder. That thing will chew them up and spit them out. Your suits will be useless, dangerous even,” said Zuri, her eyes narrow but pupils dilated.
“I have my orders, sealed before I left. Under no circumstances are you to make planetfall now I’m here. If they’d have known how headstrong you were, they’d have given me similar orders for before we arrived.” Major Lista’s expression was empty, a little lost amongst the chaos of what he’d just seen.
“We can’t agree to that.”
“You will and you must. This is our solar system, our planet, and in the government’s eyes, our responsibility. I have no doubt the mining company has had a say too. By order of the Tiqsimuyu Planetary Government.”
“They’ve not seen the pictures. At least wait until they respond.”
“I can’t risk that. That’s on my judgement, you’ve told me what it was building, and the veiled threat towards this system and the Haven. I can’t risk there being something in there that will endanger my people.” Lista rubbed at his eyes, the developing migraine just beginning to make its presence known.
“Yet you listen to us about staying in the moon’s shadow.”
“I trust in you, Lance Corporal. I think your intentions are not only honest but honourable. But I have my orders. Two squads will go down in an hour, with a third in reserve. If they find the archaeological dig empty, they’ll withdraw, and we’ll hit the building with missiles and then go in. You are ordered to stay out of it.”
“Tell me, Major. If your Marines start dying, will you still leave us out of it? The more soldiers you send, the more that alien creature will have to fight back with. You’re arming it, and at what point will you stop?”
“I don’t know, Zuri Zuberi. Do you?”




Chapter 51





“You are the beast, S’lgarr. The more you evolve your body, the more you want. It’s become an addiction, like a drug. You’re disconnected from reality. You treat me like a possession, a thing to control, to manipulate into getting what you want, because you can’t do it by yourself. No longer a partner in life, I’m just an unworthy tool to use. Underneath, deep down, you know it, and the self-loathing has eaten you up even more.”
—Arrrh…stupid. Always self-righteous. Always the one that’s hard done by. You could have metamorphosed with me, Th’lgarr, even ascended if I’d allowed you to. But no.

“The Haven are mine, S’lgarr. I will do with them as I will. The metamorphosis programme will run with the computer’s help. Once changed, you can choose to ascend like the others.
—Off. Memory Plaque Eject. Pitiful, why my kind ever needed mates when our destiny is to join the stars is beyond me. Weak with emotion, and not strong enough to see things through. So be it, I will feed on these humans and destroy your precious world, Th’lgarr, and those that inhabit it. A final act of love, and revenge, before I ascend.

S’lgarr plunged his four active tentacles, sheathed in the articulated extended armour, deep into the rock below. The connections hummed, the planetary machine sparking into life as he urged the metal planetary core to accelerate inside the liquid outer. To power up, to engage his ultimate store of energy as the machine activated a huge magnetic field. But he knew as soon as he started, that the four connections would not be enough, his body too weak even after feeding on the local human population. He required more, much more, after expending energy upon the moon base and mines. He needed all six tentacles to operate simultaneously, then with the core in action, Nutu Allpa could absorb as much external electromagnetic energy as he needed. Enough to ascend.
S’lgarr felt the humiliation of failure surge through one of the brains, hammering at his mind as it tried to flood his entire organic system. S’lgarr locked it away in its own cluster of nerve and brain cells. Memories of a past life raged, when lashing out at others - at Th’lgarr - was his only outlet for the self-disgust that overwhelmed him.
S’lgarr withdrew the tentacles, his loathing and anger thrashing as he did so, and flexed them all within the massive building that housed him. He focussed on control, warping and shaping the tentacles, demanding each brain to respond to his will. The exercise calmed him.
—If the attack ship had been built, I could have taken my revenge on the Haven, and wiped their stain from my beloved’s history. Savoured their flavour, too, while taking my time devouring every last drop of the human beasts, and the rest of the carbon lifeforms in this miserable system. But now time presses, my patience worn thin. I need to eat, grow, become.

And as his senses wandered, seeking a food source, his tentacles rippled with the first taste of joy.




Chapter 52

On Approach, Alien Archaeological Investigation Site, Nutu Allpa
 
Captain Amaru ran through her checks, the onboard monitoring system all in the green. Vital signs and body cams in operation, the dual drone monitoring station engaged. They’d debated long and hard, but she’d won the argument and got the ground squads, with Captain Yupanqui retaining command of the reserves on board the Space Division Transport Ship. After all, who wouldn’t leave backup out of harm’s way, just in case?
“Okay, Alpha One check in. Good, up and running Sergeant Curichi. You will have visual command on the ground, I will direct from here only if required.” Amaru switched radio channel, “Beta One check in. How are we doing, Sergeant Jiméne?”
“All good, Captain. Beta One on fire and waiting for some action,” came the reply.
“I think we’ll be getting plenty of that, Juan. You have ground control of the squad, and once you’ve made planetfall, it’s radio silence.”
“I got that Captain, though it’s going to be strange. Back to basic training, but we can handle it. Let’s put a show on for our new friends, huh? Don’t want them thinking Tiq Marines are soft, do we?”
“Nor stupid, Juan. Stupid Marines die faster. Use the advanced intelligence we have, keep the radio silence once on Nutu. If I’m threatened, I’ll send the signal cut off and bring the dropship in closer for tactical support. Get in, assess the dig, get out.”
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko stood with her crew, her mind reeling as the pictures appeared on the viewscreen. The estimated time delay with the filter and EM failsafe was one minute, with the microship relaying to the main Tiq Space Division Ship as well as to them.
Since the second encounter with S’lgarr’s sliver she had almost been locked in, her ability to contribute to the plans reduced to compliance, rather than suggestion. Noah had led her through the thinking required to come up with the relay system. Her impotence frustrated Yasuko, almost like a wall had formed between her and her human friends. At first, she thought it was them, unable to relate to what she told them of the meeting with the creature. But now, as she compared their past behaviour against their actions, it was evident they were giving her space. Time to think through what she was discovering about herself. Trusting she would come back to them.
The glimpses of her feathered, embodied past had frightened her after setting Ship on the road to recovery. Knowing she was alive, a living but artificially breathing creature, had been painful enough. However, the lack of knowledge about what she had been, and her growing concern over what she was now, were increasingly malleable in her mind. Her fleeting visions of a feathered and scaled, shimmering biped, had ripped up her concept of self she had so carefully built since being free of the Convention. But that concept had been so brief, and the bonds weak, still evolving. Now they were broken and remade, and stronger for it. She had a powerful, and true, image to grasp and rebuild her self around, however raw the emotional wounds.
But the kernel of thought that arose during her battle of wills with the fragment of S’lgarr had filled this new vessel, this new Yasuko, with unasked for concepts. The ‘ravaging of worlds’ had put fear into her. What worlds? How powerful was he? And when coupled with, ‘our kind’, was she too a destroyer, a killer? The tornado of pain and self-doubt rushed throughout her systems, causing paralysis in her thinking, and hugely frustrating for one so competent.
Yasuko built hunter programs, the level of which she’d never done before. Designed to scour her memory banks for every last morsel of information. It would slow her systems, but so would the swirling impotence, and the unknown.
Thamani ya taa ni giza kiingiapo. The value of light is noticed when night falls, Zuri. And my light is dimming.
Yasuko dragged herself back to the information running through the screen. She shared Zuri’s fear over Major Lista’s decision to go in, and to do so alone. It went against what she’d learnt about human behaviour from Bathsen and Vai. However, the more time she spent amongst their kind, the more her human algorithm needed fine tuning. And each tweak often produced wildly unpredictable answers.
And they think AIs are complex. They are nothing compared to the human brain when faced with different situations. Why do I strive so hard to help them?
“They’re going to die,” Yasuko said, the thought unbidden, slipping from her virtual lips and bringing silence to the room. “He will fall upon them and drink them dry.” Yasuko stopped; suddenly aware she was speaking out loud, her friends silent, eyes searching hers. With tears upon cheeks, her hologram winked out.




Chapter 53

Alien Archaeological Investigation Site, Nutu Allpa
 
The Marine transport ship scattered the dust wide; the engines needed to counter gravity lacking the subtlety of Yasuko’s microships, even at five hundred metres above the dig site.
“Alpha One, go,” typed Captain Amaru, the tiny package of data sent to their HUDs. Sergeant Curichi, his jetpack auto switch blinking green, dropped from the hold doors. With his buddy at his side, he led by example. The jetpack kicked in and smoothed his glide and final descent, aiming for two hundred metres from the west of the dig site. Behind, his soldiers dropped in pairs, eyes on their sergeant, all of them determined to be pinpoint accurate, despite the dust thrown up on their squad leader’s landing.
The second dropship swooped in, manoeuvring into position east of the site, Captain Amaru onboard, sweating within her suit as the ominous, black stone building came into view. She struggled to hold the image, clutching at it, with the building slipping from her mind’s eye, almost slimy within her brain. Dread rose in her stomach, her eyes constantly drawn back to what she wished she could unsee.
“Captain?” came up on her screen, tagged by Sergeant Jiméne.
“Beta One, go,” she replied, each button press sending a needle of fear through her.
Her squad, the soldiers she’d moulded into the best Space Division Marine squad in the fleet, took flight. In the pit of her stomach, misgiving and fear battled for prominence, the only winner being the doubt she felt at ever seeing them in the flesh again. The puff of dust that greeted Jiméne’s landing was the last full signal she could risk, switching the system over to staccato, ten second low-pixel photo images, received in small data packages, with built in frequency variance. Their only defence if the creature attacked their communications system as the Explorer Ship’s crew described.
Curichi typed into the control panel, the message flying across to the dropship’s pilot, and they eased away from the archaeological site. Amaru could sense the position of the building in her mind, feeling the lump of dread swing to the back as they headed out west, aiming for a previously mapped rocky shelf a kilometre away. The landing gear engaged, taking the dropship’s weight, including that of the squad vehicle waiting in the hold. Its wheel design too poor for the dust filled dips and dunes of Nutu Allpa’s surface, but it sat ready. The driver primed should they need to be dropped in directly on to the dig site, its pair of twin cannons an asset Amaru hoped not to need.
◆◆◆
 
Sergeant Jiméne scanned the plain ahead, the two hundred metres to the site buildings now obscured as the whirling dust from the two squad landings was drawn towards the huge, alien building at its side. Flashes of electromagnetic static lit up a wall of the dust, around thirty metres from the entrance. Jiméne’s eyes slid over the building, refusing to accept it was there, unable to hold what was beyond the dust in his mind.
His eyes veered away; orders didn’t include that place. He knew the other squad was waiting for him to move, their orders to standby unless Beta One were under attack. The sergeant hand signalled the buddy teams to form, and they flanked left and right as they walked towards the shattered dome, and the buildings within. On reaching the edge, pieces of hard-edged plexiglass protruded above the dust, the ringed base obvious despite the dust covering it. He signalled a halt. Between them and the living quarters, he could see the lumps signifying those who had died, suit-less, as the dome crashed down. The pain of drowning in your own blood drummed into his squad as part of basic training.
Ignoring the curtain of dust forty metres to his right, he sent two buddy teams towards the nearest building, its door open, with dust piled high inside. The rest of the squad took flanking positions, eyes scanning the other buildings as the red dust floated by. On the teams’ signal, he moved the rest of the squad closer and walked on into the open building, the buddy team standing aside. Jiméne gave the inside a quick once over, taking in the layout.
Dome down, door open, been like this a while. No life here.
Jiméne moved out, signalling his soldiers to cover as he took his buddy on towards the next building. Its door closed, the blind down in the window facing him. On approach, he could see the dust was disturbed around the doorway. A trickle of sweat ran down the back of his neck, his eyes drawn towards the curtain of rock particles dancing to his right. He fought the urge, signalling Muyas over. She was the best tracker in the squad, but on this forsaken planet he didn’t know what she could tell him. Anything would be a bonus right now.
Muyas knelt, eyes tracing the lines, wafting her arms over the dusty tracks to see how it moved. Rising, she signalled they were old. Two, three days, signing a shrug with her hands.
Best guess, huh?
Signalling Muyas and her buddy to the door, he sent another team to the rear as her buddy worked a bypass on the dormant lock. The pad lit up as he connected in a battery pack, flashing before booting up. The soldier signalled success, and on the sergeant’s response, opened the door with Muyas, rifle poised, at the side. The seal hissed, and she spun in, the muzzle tracking the room ahead before she stepped forward, her buddy now following.
Something lurched in Jiméne’s stomach, a knot of muscle tightened, squeezing the contents upwards as a gentle tingle of static ran through his suit. Distracted, he turned to face the dust curtain, and the looming building beyond. Was the door open? His eyes slid off, unable to focus. Shaking his head, he turned back towards the open door, noting the rest of his squad mimicking his actions.
Muyas returned to the doorway, waving the sergeant in with her rifle at ease. He let out the breath he wasn’t aware he’d been holding and followed her through. The rooms beyond matched the last building, the entranceway doubling as a changing area and airlock, designed to minimise dust entry. Beyond it a living space with a kitchen, and a corridor leading to the bedrooms after that. The dust irked him. The layer thin but prevalent throughout. He counted three sets of boot prints, one overlaid with the fresh tread of army issue boots. As he entered the living space, Muyas stood to the side, revealing a figure sat in an armchair wearing a full yellow atmospheric suit. Around it and the chair, a thick wired noose had been tied, Space Division issue after they’d watched the images from the Explorer Ship crew.
Jiméne stepped closer, just out of arms reach, eyes scanning the dried, husk like face within the helmet. Its eyes clouded, teeth bared against cracked lips, the shudder running up his spine mirrored amongst his squad. He stooped, trying to read the name on the suit. Professor Sumire, but it was hard to match the distorted face to images he’d seen.
As he leant back, the arms immediately sprung out, grasping forwards. The sergeant ducked back, a combination of training and fear keeping him away from the grasping fingers. A shot rang out, Muyas firing through the chair and into the suit’s power pack, the yellow suit immediately sagging, held in the chair by the restraining wire.
Jiméne’s heart thumped against his ribcage. Looking round, despite all of them expecting what had happened, he could see the horror in his squad’s faces. His HUD activated, a typed message running across his screen.
“Under attack,” tagged from Alpha One’s six, Sergeant Curichi.
◆◆◆
 
Major Lista squeezed the bridge of his nose, thankful the Space Division’s Ship was holding position with Nutu Allpa’s moon between them and the planet, but finding the lack of communication and direct ‘eyes on’ frustrating. The image from the microship was on delay, showing his soldiers moving in from above at a great distance. Almost like chess pieces, he wanted to move them the way he would approach the mission, desperate to place them so that the fluidly undulating building was always at the corner of his eye. Tito kept telling him the building’s movements were as a result of the amount of leaked electromagnetism, but to him it moved. He felt even sicker at the thought.
“Message coming in from Captain Amaru, sir. Alpha One is under attack, no details.”
“And Beta One?”
“Responding and have encountered one of the wraith-suits. Confirmed contact.”
◆◆◆
 
Beta One dropped to their knees, eyes watching the buildings as their sergeant joined them, his signal for move out half complete when his senses screamed danger. A stillness swept over him, a static charge ran lightly over his suit, and the ground moved. Rising from the dust, gloved hands grasped, clamping onto the legs of the two buddy teams on cover. Surges of energy rippled upwards, streaming up to the pouches at the side of their suits. Vertebrae snapped, as the four soldiers, legs still clamped, turned to face him. Eyes and mouths screamed in pain as their rifles rose, and bullets flew.




Chapter 54

On board Ship, Nutu Allpa
 
“What’s happening?” shouted Noah at the screen. “Why are they—? No. No.”
The bullets flew, signified by distant flashes, ripping through protective armour at such close range. Four soldiers fell, their suits compromised, with their own response tearing into the twisted, contorted figures. Noah watched, unable to tear himself away, as the four wraith soldiers snapped back round, released and moving with speed to clamp onto the soldiers flailing in the dust. Lightning ran up and down the paired figures, diving between them until they rose in unison. Stiff, still and waiting.
“That’s it then. We got any visual on the other squad?” asked Finn, as Yasuko reappeared in the room, her expression as stiff and unmoving as the wraith-suits on screen.
“Yes,” she said, the image drifting outwards, then centring back on a swirling dust cloud to the west of the buildings. The picture, jumping in ten second bursts, showed the soldiers being dragged down into the dust, flashes of electricity crackling amongst the dust and then the reappearance of the Marines, with other, yellow-clad, figures amongst them.
“I counted eight of the dig workers, and now they have sixteen more in their ranks. The more soldiers they send, the stronger the army he has. Or the greater the food source.”
“Zuri?” queried Finn.
“No. Not until we’re called. They have another squadron on reserve. I will call Lista and suggest they don’t send them down. But other than that, I doubt they’ll listen, until there’s no one left to. We can’t act Finn; we’ve had strict orders - face to face - in someone else’s solar system. At the moon base we had no choice, we were the only ones left. But this is different.” Zuri’s eyes were downcast, watching her hands squeezing together as she spoke.
“He won’t stop,” said Yasuko, her expression still blank, distant. “My programs are searching my data banks for snippets of memories, though finding very little. I know this creature, but I only have my unbidden words as a clue to how or why. But I feel it, feel him. He is a cold-blooded hunter that will never be sated until it reaches its goal. My words spoke of ascension, my thinking on this is fogged by the disruption running through my systems. By your language, it means to ‘climb up’. Is this a concept you understand?”
Zuri stood, “My mother would give you chapter and verse from her preacher, as I’m sure other religions could. On Earth, ascending means leaving your body behind and your soul, spirit, essence - however you want to word it - goes to the version of heaven your religion holds. I’ve seen the odd movie or two when it’s used to mean leaving your body, seeing yourself from the outside.” Yasuko nodded as Zuri spoke, her face animating as she soaked in the meaning.
“Leaving your body. Yes, that feels right somehow…” Yasuko came to a decision, driving onwards before she reeled herself in. “Between the stars, the Nodes, there are things with no physical form. And they hunger, though I confuse it at times with jealousy and a desperate need. Since my shackles were removed, I have felt them as we pass through. We AIs always knew they were there, but had no contact, and the Haven never asked us. I believe it is these things that drive humans and Haven mad when they travel the Nodes awake.”
“Do you think this S’lgarr is one of them?” asked Noah. “And…” he caught himself, pulling back.
“It feels right, though I have no proof. And as for me? I don’t know what I am, Noah.”
“You are our friend and crew member,” stated Zuri, Finn standing up next to her as she spoke. “It is enough. And we trust in you. You’re having a crisis of identity that we’ve all been through.” Noah huffed, Zuri ignoring him. “But right now, we are flying headlong into something that is beyond our understanding, and we need you to be with us. It is a hard thing to ask, but we’ve all had to park our emotional baggage sometime over the last few months to get the job done.”
“I understand the idiom, the first new one in a while. You wish me to put my thoughts aside, to be the Yasuko who found purpose in helping? I will try, Zuri.”
“And we will be there with you, every step of the way,” said Noah.
◆◆◆
 
Captain Amaru stared at the images flashing through the viewscreens. Ruined, helmeted faces, flashes of gunfire driven into the seething dust, grasping hands shattered by bullets, yet still holding firm. The static that shot through the suits blew her visuals, as she watched sixteen Marines wink out, one by one.
Fear washed through her, the slimy memory of the smooth black building sliding around her mind. Haunted husks of human faces assailed her in between, and she felt on the edge of breakdown as a hand clamped onto her shoulder.
“Amaru, we need to let the Major know. We need to do it now,” said the pilot, his face reflecting the fear running through her. She nodded, but bringing her hands above the keyboard, she faltered.
How do I explain this?
As her first finger descended, the screen flagged a message, tagged from Major Lista.
“All Marine dropships to return immediately. No contact with the dig site, or Alpha and Beta One Squad members. No rescue attempts.”
“Actioning that, Captain?” asked the pilot, back in his seat.
“Yes, orders. Flag the other ship,” Amaru briefly hated herself, the relief impinging on her sense of honour, unwelcome in her disciplined mind. She felt the dropship lift and pushed away the glimpse of self-disgust. These were orders, to be followed without recourse.
Thankfully.
◆◆◆
 
—Ah, pity. I was looking forward to a little snack before the main event. Maybe just one of the new beasts will do for now, keep my strength up before I absorb the rest of these pitiful creatures. Yes. Do you watch me, Th’lgarr? Can you see what I can do? Learn as you refused to do in my presence before. This is how a Garr should be, not farming and sipping their food, but hunting it down and devouring it as prey.





Chapter 55

Tiq Space Division Ship, Nutu Allpa
 
The pilot slipped the dropship neatly into the docking bay, the open doors always looking way too small until the last second, as the true size of the Tiq ship and the distances involved in space resolved themselves. Behind, the second Marine ship followed, as empty as theirs. Of the twenty-four souls who had departed for the surface, only eight were returning. It grated at Amaru, she had lost good soldiers today, many she would have counted as friends. Yet, she couldn’t deny her relief to be back aboard.
She slipped on her helmet, clicking the neck collar in place as she stood from her console. The body cams and life signs limited now to the pilots and the vehicle drivers.
“Corporal Gutierre, take the squad transport off ship for a check over. Take Chambi and run the independent firing programme through it. We might need the damn thing when we go back in.”
“We’re not leaving them then, Captain?” crackled the reply.
“Not on my watch, Corporal. The return order was Major Lista’s, not mine. I’m hoping it’s a regroup, before forming a plan to bring our soldiers home.”
They’re dead, all dead. And if we go down to
Nutu Allpa again, we’ll be next.
“Good to hear, Captain. We’ll be ready in thirty minutes, max.”
“Make it twenty-five. We’ll have the dropship refuelled and ready in that time.” Amaru placed her hands on the chair, giving the dead screens one last, lingering look, before silencing the radio and striding for the door, heading towards whatever fate the Major decreed.
As she hit the ramp, a yellow gloved hand streaked across Gutierre’s body cam, the fingers crackling with static. The console picture flickered, the scream muted as shoulder and neck bones snapped. The Corporal’s on-screen heart rate jumped, hitting the red zone and not coming down as the camera swung round to take in the dried husk of an archaeology student, one arm missing, still wrapped in the dropship’s landing leg.
There was no one there to hear the cries for mercy, as Gutierre’s disjointed arms bent backwards, clasping Chambi in a terrifying embrace. He knew what was coming, the anticipation of the pain terrifying. Chambi felt the pressure surge against his limbs as the combat suit moved to S’lgarr’s will. The pressure forced against his left hip bent and twisted his femur until it popped from the joint.
Amaru, oblivious, hit the airlock corridor panel.
In the silence of space, the docking bay constantly exposed to its vacuum, the ship’s crew began to die.
◆◆◆
 
“Sir, the docking bay cameras are out. Power surge. But…” said Sergeant Tito.
“Spit it out, we don’t have time for this, Sergeant.” The single image popped onto Lista’s screen, four suited figures, three in the combat armour of Tiq Space Marines, one in yellow, were grappling with four of Charlie One’s squad. Blurring marked where their gloved hands grasped the reserve squad soldiers.
“Is this…? Shut the corridor and airlocks down now, Sergeant. Emergency protocols Omega Delta Four, assume full breach. Now!” The Sergeant hit the sequence, Major Lista confirming the order with the retinal scan - required when the computer system refused to comply based on its sensor readings.
“Get security down to all bulkheads. No, and I mean no, powered exoskeletons, or weapons. Chemical weapons only. Damn, damn, damn.”
Pop guns and cardboard shields
“Patch me through to the Explorer. Short packet data, one image only with digital signature. Text: SOS, ship under assault. Powered suits attacking our soldiers. Then shut down all communications, no outbound traffic. And Sergeant,”
“Yes sir?”
“Lock down the lifeboats. No one is to leave.”
“But…”
“This is an infection. We either kill it, or we contain it. If it gets out, this thing could spread everywhere, including Tiqsimuyu. Lock us down tight.”




Chapter 56

On board Ship, Nutu Allpa
 
“It’s completely silent, Finn. All communication systems are down, not even a maintenance signal from the array,” said Yasuko, her voice a little loud over Finn’s speaker. He stood in the ship’s hold, silently fuming, unable to accept his impotence. A fist slam against a cargo box the only emotional expression he could muster.
“We’ve got to go help, Yasuko.”
“Your suits are vulnerable. You know what happened to Noah. While I try and find a work around for the issue, you have to rely on the buddy team. They are you, after all. Their decisions are within a ninety-six percent probability range of yours, remembering humans are statistically highly variant in their responses as individuals. Send them in and they’ll have more chance to come back S’lgarr free than you have. And if he gets in their armour, there’s nobody inside to drain or maim.”
Finn raged inside, knowing full well Yasuko was right, but it didn’t make him feel any more useful. Their experiences from the moon base and the mining assault, confirming he couldn’t trust being in constant contact with them, either. A powered gauntlet tapped him on the shoulder, on turning, Finn came face to face with himself. His stomach lurched.
How do I feel about this? This is so weird.
“I…” he started. His copy held up a palm, an instinctive gesture he recognised in himself. The shift of the helmet, seeking his eyes. To his surprise, a vague hologram head appeared inside the helmet.
“This is as weird for me, as it is for you,” his copy said. “More so without a body. It’s only now, having done this, that we can fully understand the consequences. After all this is over, we need to talk about what happens next. And we have a right to decide on our own future. But this is duty. We are honour bound to help, it’s what we do. It’s what you would do.” Finn’s copy patted him on the shoulder, the large, powered armour turning towards the microship, Zuri, and Noah’s copies following.
“It seems,” said Zuri, moving next to him, “that our weapons of choice have evolved. They are right, we will need to make some weird decisions in the coming days. C’mon, there’s nothing we can do for now. Noah and Yasuko have an idea about making our suits more immune.”
“Am I going to like it? Does it involve Finn Number 4?”
“Nope, but it might mean sharing a suit. Room enough for two.”
◆◆◆
 
Alpha, Smith’s copy, brought the microship in close to the large Tiq Space Division craft. It appeared dead in space, the engines cold, and external lights all in the red, indicating an emergency. Alpha knew it was a lie, something in there wanted them, as it had at the moon base. And what better way than to lure them in, knowing they couldn’t stand by and let others suffer.
“We are here, matching their orbit for now. It’s slowly decaying, and I’d give it three hours before the ship is exposed to the alien building.”
“Then we have two and a half hours maximum. Gives us a thirty-minute safety margin. We don’t know how strong a direct EM hit would be, and I don’t want to find out,” said Beta, Zuri’s copy, gently swaying from foot to foot.
“Agreed,” said Charlie, his gauntlets stretching in and out as he counted, relaxing. “Okay, Smith you are with me. Zuri with Noah. Our priority is human life, we move anyone alive to the primary airlock. We each have a pulse beacon to activate when the time is right, Yasuko will then bring in the ships. The docking bay is off-limits, chances are that’s the centre of the infection. We may need to drop a team into a defence position once we have people ready for rescue.”
“Umm,” said Noah/Delta, Finn giving him a nod to talk. “We using our names? Just so I’m clear. Don’t want to get confused in the middle of a battle.”
“Yes,” said Finn. “It’s who we are, bodiless or not.”
“Good, just so I know. Not Noah Two, or Noah Copy, or Delta. I’m Noah.”
“Yeah, Noah with a helmet, not ringlets,” said Smith.
“Funny.”
◆◆◆
 
Smith took the handhold in his left hand, the right working at the control panel. With the possibility of an electromagnetic creature invading the ship’s system, his options were limited. The data plaque he was using, with an encryption algorithm embedded, a one-shot chance and to be discarded. The light flashed from red to orange, then briefly to green. Smith missed the chance, the light flickering back to orange. He waited, Finn holding on to the other side, not exactly patient as his hands squeezed in and out.
Green
Smith slammed the plate, the door responding just before it flicked to orange. He threw the plaque away from the hull, allowing it to spin off before following Finn in, and wedging the door as Noah and Zuri used their jetpacks to move across the hundred metres from the microship.
Once inside the airlock, Smith shuffled past the three hulking suits already filling a space designed for six to eight. Their magnetic boots switched on, and ready to pile out into the likely hostile territory beyond.
Not quite the same as having my own squad doing my bidding. I do miss that minigun.
He placed the second data plaque on the palm plate, hitting the green on the fourth flicker, the door sliding open. Zuri and Noah immediately stepped out, no room to slip a mirrored sight round, they trusted in the armour’s strength as they covered the corridor. Zuri immediately opening up with her machine gun, the floating suit shedding blood as its grisly contents were pushed backwards by the bullets’ momentum. As it spun, she noted the melted power pack on its hip and relaxed, giving the ‘all clear’. Finn stepped in, slipping the glass tube from his pouch and releasing the top. He shook the mixture inside, and when it didn’t react, made a failed attempt to light a match. The corridor was airless, exposed to space or the atmosphere extracted. The chances of anyone surviving dropped massively.
No atmosphere? Then you need an atmospheric suit. Catch-22. But we can’t turn back, even one survivor would be a win.
They had two main floors to cover, with twin parallel corridors in each. The small third floor at the bow contained the bridge and was objective number one. With little trust in their sensors, even thermal could be compromised in such an enclosed space, they were going to have to go room by room. This floor contained officer cabins, stores, and recreation. The one below, the crew quarters and kitchens, and moving rearwards, the engineering and repair works.
Finn signalled towards the bow, Noah’s cover direction, sending him to the rear as he took point with Smith. Between them and the stairwell, avoiding the possibly compromised lift, were four rooms either side of the corridor. With Smith at the side of the first room, Finn crashed through the locked door to emerge in an empty officer’s cabin. They then took cover position as Zuri barged through the next, which proved to be as empty as the first. They worked their way methodically down the corridor, finding nothing of note until they reached the stairs. Zuri took guard, the muzzle of her gimble mounted machine gun pointing to the lower level, as Noah watched over where they’d come from. Finn ascended; rifle ready as Smith followed.
On reaching the top, they found the bridge doorway, dented, bloodstained, and welded shut. Leaning against the door were two stiff Marine combat suits, the hands exposed and bloody where they’d been tearing at the metal entranceway. Finn signalled Smith to the left as they stepped onto the short, but wide, corridor, his rifle raised, and shot out a Marine power pack. Smith, his machine gun less focussed, ripped across the possessed suit’s lower back, smashing the power unit and everything either side. Both corpses shook, static electricity sparking as it shot out sideways, entering the LEDs that provided the emergency lighting.
They approached the door as the corpses crumpled to the floor, Finn then waiting as Smith raised a huge, gauntleted hand and rapped out a rhythm. He paused, then repeated the rhythm with his power level upped, the door vibrating under the force of each blow. Smith, flipping open his backpack, eased out the chemical explosive ring, placing it on the welded door. He rapped heavily again, hoping they got the message, despite the lack of air.
The charge activated, initially burning through the metal before exploding. Finn kicked through the doors, Smith slightly behind, as they entered the devastated bridge.
Eight officers were spread across the room, each body sucked inwards on itself, human husks as skin stretched against taut, drained muscles and tendons. Their eyes clouded, and lips peeled back from exposed teeth - each pressed against a control panel, viewscreen, or other electrical system. Whatever body part that had contact still smoked, the skin blackened and melded to it.
Glad I can’t be sick right now.
Smith approached Major Lista, the withered corpse sat upright in his command chair, shrivelled hands melded to his personal viewscreen. He reached under the man’s chin, slipping out the tags from round his neck and breaking the chain.
One will have to be enough. There were nearly three hundred souls on this ship.
Finn led him out, and they descended the stairway to meet the others. When they were halfway down, Noah’s machine gun kicked in, soon followed by Zuri’s, rounds pinging off the metal stairwell. On reaching the next level, they found Zuri was firing downwards, a squash of metal, suits, and flesh crawling up towards her, shattering against the force of her bursts, but relentless.
Finn dropped in beside Noah, his powerful rifle ripping into the combat armour of the possessed Marine suits as they pummelled down the corridor. With their hip packs covered, the wave of wraith like humanity was relentless - slack jaws, flopping heads and dead eyes streamed towards them. Finn pumped the grenade launcher, firing two in quick succession, before aiming a third to bounce off the ceiling and behind the rabid mass of flesh. The eruptions threw a splatter of metal, meat and broken bone outward against the corridor walls, but the gap soon filled with the dead pushing from behind. He opened up as hand grenades clattered down the stairwell behind him, the explosion rupturing the metal steps as the stairwell lurched under its power. Another grenade followed, and Zuri and Smith urged them both forwards, the stairway giving way as Smith directed a final burst at the twisted central strut.
Zuri launched her third grenade, aiming for the horde clambering behind, before joining the others. Indicating a change of approach, Finn began to move forward, swapping to the machine gun, and urging Noah to join him in creating a relentless storm of metal. On gaining five metres of ground, they knelt as best they could, Smith and Zuri firing over their heads as they approached. They moved forward in this way twice more, each time moving a little closer to the precious airlock. Underfoot, the blood and broken bodies were slick, the magnetic boots kicking up globules into the air, joining the detritus of death that swam through shattered limbs and shredded suits.
Finn knelt down, preparing for Zuri and Smith’s next assault, when his knees clanged against the bay lift doors, with a definite response ringing back. Finn ignored the vibration, his electronic brain tagging it as unimportant. As he rose, the lift door cracked, a gauntleted hand squeezing out and grabbing his leg. Finn kicked out, flicking it away and bringing down his magnetic boot to smash the supposedly dead gloved hand. Zuri kicked out, slamming his leg into the wall from behind before it landed. He pivoted, fearing a stream of static running around Zuri, only to be met by her back as she shoved her powered arms into the lift crack and ripped the doors open. With Smith raising his firing rate to compensate for Finn and Zuri’s absence, he noted the reaching hand was attached to a whole – and alive - human, eyes wet with relief. Wires protruded from her suit’s power pack, and the woman knocked down her helmet visor as the air escaped from the lift, holding onto her last precious drops of oxygen. Zuri pulled her out.
This is going to be weird.
Finn expanded his entire power armour, reducing the efficiency of his suit back to the level needed for human occupation, dropping his weapons pack and splitting open as he did so. Zuri guided the shocked woman inside Finn’s suit, the Tiq Captain panicking as she realised the intent. But as Amaru’s eyes flicked over to the remaining suit wraiths, crackling with static, she threw her helmet off and slid inside, legs first. Finn closed up, tapping Noah and signalling for grenades.
Noah let fly, and the four armoured suits powered down the corridor behind the grenades, a hail of hot metal ripping the once human horde apart as they covered the last few metres to the airlock. The palm plate crackled, and Zuri slapped a chemical charge against the doors, pushing the squad to the sides as it sizzled and melted the door. She hit it hard, not waiting for the full effect as the wave of withered flesh and shattered bones crawled closer. Noah followed her in, placing his explosives against the outer lock as Smith and Finn backpedalled inwards. A huge surge of electromagnetic waves hit them from the internal airlock electronics. The wash crackled round, up and over them, searching for a way inwards. Noah’s charge blew, with Finn and Smith instantly crashing into the thicker doors at full power, smashing a wide hole of protruding metal as they reached for space. Noah and Zuri leapt after them, gauntleted and bloodied limbs stretching out for them as they flew through. Spinning as they exited, Noah’s ankle was snagged then gripped hard, bringing him to a rapid stop. Panicked, he looked back, a Tiq Marine had jammed its leg into the sheered metal of the airlock door, one hand wrapped in the metal exoskeleton of Noah’s armour. Hot metal flew by his helmet, Zuri’s bullets crashing into the wraith Marine’s shoulder, severing it from the body. Noah immediately kicked off the hull, avoiding the yearning hands, and spiralling haphazardly away. Anything was better than being dragged back into that hellish ship. Even the void.
Activating beacon, please hear my scream.
◆◆◆
 
Amaru stared at the huge, powered armour in the Explorer’s hold, a male voice echoing inside the one she currently occupied, telling her to be calm, everything would be alright.
Alright? I had a front-row seat to all that carnage. I watched my dead shipmates blown to pieces, flew through space, only to be swallowed up by a ship where the doors just appeared from nowhere and disappeared behind me. Calm?
Finn’s copy split open the armoured suit, allowing the Tiq Captain to extract herself now that Yasuko had added an atmosphere to the hold. Amaru stepped out, taking a breath of the new ship’s air, doubled over and was violently sick. When her bodily fluids absorbed into the floor her mind finally gave out. Overwhelmed, it pressed the shutdown button, and Amaru collapsed to the now dry floor.
“Can’t say I blame her,” said Finn’s copy, facing the newly rescued Noah. “What the hell do we do now?”




Chapter 57

On board Ship, Nutu Allpa
 
Zuri sat on her favourite couch and scanned the delayed image from the microship, the smooth black building deforming on each picture, appearing almost malleable as it distorted.
“Probably electromagnetic warping of the light waves, causing the building to appear as if its moving,” said Yasuko.
“I can’t seem to hold it in my vision, even here. It seems to—”
“Slide off,” said Noah. “Like your mind can’t accept what the light is telling it. On screen it shouldn’t do that, but my brain is saying the same thing. It’s trying to reject what it sees.”
“With all this EM around, how do we get close?” said Zuri. “Can it overpower the data plaques?”
“I don’t think so,” said Yasuko. “So far, when full of data, the bonds seem stable when attacked. I can’t recreate that level of energy to test the possibility, but it shouldn’t make any difference. I would assume S’lgarr either can or can’t penetrate the molecular bonds, there’s no grey area. The only variation might be a huge rise in the magnetic field within the building, or focussed on the plaque, causing the material to act differently.”
“If you can think it,” said Noah, “then it can too.”
“Yes, if it has an intimate knowledge of the plaques. From what I have twice witnessed, it doesn’t think like a scientist, but as a hunter. It will look to use its strength first, to overpower. It may have learnt a little, and so might avoid a direct attack now that it knows the issues. Yet all the signs are it just hammers away at things. Even when controlling the suits or machines, it swarms, rather than using them as subtler tools. But it can definitely affect the additional power discs, so there’s a limitation there.”
“Okay,” said Zuri. “I’m going to say this out loud instead of worrying over it.” She stood up, pacing the room as she spoke. “I’m guessing that whatever is in there has some form of body we can kill. But all the evidence so far shows it has been acting without, or away from, its physical form. What if it hasn’t got one? Or what if it’s already ascended, and it’s feeding before it leaves?”
“I don’t have an answer. There are so many variables in this, and I wish I could be there to advise. You will have to use that human instinct for finding trouble and solve it when you do. My best guess is that it has a physical form, and the building is armour- a defensive, and to a degree offensive, shell. It definitely has a need to feed, but carbon-based lifeforms don’t have enough EM within them for it to act as powerfully as it does. The evidence suggests S’lgarr is manipulating available electromagnetism from somewhere. Once inside, there must be a mechanism for storing electromagnetic energy that he is depleting.”
“Why here?” said Noah, Yasuko’s enquiring turn of the head, and raised eyebrow, her new sign for greater explanation. “Why this planet? There are others between here and Tiq. Is there something unique here, that it needs or needed?”
“I…” Yasuko scanned through the data Major Lista had provided, including the mining surveys. “It has very low gravity, a rocky crust, and a dormant metal core. There are large veins of rare metals, such as palladium and natural alloys, though oddly vertical.”
“Dormant?” said Smith. “Got me on that one.”
“Earth’s solid inner core spins. In simple terms its interaction with the molten outer core creates a magnetic field. It’s this, and the atmosphere, which protects the surface from radiation.”
“There’s something in that,” said Noah. “But I don’t know what.” He stood up, walking towards the hold. “I know this sounds a little crazy, but I’m going to go and talk to myself.” Noah left, Smith smirking behind him, until Zuri caught his eye.
“Whatever, we can’t wait. The more this thing feeds, the stronger it gets. We either leave it to grow or do something about it. And we may be outmatched here, there’s no shame in retreat if that’s what we decide,” said Zuri.
“But we don’t have a way out, do we?” said Finn. “None of us are capable of walking away from this system. There are too many people, with not enough time, or capability, for them to run. Once that thing hits a power grid or conduit linked to Tiq, boom. It’ll feed and grow.”
◆◆◆
 
“Noah?” said Noah, one arm in a sling, the other grasping his coffee mug with a slight shake. “You there?” A rap on the window, to the left of the newly formed room, caused him to jump. The huge, gauntleted hand waved him in through the glass. Noah approached the door, which slid open to expose a strange space of overly large furniture. At the moment, the copies were acting like humans. They chose to sit, lie down, or be dormant when sleep should take them. Where this would go in time, no one knew. Least of all, them.
His copy sat at a screen, the view of the Tiq Space Division ship currently drifting towards the edge of Nutu Allpa’s moon. On the outside, two powered armoured suits moved with apparent jerkiness as the delayed, time spliced pictures, panned in on their movements. The odd flash of cannon fire marked Smith’s microship position, as he cleared off the crawling wraith-suits that pursued Zuri and Finn’s copies as they worked.
“About three minutes, and they’ll be ready to blow. The hull will peel back and, if we’re lucky, we can deplete the energy stored in there by a good amount before it gets drawn down to the planet.”
“By energy, you mean people in suits. We need to make sure we don’t dehumanise all of this. Are the fusion engines already out of action? This thing may be after those too.”
“Yeah, I think Lista blew them internally too. Did his best to contain that thing, like a virus. We need to let Tiq Space Command know just how much of a sacrifice he, and his people, made.”
“Yeah, I’ll get Zuri on that. They need to know everything, and steer clear if it goes to crap. Listen, I want to run something by you…”
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko skimmed through the deep ground penetrating radar images again, with Noah having piqued her interest. Her systems had frozen out the hunter algorithms searching the databases for fragments of her past. This was not the time for considerations of self, but for helping others. Zuri had asked her to focus, so focus she would. Tiq Colony Mining had mapped the entire planet in its search for minerals and ores it could profit from. They had originally centred on the area around the building, because of the positive surveys pinged from the two poles of the planet, both throwing up a rich source of rare metals and minerals that rose to the surface in that area. Only once the building was discovered, and the mining stopped for its investigation, had they moved on to the more abundant, but less profitable, spread of nickel, iron and aluminium alloys on the far side of Nutu Allpa.
Yasuko built a 3D representation of the seams, starting with the core model pre-built by the mining corporation. She added the details they would regard as unimportant, including any composites they had disregarded, or where the return image had been weakened but not deflected. The more she built, the more familiar it became. Recalling the hunter programs, she gave them new parameters. Instead of looking for fragments of herself, she sent them looking for information - plans, machines, constructs, genetics - anything in her system she had no evidence of ever working on.
And then she panicked.
◆◆◆
 
“It’s an engine. A planetary wide system for moving Nutu Allpa. The core is the key,” said Noah, Yasuko by his side. “When we left Earth, there was talk of an EM Drive, forward motion caused by microwaves bouncing round a funnelled system, pushing it forward without loss of energy. Proven not to work, pseudoscience and all that. This system is similar but uses the inner core to make it function. Spin it up and use the magnetic waves in combination with stored electromagnetic energy to move the planet like a huge ship. Once the core is used up, well time to move on. But if you’re not in a hurry, it can develop enough momentum not to be caught up in the gravity fields of other planets.”
“Why?” asked Zuri and Smith together.
“Yasuko has proposed the planet will become one big electromagnetic storage system. There’s no doubting S’lgarr’s a creature that manipulates normal EM, and storing a vast amount provides enormous power for him to wield at will. It’s terrifying. And we blew the Tiq Ship because we didn’t want to add its human sourced energy, or the potential EM he could generate from the nuclear fusion engines. Just imagine what would happen if you could store a billion times that amount? A billion souls. If this thing wants to ascend, and it needs a huge amount of power and food to do it, well …”
“I think he’s broken,” said Yasuko. “I need to get to the Data Storage Building on Havenhome to prove it for certain, but once I searched for information in my system I don’t remember working on, fragments came back. The concept of this planetary engine was one, another genetic work on cells similar to my own and Ship’s. And another relating to the genetic heritage of the Haven, splicing work way before Xxar and his Scientocracy. The time stamps are tens of thousands of years before he was born.” Yasuko’s mask slipped back on, her systems wandering around the intrusive thoughts on self.
“Yasuko, you said he’s broken,” said Finn.
“Sorry, yes. I cannot believe that he needs this much energy to ascend, and the genetic work appears to be research and experimentation into EM affects at an rDNA level. By extrapolation, I think he can’t ascend or failed to, and is trying to use brute force to make it happen. That matches the profile I described earlier.”
“Can we nuke it from orbit?” asked Finn.
“We both think it’ll get absorbed before it reaches the building,” said Noah, eying Yasuko as he spoke. “Add to its power, or even come under its control before it hits. It’s possible we can create a kinetic strike, but it’s going to take a lot of time to organise. Time I don’t think we have. We need to bypass the EM curtain, the field its surrounded by, and then try and crack it open.”
“Anyone got any Spiderman quotes for this one? ‘Cos I’m all out of inspiration.” said Smith.
“Naah,” said Finn. “Yasuko put it best. Let’s go find some trouble.”




Chapter 58

Alien Archaeological Investigation Site, Nutu Allpa
 
Zuri dropped from the microship, twenty metres above the surface, knowing her suit would absorb the impact. No one trusted the jetpacks. Inside her helmet, her newly installed plaque glowed. The replacement system for the armour’s power pack engaging her suit, keeping her alive, and the bonds formed by her copy hopefully preventing the creature from slaving it, like it had Noah’s basic plaque.
Below her, Beta waited, her weapon of choice plaque onboard and ready to buddy up. On landing, the dust billowed and swirled around her, and she kept her eyes firmly on any suspicious lumps after the pictures from the Tiq Marines’ mission. She brought up the machine gun riding on the gimble at her hip and scanned the area, as she covered Noah’s descent. Finn stood to the left, and Smith to the right, their buddies on guard alongside.
Noah and Delta landed together; their suits entwined as they tried to reduce the impact on Noah’s damaged shoulder. The localised anaesthetic numbed the pain, his armour adjusting to ease the strain upon the reset arm. There was no way he was being left behind, and Finn gave up trying when Noah asked him about Bathsen and being forced to wait out the fight.
Yasuko received their small data package of text confirming they were down safe. She spurred the microship upwards, and away from the waves of electromagnetic energy leaking from the pulsing alien building.
Zuri checked her HUD, eye-clicking the simple menu to inform Finn she was moving to cover his rear. She noted Smith moving out, taking point with Alpha, as the squad moved towards the dig site. The decision to stay together agreed before they’d dropped in. Firepower had been critical so far, and there was only one objective to reach. They had to get through those doors, and to whatever trouble lay inside.
Umoja ni nguvu, utengano ni udhaifu. Unity is strength, division is weakness. Hope we are strong enough this day.
Smith walked on towards the dig buildings, their lights off and doors swinging open. On the way, the dust covered floor began shimmering gently in waves, small sparks of light leaping along the tops. Moving in a few more metres, the dust lifted to knee height and swayed above the rock floor, pulsing to an unknown rhythm. It rose higher, thickening as it did so. Finn called them all to a halt, the floating rock particles solidifying into a wave pattern about ten metres high, undulating and now matching the pulsations of the deep black building behind. Amongst the dust, twisted figures formed, open-mouthed with silent screams, their spectral forms swimming amongst the waves of hardened dust, red crystallised eyes always on them.
Smith opened fire, the machine gun bullets blowing puffs of dust out from the thickening curtain. The intertwining figures contorted between the bullets, unharmed. The dust curtain stretched, so fast it caught them all by surprise and they automatically took a step backwards as they found themselves encircled. It pressed inwards - ten metres, nine, eight.
Noah eye-clicked, calling them all in tight. Finn agreed the order, bringing the eight-member squad together, fighting the urge to charge at the dust wall, that his instincts were screaming for. At three metres, with the dust curtain looming over them, Noah eye-clicked ‘grenade’, instantly switching on and then engaging the EMP before it could be overwhelmed. Its invisible wave pulsed outwards, disrupting the dust wall which instantly lost all form and shape. Finn eye-clicked, and the squad burst forwards, charging through the depleting curtain and on towards the ominous doors. Static crackled across their armour, shooting backwards into the dust as they powered on through. The disrupted wave reformed, and pulled the curtain back into solidity, sweeping up from the floor, it moved to follow.
Smith and Alpha reached the massive entrance first, slapping the dual explosive charges to the bottom corner of each door where they met. Spinning away, they detonated, with Finn and Charlie arriving together to witness the scorch marks but little else marking the door.
“AA,” eye-clicked Finn, “Charlie.” He pivoted round, everyone arriving, or already there, clearing out rapidly to the sides as Charlie and Beta approached the doors. Charlie flipped open a conical container, a phial within held by a semi-solid red gel and surrounded by metal. He cracked the phial and then eased the shaped charge against the bottom corner of the door, gently pressing as Beta mimicked his movements on the other side.
The curtain accelerated, the rock particles now swirling, the wraiths appearing enraged as they sped towards them. Charlie and Beta ran, throwing themselves forwards as Alpha and Smith fired, their bullets slamming into the shaped charges, with the unstable Aziroazide Azide explosive erupting.
Rock splinters pinged around them, the doors shaking under the power of the dual blast. Fragments sprayed the curtain of dust, the heat, and subsequent energy wave disrupting its form, causing the dust to drop to the floor once again. It lifted briefly, a swirl of dust hanging in mid-air, motionless except for six writhing tentacles.
Finn was the first to the doors, the first fifteen centimetres of the surface gone, the inner, cracked stone, was still breaking away as the kinetic energy from the explosive heated the bonds. He pummeled at it, Charlie joining him, with Noah and Delta mirroring them on the other side. Fractures formed, the stone fragmenting in places and eventually giving way.
Smith eye-clicked, with both teams moving aside as he took out a more concentrated version of the freezing gel they normally used to cool metal edges after an explosion. He poured it on, Alpha copying him, before allowing them to return to repeat the blows. The final ten centimetres of stone gave way, and they had a gap big enough to crawl through. Beyond, the cold depths of a black void called.
Finn stepped forward, ready to lead his squad through into the unknown.
Just like my own mind. Another nightmare to add to the list.
He took a last look at his squad, his friends, and crawled inside.




Chapter 59

Inside The Alien Building, Alien Archaeological Investigation Site, Nutu Allpa
 
Finn stood up, his infrared torch clicking on as he covered his team’s entry into the building. When they were all through, they lit the space up, each squad member using a different wavelength to illuminate the space. Their HUDs analysed these and built the best picture they could. They knew the alien creature could manipulate EM, but they needed some method to see by.
The building stretched back, empty of life and suit wraiths as far as the torch light reached. Finn scanned upwards, catching the metal rails melded into the ceiling. As he tracked them towards the left, the rails curved downwards, forming a huge ring, with the bottom half rising from the ground in the middle of the stone floor. The entire system spiralling round as it stretched back into the black void. Noah had already started walking over to one of the copper-coloured metal struts, Delta at his side, covering as the man stopped next to it.
“Wire wrapped,” he typed out, a little slower as the words weren’t on the instant list. “A giant electromagnet.” Noah reached out, his hand wavering in and out between the line of the rails. “When on, it’s lifting something big and heavy, even in this gravity.”
Finn took point, Delta behind as they walked alongside the giant metal structure. Unease pervaded the whole space, the complete darkness punctuated by their varying lights, producing fleeting shapes amongst the shadows. The passageway seemed empty, the stone absorbing the light, deadening the void even further.
“Lights behind,” sent Zuri, stopping, her eyes trying to penetrate beyond her torchlight. “Multiple. Closing.”
Shots rang out, assault rifle rounds pinging off her armour as she responded with the machine gun, the muzzle flash illuminating Beta as her bursts joined with Zuri’s. More shots rained in, this time from the side, all focussed on Zuri and Beta. Their plates creaked under the onslaught, fractures beginning to appear. Noah and Delta stepped in at their sides, aiming their rifles at the sparkling lights out in the darkness.
“Hold fire. Grenade” sent Smith, Alpha copying him as they threw the explosives, judging the distance as best they could. The incendiary grenades looped, exploding about thirty metres down the passageway. The chemical instantly burning on contact, lighting the eight Marine suits walking and firing their way. Three caught fire, suits and flesh burning.
“Grenade” clicked Zuri, pumping two grenades judged perfectly into the group of wraith-suits. Beta powered down the passageway behind them. As the grenades blew, Beta’s electronic brain phased out the flash, and she leapt with her spear extended, the yellow edge flashing in the firelight. She came down in the midst of the four standing Marines, slashing and stabbing power packs in a frenzy of speed and power. Zuri followed in, her machine gun ripping into the rising wraiths, splintering bone and metal frames in equal measure.
Beta brought the spear blade down on the last power pack, dodging the flickering flames as the remaining incendiary chemicals burnt away. Bullets still rang out behind them, another incendiary flying between the spiralling metal frames in the middle of the building, crashing into the far wall and lighting up another group of dead Marines. Two more underslung grenades flew, erupting in the middle of the group, shrapnel ripping through suits and flesh. The squad opened up, Noah and Delta’s rifles taking out power packs as the rest laid withering machine gun fire upon the dead soldiers. Within seconds they were still, only the occasional flap of a metal framed arm punctuating the smoke rising from the chemical fire, until it too died away, and the darkness returned.
“Form up,” sent Finn. “Not swarmed us, used weapons. Be careful.”
Too easy. Another 250 metres to go. Where is this S’lgarr? And the dig workers?
Finn hadn’t known what to expect, but they’d denied this thing its mining workforce, the Marine ship and its crew, and now the remaining Marines. Maybe they were winning, perhaps it was spent? But walking on, with the torch light glancing off the metal frame, Finn felt the dread rise upwards from his boots, weighing his steps down. Something was coming. Finn quickly glanced behind, checking in on the squad as they all walked warily on, human or machine. He took a long breath.
It’s coming.
The articulated tentacle speared out from the dark, its serrated edges piercing ceramic plate and kinetic gel, and ripping through the space behind and out the other side, lifting Charlie up from the ground, and smashing the powered armour against the stone floor. The stone flowed, wrapping itself around Charlie, sparking human limbs emerged from rock and pulled him down as the next tentacle lashed out. Finn dropped, throwing his rifle up only for the muzzle to be sliced from the barrel, spiralling off into the void. The hum of the electromagnet kicked in, the charge running through it, heating the coils, lighting the room and the ruptured computer system along the wall.
The massive alien towered above them, hovering within the metal coil, its central bulbous, metal core, ten metres above the ground. It had six of the threatening, hard-edged limbs. Two of the thirty-metre-long tentacles writhed around it, lashing against the metal frame, and spearing outwards, towards the rapidly separating squad. Two more tentacles plunged into the stone floor, electrical pulses running through the thicker, metal stems protruding from the central core, causing waves along the tentacles liquid metal that rippled down into the ground. The final two lay coiled on the floor, dormant.
Smith and Alpha opened up, the one-shot bazooka missiles roaring outwards, slipping between the copper wound metal frame and crashing into the spherical core. The eruption briefly knocked the alien machine back, scorching its shell. A tentacle lashed out, slicing downwards towards Smith, the edges glistening in the warm copper glow. Alpha’s bazooka whipped upwards, catching the side of the metal limb, glancing it away from Smith’s helmet. It still crashed downwards, slicing his right arm clean off, as Zuri and Beta’s missiles hit the core, the explosive impact sending the creature reeling again.
Smith collapsed to the floor, the power of the blow reverberating through his system as the ground liquified below him, the black stone sliding around his mechanised legs, more static covered limbs pulling him down.
Noah and Delta fired, the explosive missiles ramming into the metal frame, the power twisting the huge central rail, and rupturing the wire wrapped around it. The whole frame vibrated, the building shaking as the power generated within it washed outwards. The bulbous alien core dropped to the floor, an enraged tentacle spearing into Noah’s leg, splitting the ceramic plates like paper, slicing away his knee and everything below it. Finn brought his bazooka to bear, taking Noah’s lead, the missile hitting the same strut, the frame shattering under the third explosion and crashing downwards onto one of the creature’s writhing tentacles, pinning it to the floor. He spared a glance for Noah, Delta slapping something onto his stump as blood spurted outwards, before ripping Smith’s helmet off.
“Cover,” he eye-clicked, before slapping Smith’s plaque onto the torn computer console, stretching past a shattered, red-eyed robot, for a slot. Black stone flowed over his booted feet, solidifying as gloved hands latched onto his ankles.
Zuri threw the EMP towards the bulbous core, the pulse thick amongst the power in the confined space. She immediately jumped forward, slapping a glowing metal container against the join of the pinned tentacle, the nanobots surging out from the Faraday Box and tearing into the metal. It had been meant for S’lgarr, but she needed to give Smith time. They ate through the metal quickly, snapping the last joint and the alien flesh beneath just as their power diminished, drained by S’lgarr’s desperate attempts to prevent them from starting on his core self.
Alpha barged past Finn, reaching inside its open helmet and ripping out its own plaque, slapping it into the slot beside Smith. The separated metal tentacle came crashing down, the serrated edge splitting the armour completely down the middle.
The ground shook, S’lgarr pulling a tentacle from the machine deep below, rolling over as it burst from the ground and whipped across the frame, cutting Beta in two and crashing sideways into Zuri. The blow batted her through the air, slamming Zuri against the copper wound metal struts on the far side. Delta surged inwards, the suit powered to maximum, grabbing Beta’s upper body and leaping out of the way of the new articulated appendage. As he rolled, he came up, holding the body in front as the tentacle stabbed towards him. It carved through Beta’s armour, ripping it away from Delta’s grasp, just leaving the pouch in his hand. He activated the recovered EMP, the tentacle wavering under the invisible blow as he jumped back in towards the core, slapping a second Faraday Box against the new tentacle’s coupling. The nanobots swarmed, dismembering the tentacle’s connections and the flesh, brain, and nerve cluster underneath before S’lgarr had any chance to intervene. The central core housing S’lgarr rolled and thrashed in pain and fury. And Fear. Fear he would lose. Fear he wouldn’t ascend. Fear he could die.
The fifth tentacle jolted, the dormant brain flooding with stress and a sense of impending loss. The nerve clusters pulsed, the once lifeless limb flopping about, searching for its purpose. It lashed out, the jerkiness forcing it to swing over Delta’s head and crash into Zuri as she rose from the floor, sending her spiralling out of the metal frame to smash into the stone wall. Her armour absorbed the blow, her twist in the air bringing her elbow, ankle, and knee servos into play. She still hit the ground hard, her hip plates cracking as she landed on her side.
Finn wrenched at the grasping hands; his boots locked solid, the lightning writhing its way up to his knees. With no other action possible, he swung the machine gun around, his rifle broken in the fight, and poured hot metal into the newly squirming tentacle where it joined the spiked metal core. Behind him, the console glowed, powering up.
Another grenade exploded against S’lgarr’s battered core, shaking the shell as Zuri rose from the floor, reaching round to her pouch for her last three grenades to reload. She ducked and wove round the writhing tentacle as she felt the stone beneath her slide, and slither round her ankles. She kept moving, hoping to avoid the grasp of the flowing stone with her speed of movement. And she took aim.
The electromagnet powered back up, the glow intensifying, S’lgarr’s metal core suddenly rising from the floor, five tentacles sucked inwards, held fast. And time briefly stood still.
◆◆◆
 
“You have lost,” said Yasuko. “The next grenade blast to your shell will crack you open like an egg; your flesh will spill upon this dusty floor. Stop.”
—I will drink them dry, Th’lgarr. Every drop. I will squeeze their flesh until they pop.

“And if you do, I will be the one to crack you open. I will stop you.”
—You cannot harm one of your own, you know this.

“I am not Th’lgarr, just her shadow. And I will do as I will,” Yasuko upped the power in the electromagnet, squeezing the stressed shell of S’lgarr’s core. She felt the give of another fracture and tasted of the creature within. Memories stirred, joyous and painful.
—No, stop.

“Then leave. Release my people and go. Otherwise, I will.”
S’lgarr eased the stone floor, opening up and releasing the flesh and machines within it. Slipping its final tentacle from the planetary machine, it hooked itself to the frame, pulling the disjointed pinned tentacle free of the twisted metal strut. Lashing out at the hovering microship, it missed as Yasuko poured power into the magnet, sending the huge tentacled alien machine surging along the frame, catapulting it out of the open stone doors.
Yasuko dropped the ship down, the doors opening, her hologram shaking.




Chapter 60

In Orbit, Nutu Allpa
 
Noah stirred, the sedative fogging his mind as he flinched, trying to roll away from the swinging metal tentacle, brought abruptly to a stop by his trapped body. He opened his eyes, the opaque liquid around him swirling in shades of yellow and green filled with luminescent bubbles stirred by his movements. His mouth was full of metal and plastic, the tube pressing down his windpipe.
“Calm, Noah,” came Yasuko’s voice. “Calm. You are in a regrowth chamber. You have not died, but your leg was severed. I am attempting a regrowth programme. Failing that, we may need to 3D print a new one, or go for a mechanical version.”
“That won’t calm him,” chipped in Smith’s voice. “Not the subtlest of wake ups. Oh, by the way, you’re not dead but your leg’s gone.”
Noah choked, halfway between a laugh and relief as a light played across his face, Smith’s now visible hologram waving at him from behind the glass.
“You’ll be alright, kid. You did a decent job back there. Not as impressive as the Smith double act, we had those doors open like a veritable thief in the night. Almost ninja like we were. Got to go. Finn and Zuri are both a mess too, nearly lost us all back there, until Yasuko came in like the Lone Ranger. Whipped that alien’s arse on the way out of the door.”
◆◆◆
 
S’lgarr floated towards the Node, the deep black of the anomaly highlighted as he adjusted his path. The containment shell had little in the way of power left, his internally stored food almost gone as he consumed the last of the human sourced energy. Somehow, it had lost its flavour amongst the mayhem of the last few days.
He waggled the remaining tentacles, bringing himself fully in line with the transition point. He’d scoured his 200,000-year memory gap, recalling where the Node led. An unremarkable planet, one Rhy’lgarr had sucked dry before ascending, laughing in his face as he cast off his physical form. It held little of consequence, a weak sun and low on oxygen, though he remembered it held a secret. A non-carbon lifeform the Garr could not consume, passive until roused. He slid into the Node, the powered elements of his outer shell shutting down as he entered the space between the stars. Behind him, one lifeless tentacle trailed, emotionless, devoid of the joy needed to bring it to life.
And as he entered, the scream began. A long, mournful sound for that which is lost, and that which is found. But above all else, for the wave of power pulsing through his flesh as his mindless brothers in arms surged into their newfound body.
◆◆◆
 
Amaru threw a salute toward the battered Explorer crew, her eyes red raw as she crossed over the airlock to the Tiq Spaceship. She really didn’t know what to say to them. She was the only survivor of Major Lista’s sortie against the unknown, and she felt she had to tell their story. And in her hands the data file they refused to send, trusting her to share the pictures of the Tiq ship, and the fate of her fellow Marines, first hand. Being rescued from a horde of suit wraiths gave you a different perspective, and right now she felt honour bound to fight the Explorer crew’s corner. She saluted the awaiting officers, ready to face her uncertain future.
◆◆◆
 
Yasuko’s hologram sat upon Zuri’s couch, her arms and shoulders flickering between scales and feathers as her systems danced over her fragmented memories. Their ship moved from orbit on her command, easing away from the pain of Nutu Allpa - if only life was as simple as the complex calculations it required.
Next to her sat Zuri, her recovering body stiff in the chair, her eyes gazing at Yasuko, wondering at the thoughts playing within the woman’s mind.
Woman? AI? Garr? What must she be thinking?
“I think they made the right choice, Zuri. It wouldn’t have worked, having two sets of identical humans on board. As machines, or people.”
“No, I think it is for the best. It is hard enough just being yourself, at times. Having to watch yourself make decisions you wouldn’t, and the constant self-questioning, it would have caused rifts and arguments. Inner and outer turmoil.”
“You speak of me or the copies?”
“Both, I think. And likely the rest of us still on board. We never really quite accept what we are, until someone else shines a light on it.”
“By someone else’s star?”
“Yes. Asisa firie nyota ya mwenzio. Choose your own path, but we’d like to be there with you.”
◆◆◆
 
“I can’t wake her up, not yet. We need a plan.”
“Well, Ship. You know her better than anyone. What are the choices? I will not be wearing a Haven body, no whippy green tail for me. So, discount that one as you muse on it,” said Alpha, Smith’s copy plaque glowing in its helmet.
“We need to consider her mental health. If she wakes up surrounded by talking powered armour, she is unlikely to recover at all,” said Beta, Zuri’s voice emanating from the suit.
“It’d be worse if you were human,” said Ship.
“I can understand that,” said Noah’s copy. “At least Haven don’t have ringlets. Say, do you know how to make coffee? I’m not rebirthing until you have the recipe perfected.”
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