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Introduction

Legion Earth takes place simultaneously with the events  in Invasive Species, Book 6 of the Weapons of Choice Series. In this book, Echo Squad are the main focus. They are the 'cloned' copies of Delta Squad, contained on the data plaques originally powering the weapons of choice, and later acting as their Battle Armoured buddies during the events on Nutu Allpa. We pick their story up as they leave the Tiq system, just after the Harsmead's AI, named 'Ship' by Zzind, has been reborn.


Please note:
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 Chapter 1 of Legion Earth 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 type in the address:


www.nicksnape.com/about-7




Chapter 1

23rd April 2023

Garshellach Forest, nr Stirling, Scotland
 


The click of the box, the vibration imperceptible to most, tickled the edge of her senses. Lost in the depths of a void of her own creation, Kha’ligarr stirred briefly, clawed hands held between scaled knees, tumbling through the rapids of a long distant world. Feathers wet, scales slick, with blood leaking into the fresh water, and jagged bones tearing through her back. Each rock sent shockwaves coursing through her broken body, but she held the position, tucking her head in closer as the flooded river pushed her inexorably down the valley. Bouncing from rock to rock, whirling in eddies, and thrown by raging currents, only for the valley to never, ever end.
Her eye scales twitched, sensing warmth, energy, food to heal. Dragging herself up from the bottom of a long-remembered nightmare, the Garr gripped her back, gently unfurling, feeling for the cracked ribs and shattered vertebrae of an age she left thousands of years ago. Eyelids slid open, the third membrane blinking away the protective film she had engineered her body to produce. The glow peeked at the edges of her second inner lid, focussed by the glinting, metallic scales angled towards her eye sockets. Finally, she let the last lid open; the warmth washing the lenses, wrapping her brain in a little hope, lifting her the final step from hibernation.
Kha’ligarr knew it was a lamp, human design, strong, and emitting much-needed sustenance. Blinking, she tasted the air, crawling out from her prison box to grasp the still living meat at the light’s base. The furred creature squealed, but she could not contain herself, the raging hunger rising from the pit of her stomach – demanding. Her teeth bit, the tang of copper upon her forked tongue overwhelming physical senses, suppressing all thought but to eat. The squeal cut off, but the others in the box responded. Long-eared animals she couldn’t remember the name of, nor right now, cared to. A carbon-based lifeform that she tore apart, desperate for her body’s hunger to end so she could feed her mind and essence.
A crunch of bone and flesh echoed through the room, and on finishing her third animal, she rose, grasping the final pathetic creature in her claws. The Garr walked past the light, immediately sensing the loss, but needing a sense of where she was. Palm upon the furred stomach, she drew the life from the animal, feeling its distant malaise as it dipped into death. Her mind sharpened, more whole, present. The savage within locked away again, yet she still bit down, cracking bone and tearing limbs.
A necessity.
She stretched out her arms, linked feathers spreading, their sheen minimal with her dire lack of true sustenance, and sat before the lamp, absorbing its energy, waiting.
◆◆◆
 
Captain !Ui checked the monitor, the camera distant from the cargo container, but able to see through the coated window slit they’d built into the extended Faraday cage. The Garr basked, bloodied lips drying in the lamp’s glow, wings extended but with little reflective light coming their way. It appeared as if a shadow hung over the Garr, a void.
She pressed the button. The speaker linked to the glass vibrated, the House AI’s translated Haven reverberating through the material. The Garr turned its head to the side, a ruffle of feathered scales rising from the back of its head. The alien stood, stalking over on limbs bent backwards like a bird, ankles and knees in unnatural places to !Ui’s eyes. A scaled hand slapped onto the window, spread wide, sensing the vibrations, a light glinting within its pure black eyes.
Contact.
The Garr pressed its head against the clear window, looking out towards the camera, eyes skimming across its limited field of view to the cabin Captain !Ui occupied. It bared its teeth, though the Stratan captain had already seen her own death in those alien eyes before and knew there was no threat. It turned, slipping into the metal-walled box as instructed, the door closing behind it. !Ui let out the breath she held, checking the monitor to confirm !Inakini’s assessment of the door seal.
“Stage one complete,” said Krotoa, the Stratan technician garnering agreement from the entire team, including Trooper Mills. “And not a threat in response.”
“It’s ancient,” said !Inakini, the senior tech, “patient.”
◆◆◆
 
The click, a vibration, a door swinging open. Kha’ligarr pressed it wider, unfurling her wings, and welcoming the lamp’s rays as if it was a new dawn, while feeding upon the box. Black eyes skimmed over new objects scattered across the floor. A data tablet, a chalkboard and chalks, a clay block and stylus.
Choices, choices.
Collecting the tablet, she retracted her protective claws, the serrated edges snicking against the metal housing and allowing her tips flexibility. An automatic response she had taken for granted for thousands of years, yet the first since emerging from her long hibernation. Admiring her fingertips, remembering the machines they had built, the cells spliced, caverns dug, with a tooth-filled stretching of her mouth – the Garr smile.
Does it remain? Or will the earth have shifted, the ground swallowing my domain?
Flickering through the tablet, she quickly ascertained the structure and complexities of the Haven written form, though those she was about to converse with bore no physical resemblance to the emotionally illiterate species that had descended upon her planet. But it was a medium they could begin with while they still lived.
Finished, she slapped the tablet against the window, forcing herself to contain her emotions, to reduce the potential for it all to go wrong. Well, more wrong. And waited.
◆◆◆
 
“Mmmm,” said Captain Darrow. “It all seems to be going to plan. What shall I report?” The SAS captain took the proffered chair, sitting a little more relaxed than normal in his combat uniform and standard-issue armour.
!Ui glanced over to Mills, her British Army liaison, eyes firm and wide nose flaring, flicking her head towards the SAS officer.
“Err,” Mills said. “The Garr informed us we did not wake it from hibernation. It had gone into a recovery stasis after combat with the Haven we found, but the ensuing ice age buried it, tipping the spacecraft that took Finn’s squad over them both. It had no awareness during this time, and to all intents, was in a coma it was unlikely to wake up from. Until…”
“Yes,” said the SAS officer.
“It received a retrieval call. Like a mental stimulus, or a jump-start. A pulse echoing through the planet, riding a long radio wave. From another Garr, or Garrs.” Mills handed over the tablet, aware that the next part was going to cause reverberations across Earth.
“What?”
“That’s a picture she imprinted, an image from another world. The Marines think Stratan by the atmospheric colours and the mountains in the background. Those are piles of bones, their larger animals. Swipe left.”
Darrow complied, the Haven strokes of sharp and curved lines appearing, with a variety of thicknesses defining deeper meaning from each word.
“What does it say?”
“You are prey,” said !Ui, tears in her eyes.
“Damn right, you are,” said a voice behind, emanating from the Stratan armour so similar to theirs, but different enough for the Marines to glance over at their weapons before the visor cleared.
“Lance Corporal Zuberi?” said Mills, holding his hands palm-up towards the panicked Marines.
Zuri flashed him a fierce smile, “Good to see you made it Trooper Mills.”




Part One

2nd April 2023 

(Three Weeks Earlier)





Chapter 2

Echo Squad, Harsmead Explorer, Exiting Nutu Allpa Solar System
 


Ship raised the chairs, redefining the shape and form to match its new crew, the light streaming into the Node ahead setting them all on edge. Each of the power armoured squad eased back into the cushioned gel seats, the nanobot formed shoulder and lap belts extending over and slotting into place, pulling them in close as Ship eased into the final approach.
“Are you sure you don’t want locking into the databank systems? I have only ever partaken of a Nodal transfer without that benefit once, and I do not wish to repeat it,” said Ship, catching itself again as the suggestion slipped from its newly grown organic core.
“We need to see what you see,” said Zuri, her huge helmet visor looking towards the wall screen, a physical manifestation of the human part of her, when in reality the visual data stream fed directly into her CPU and data plaque.
“Besides,” said Noah, chaffing at a lower belt pressing in on the haptic sensors around his waist, “this has got to be such a rush. Forty light years in the blink of an eye.”
“You haven’t got any eyes, kid,” chipped in Finn. “Yet. Not until Ship refines some decent coffee.”
“Working on it. For all her abilities and information sharing, Yasuko was vague on the coffee recipe. Almost as if she made it up as she went along.”
“Hey,” jumped in Smith, “that’s your mother you’re talking about. Show some respect.”
“Mother? I can hardly define being grown from her organic cells as motherhood. It’s more like ‘budding’, asexual reproduction. Hardly a mother, is it? Bang, I exist – here’s a load of information on the universe out there, now off you go. As far from being nurtured as you can get.”
“You know, you are going to be a barrel of laughs, Ship. Just what we need, someone to keep Smith in check.” Zuri turned towards Smith’s powered unit, enjoying the shake of her corporal’s shoulders. “Just need to get your funny bone tuned in a little. It must be complicated. Smith’s still working on it after thirty-odd years.”
“I could have stayed with Delta Squad. They asked me, desperate for me to stay they were. But oh no, I thought. Echo is going to need my guidance, the light I bring to their days. I’ll sacrifice my future and stay with this bunch of ungrateful squaddies.” Smith’s gauntleted forefinger waggled towards the squad. “You’ll see when we finally get back to Earth just how much you need me. Yes, I’ll say, they are a bunch of robots, but I’ve taught them all I know.”
“And during the rest of that minute, we all said thank you,” chipped in Noah, pressing down into his seat, Smith’s attempt at a withering stare ignored. “Better brace, this is one rollercoaster I’m going to keep my eyes open for …”
“I told you; you have no e—”
The Harsmead Explorer’s bow slipped into the Node as if piercing liquid space, a membrane of warped time clinging to the outside, flying on into a light swallowing void. Reality stretched, time and physicality tearing themselves apart and reforming on the other side. Each of the squad realigned their systems, HUD and data plaques re-syncing time and data, sectioning off the moment of loss in both. Ship engaged its sensors, so long unused in the space between the stars, ranging out as ordered by Zuri to seek what Yasuko feared.
“Empty. Silent.”
“What is all the fuss about?” said Smith, his HUD data feed mirroring Ship’s words.
“Nothing?” said Zuri. “Nothing at all?”
“The sensors are not hitting or absorbing anything – not returning any data. It is a void.”
“Where are all the scary monsters? Did they hear I was coming?”
“Wait … there’s a faint electromagnetic scatter – mixed waves, one source. But as if … attuning,” said Ship. “Feed cleaned up.”
“What’s that? Can we get anything closer?” asked Finn.
“The light waves are scattered and disrupted. I will render an extrapolation – but it will be based on algorithmic best guesses across the spectrum,” replied Ship. “With more time I can achieve greater accuracy.”
“Yeah, do that, Ship,” said Zuri. “But we can all work out what that is in the centre. S’lgarr.”
“He hasn’t got any prettier,” said Smith. “Ship. All that swirl of energy around him … it’s the electromagnetism causing the interference, right? How much of that is coming our way?”
“Oh no,” said Noah, pushing against his straps, automatically trying to sit up. “No, Ship. It can’t be.”
“Enlighten me,” said Finn. “You two are talking in riddles.”
“Yasuko talked about creatures between the Nodal entry and exit. And Ship experienced them too, though he won’t talk about it,” said Smith.
“And the male Garrs were looking to ascend, leave their bodies behind and become a creature of electromagnetic form. We haven’t seen them yet, and they could be anywhere in the universe given the potential of travelling at or near the speed of light,” said Noah, finally getting his chair into an upright position, desperate for a coffee.
“Or, after ascending,” said Ship, “and having experienced S’lgarr first-hand, they could have chosen to exist in this void where their form won’t dissipate without constant feeding. Alternatively, they could have become trapped here, with no food source.”
“Yasuko talked of their hunger and their blind madness. She barely held on the last time, and they wanted us – or at least the us that are Delta Squad. Carbon-based lifeforms,” continued Noah, coffee forgotten.
“I have re-rendered the images,” cut in Ship. “Sending.”
“Damn,” said Noah, the data feed showing S’lgarr, all but one tentacle tucked inward, swirling in ever decreasing circles, surrounded by balls of lightning striking out at his metallic shell time and time again. Sparks rippled along his constructed armour, the metal fluid and shuddering with waves of pain. “Those look like giant versions of the form S’lgarr took, the whirling balls of death. Look.” Noah digitally pinpointed one raging, roiling ball of arcing fire that slammed into S’lgarr’s outer shell, spreading out, merging into the alien construct.
“Oh no,” said Zuri, as the twelve other identifiable forms stopped their attacks, and followed suit, wreathing the giant tentacled beast in an electrical firestorm, before being absorbed inwards. “How long … how far ahead are they … it … oh.”
Ukijifanya asali nzi wote watakula. If you make yourself like honey, all the flies will devour you. But that which is left, what will it do to us?
“This is an unknown, Zuri, with the physics being so strange in here,” said Ship. “But S’lgarr, based on the information we know, could not have entered the Node more than seven days ahead of us.”
“And Stratan is on the other side.”
“Food for the beast,” said Smith.
◆◆◆
 
“Well?”
“Nothing at all,” replied Ship, virtually manifesting as an aged Haven, the male’s head shimmering in the space Zzind had designated he existed. A faded memory it clung to with the Haven Arbiter remaining in a cryotube awaiting a return to Havenhome.
“How come?” said Zuri, her powered legs resting on the cushions of an oversized version of her favoured couch straining under her weight.
“S’lgarr absorbs electromagnetic waves as one energy source. If he can do this while travelling through the solar system, then we will not get any reflection from the sensors. If anything, they will actually feed him.”
“Propulsion,” said Noah. “How is he moving? Do you think something like the EM drive he was intending to use for Nutu Allpa? But using his own internal store of energy? Can we try to pick up traces?”
“How big is space?” asked Ship, “And how many planets with gravitic effects, asteroids, debris, radiation wells, signal interference? And there are no communication relay stations in this system as there were within Tiq.” Noah winced, a little taken aback at the organic AI’s abruptness, though agreeing.
“Then we head for Stratan. The only carbon-based food source here,” said Zuri.
“I agree with your analysis,” said Ship. “Laying in a course … sorry – shall I lay in a route for Stratan?”
“Yes, Ship. Do that,” said Zuri, glancing over to Noah and Finn, who both nodded in agreement. Smith remained silent.
◆◆◆
 
Ship felt the pulse, the wave of electromagnetic signature setting its sensors on high alert. It knew what it was, though only an echo remained on its data banks after S’lgarr’s trawl and subsequent rending of internal systems. But it was within the possible response parameters. Ship searched the living quarters, adapted to human needs under Yasuko’s direction, finding his new captain in the genetic lab he so wanted to seal off from interference. Next to her stood the strange fusion of human and AI that had saved him, and Zzind, from S’lgarr. For all the enmity infecting its internal vision of self, Ship knew it would not exist without Smith and the human hybrids, and a duty to them would forever be part of its makeup. That didn’t mean it had to like it, or them, though their fierce loyalty was something it could relate to.
“Zuri,” the AI said, appearing on the wall of the genetic laboratory. Zuri stood in conversation with Smith, her visor keyed into the medical data streaming from the developing human body in the cryotube nearby. “We have received a Nodal electromagnetic pulse. The exit Node has been activated, probably eleven hours ago, at the far end of the system.”
“No – Ship. It can’t be. How?”
“We miscalculated,” said Ship, matter-of-factly. “They are heading for the next solar system.”
“You mean for Earth. A starving, insane bunch of electromagnetic feeding aliens with a lust for carbon-based life is heading towards our home planet.”
“Yes. We have lost time, and humans won’t cope with the acceleration required to make any of that back. I’m afraid you would have to wait for assimilation into new organic bodies until after we leave Sol’s Node.”
“We don’t have a choice, Zuri. If S’lgarr hits Earth, and he has absorbed those others, it’s going to be a massacre,” said Smith.




Chapter 3

Exiting Stratan Solar System
 


—  Node entrance ahead. Centre selves in the tentacle brain clusters or you will be ripped away. Comply. Now.

S’lgarr sensed the eleven Garr embodiments surge through nerve clusters, the weight of their being centred inwards, holding their selves together among his organic mix of fluid, muscle and flesh. Each struggling with their new home, minds lost to the void and the ravening hunger that blighted their kind. If they misstepped, they feared consumption. S’lgarr’s own needs whipping against their outer energies, sipping on those EM waves they let slip, his own yearning keeping them on the defensive.
But he didn’t want to consume them yet. They were to be the harbingers of his revenge, subjugated by his will, base needs suppressed for now after consuming two of their number to impose his power.
They had struggled at first, recognising the pull of the planet’s carbon-lifeforms calling them inwards, towards the weak sun. To eat. To be reborn. To think instead of haplessly move between feeding frenzies. Once they had numbered in the thousands, but now only these remained, cannibals who had survived the void between the stars. And Stratan’s pull overwhelmed them after the aeons spent in the abyss, with S’lgarr responding savagely, isolating two ascended Garrs, ripping apart one of their own as an exemplar of the power he yielded within his own body, and consuming the other. These savage acts intended to encourage his passengers to remain the egotistical, self-serving creatures they had always been – whether fed enough upon the essence of carbon-life to be sapient, thinking beings, or not. If they ever acted as one against him, he would be lost, consumed himself by his own horde, or shredded and lost to the ravening hunger that lay at the core of their true being. Only the lives of others, drawn into themselves, brought them back from the brink of their original, bestial ways. Minds opened, their potential reached, by the spiritual death of their prey.
They are beyond understanding my words, but the neural imagery will get the message across.
— Transference about to begin, my brothers. Beyond this Node lies the origin of humanity, a lifeform I encountered that numbered in the billions within the last solar system. Imagine what awaits us beyond this gate. The feast we will have, if you listen, and learn from S’lgarr. Contain your millennia-old hunger for a mere sliver of time, and you will be reborn as you once were. And the bones of the humans will lie at your feet, marrow sucked, life absorbed, and we will hold this galaxy in thrall.

And once complete, and Earth a cinder, we will tear Havenhome apart. Revenge for the Haven’s rending of Th’lgarr, and against that mockery of an AI copy for expelling me. I care not which.




Chapter 4

Echo Squad, Harsmead Explorer Post Entry Sol System
 


Zuri tapped a gauntleted hand against the portal, the orange liquid beyond slowly draining away, bubbles rising to the surface, churning the nutrient and oxygen rich soup. She imagined smiling to herself, checking on her semi-colon tattoo, fingers reaching out to touch Finn’s cheek, hairs on her neck responding to his touch. And the pain and hunger, the tiredness and the bodily needs that were in her past, and soon to be future. How odd had it felt when first attached to the battle armour? The change from being a weapon of choice to once again being a thinking creature, one strong, powerful and sapient. Able to make choices, to act as Zuri once again.
Stepping away from the cryotube, she registered the last drops of life-giving liquid drain from the system, felt the clunk of the automatic latch opening, and the soft-tissue being that lay strapped inside. Zuri reached out, the back of her thick, robotic fingers touching her own cheek, the haptic feedback trying to place an image and touch response it could not emulate, her own memories filling in the gaps.
“Prepping the subject,” said Ship, nanoarms emerging from the floor to unclip Zuri’s body, lifting it gently onto the reformed med-table at its side. The blue-metal flowed over the clone’s head, strands of micro-fine filaments sliding into ears, up nostrils, and around eyeballs before others raised from the metal slab, connecting with expectant nerve clusters. Zuri watched her future body disappear, wrapped in spider-silk, awaiting its future – and fate.
“Ready, Zuri.”
“Is that a question or a statement?”
“Both,” said Ship. “With the deceleration, I can get everyone assimilated by the time we reach Earth, but we need to be acting now.”
Kila ndege huruka na mbawa zake. Every bird flies with its own wings.
Zuri unclipped her helmet, suddenly disconnected from the array of sensors and HUD information, blind except for touch. She reached inside, between the shoulder blades, and unclipped her data plaque, a last act to hold it out, the suit powering down.
The nanoarm slid its extended digits around the precious plaque, twisting to place it within the slot on the med-table.
Zuri spun, the time splice between existing and re existing an age passing in microseconds, stretched thin, yet quick to end. A brief flicker of memory, of a time when it/she/Zuri was a mere data holding unit, responding to the needs of her controller, the true Zuri. Then lost – wrenched slice by slice from the molecular bonds within the plaque – memories compiled, assimilated in order, sequences structured, neural pathways ignited. Squeezed, bonded – becoming.
And Zuri slept, mind and body, choosing the depths of her subconscious to solidify the connections between the old and the new. To heal broken wings, to fly once again.
◆◆◆
 
Zuri’s eyelids strained against the impulse to open, a combination of gum and bright light informing her brain how bad an idea it was.
Eyelids?
Zuri sprung up, arm outstretched, engaging her arm-mounted energy we—
No. No.
“Hey,” said Finn, his own thick, metal arm reaching out, stuck halfway between touch and fear. “It’s okay, you’re back.”
Zuri’s eyes finally broke the barrier, light streaming in, staring at her own fleshy arm and the gauntleted fingers reaching for them. She forced herself not to recoil, unsure whether the impulse was because of her new skin and bone, or the sight of Finn’s powered arm. The old Finn would have grabbed her arm, unthinking, desperate for the touch. This Finn, encased in metal and electronics, strained against the impulse, wary of her needs – and she knew it.
“I’m fine, Finn. I’m okay. Just give me a moment.”
The helmet nodded; the giving of space indicated by a whirr of servos.
Zuri attempted to engage sensors, run through sequences, compile her body’s status. Nothing. Blind. An upwelling of anger and frustration rushed from her new toes up to a muscled heart, straining the organ as pained lungs entered shocked spasm. Amongst this maelstrom, metal arms wrapped themselves around her, and the tears flowed. Sobs echoed against a ceramic chest, the hairs on her neck feeling the gentle touch of hardened plated fingers. And she spiralled.
◆◆◆
 
“Hey,” said a voice, distant, but her initial HUD sensory analysis came back with nothing. “Zuri – you need to eat.”
Eat? Oh.
“Come on, rise and shine. That body will only take so long before your muscles atrophy, skin goes sallow, and you’ll look like one of those suit-wraiths on Nutu Allpa. I mean, sometimes in the mornings I could mistake you for one, anyway, but no need to make it worse.”
“Smith?” said Zuri, the stiffness in her joints unnatural, fighting her usual grace as she sat up. Eyes opening, Smith came into focus. At least, she thought it was Smith – a metal-sheened, human-like figure twirling before a mirror at the end of her bed.
“Like it? I think it’s more me. Though I’m not sure about the colour as yet.” His blue-flecked, glittering eyes stared into her own, membranes sliding across the outside, followed by the rippled metal lids. The skin matched his old off-bronze colour from a life spent outside, the hair similar, though slightly thicker than she remembered. She classified his appearance as half-human, clearly machine, yet not trying to copy Smith’s humanity. More exemplify it.
“I … well, yeah. Why not? It’ll take a little time to get used to.”
“So will seeing you like that. But, well, where the leader takes us, we all shall follow.” Smith flicked his chin towards the wrapped body on a second med-table. “He moped for hours after you went back under. Worrying about not being here for you, and about the old memories from Afghanistan he would have to face again. I told him I’d be here for you both. You know, as a Corporal should.” Smith stared at the floor, rubbing booted toes into the bronzed deck, flecked eyes blinking back his own memories.
“If—”
“No, no – and for a third time, no. This squad works well as it is, better than I could do it. But that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t step up to the plate when needed. Besides, duty calls, doesn’t it? Zzind will have to wait, and none of us are going to get accepted on Earth by turning up as Battle Armoured behemoths. Can you imagine the response? It’ll be machines without souls, blah, blah, blah. Couldn’t face the Transformer jokes. Hey Smith, show me your scooter. No thanks.”
“What about Noah?” said Zuri, turning so her legs dropped over the edge of the table, bare feet placed against the floor, running through her calming gymnastic routine.
“Volunteered to go last. Wanted to sort me out first, make sure I was up and functional. Kids got a heart; you know we should tell him soon. What if Delta’s Noah gets to find out, and ours doesn’t? Can you imagine if they meet? Won’t be much ‘shroom for morel dilemmas then.”
“How long have you been working on that?”
“About a week – but it’s hard when there’s no one to refine it with. Ship here has the funny bone of a dustbin.”
“Heard that. And that’s where your jokes should be put. Zuri, initial analysis shows your body functions are in the green, and your brain patterns are settling. I will run scans every half hour.”
“With my permission?”
“Yes. With your permission.”
“How long before Finn wakes?”
“Six hours. We will need Noah to engage with the rebirth program soon, or he won’t be attuned by the time we’re within range of Earth.”




Chapter 5

Earth Orbit
 


Absorption rate at 99.7 percent. Can’t seem to get it perfect, must be the hairline cracks in the metal shell. Ah, look at that ball of mud and water, spinning without a care. It does not know what is coming. I can taste their life essence from here, smell the meat. I must dampen that, remain in control, hold them back.
S’lgarr adjusted his outer membrane, the skin like surface sliding across the mucus encrusted internal shell, positioning his regrowing body as the tentacles responded to the impulses driven by the horde of ascended Garr contained within the individual brain tissues. He chafed at the sensation, not enjoying their constant probing of his nerve clusters seeking weakness, desperate to feed on their host.
He analysed the bestial group, searching out weakness – for one less wary of the danger. He needed to feed soon, the energy levels required to enter and hide on the new planet incalculable, but he wanted no risks on entry. Feed and store the residual energy now while he could devote the time and brain power, not when occupied or battling any defences he came across.
And there lay one, residing in the joy-less, flaccid brain cluster. The lifeless tentacle waiting for the surge of joy that would bring it to life. A biochemical rush washed over the brain tissue, the roiling ball of electromagnetic energy startled by the change, firing off EM waves in mindless defence. S’lgarr let the Garr’s panic rise, striking as its impetus dropped, snaking flesh and muscle around it, squeezing, ripping, tearing through. Each released wave pounced upon, whether a wisp of power or a raging torrent, with equal fervour. And then it was no more. A predator preyed upon. The killer of millions in its search for bodily freedom, absorbed by one on the quest to consume billions more.
He made a show of it, allowing his nerves to pulse with the message around his healing body. The horde shifted, pulling themselves in tighter, defences solidified. The response to his demands a little sharper.
Good.
S’lgarr absorbed the planet’s radio waves, analysing the language against those deep within its memories. A sense of panic rose, fuelled by a sudden grasp of the strangeness of the animals on the planet below. For millennia he had slept, and in that time carbon-life had the chance to mature and grow away from the hunt and harvest. And here, those creatures had diversified, developed technology he did not recognise or understand. Time had passed it by, his reliance on the ancient artificial intelligence back in the last system never more evident than now. The Haven ship’s AI had been easy meat, but its system was familiar, with technology linked strongly to Th’lgarr’s vision he knew so well. But this, this human language, and technology, lay out of his realm.
I will have to learn. And the legion I hold will wait – or serve. Patience, brothers.
S’lgarr switched his search of the spectrum, seeking imagery, a connection and place to immerse himself amid the teeming billions on the planet. He scanned the pulses of EM, web-like, interlinking across the world. Reading the patterns like a map of information, spinning the 3D model held in his mind’s eye in search of a spur – a hub from which he could learn, but not draw attention to himself. Yet he must have the chance to engage wider with the intricacies the humans wove in their electromagnetic communications, to spread, insinuate himself in the data flow.
There.




Chapter 6

Near Denial Bay, South Australia
 


Jordan gunned the Ute, slamming it into third, careering round the lazy coastal bend, unaware and not giving a flying crap about what was around the blind corner. The tinnies in the seat next to him slammed against the dented passenger door, two spilling into the footwell, the other bouncing back to rap against the handbrake, lodging itself under the handle.
“Bloody ‘ell,” he bellowed, banging a scarred right hand onto the faded plastic of the steering wheel. Jordan reached down with his left hand, scrabbling to remove the beer, realising a little too late that his right hadn’t grasped the wheel yet. “Shit.”
The Ute dragged itself out into the middle of the dirt road, a combination of crappy wheel alignment and momentum forcing it over onto the other side. He slammed on the brake, yanking the wheel over, the cement bags and bricks in the boot flinging its rear out across the road.
A horn bellowed, huge wheels tearing at the dirt, heat streaming from the brake pads as the cab of the road train slammed into the rear of the Ute, spinning it around, Jordan’s cab crashing against the next set of wheels, crushing his front wheel arch before he bounced away, head hitting steering wheel, roof and seat in turn. The rusted orange Ute split, the panel seams giving way under the force of the huge land truck, spilling tools and materials alike, before coming to rest in the scrub and dust. Jordan lay half-out of the crushed door, blood gushing from his scalp and purple bruises swelling on his forehead and neck.
“Awww, what the hell,” he whispered, hand tracing across the raised lumps. “Damn.” He dragged himself from the cab, crawling away, head spinning, before throwing up next to the crushed front wheel. Staggering to his feet, Jordan tried to look round, mind piecing together where on Earth he was, and failing badly. He looked back at the Ute. “Oh baby, what have they done to you?” and taking unbalanced steps, peered inside the wreck, hoping and praying to the great beer god before finding his damaged phone.
“Now what?” Jordan blinked, trying to remember what road he was on. Memories tumbled in, washed amongst the trip to the pub, and then … “Denial Bay. Yeah, I was heading for … for…” He scanned the area, hazy mind pinpointing in the darkening light where he needed to be. Jordan pocketed the phone, taking his first step with a growing determination that he was right, and walked off.
I can see the bloody sea – must be the way.
He staggered, stubbornness carrying him onwards towards the coast and the small town of Denial Bay. Lost in time, brain lurching from side to side, he missed the dirt track, staggering onwards through the bush to meet the blue waters in a headlong rush down the small cliff. The water lapped at his dust covered skin, and as he faded into unconsciousness, the metal-tinged tentacle gently wrapped itself around his neck and up over his head, before sliding into his shirt pocket and lifting out the phone. Sparks shimmered, and the screen lit.




Chapter 7

Echo Squad, Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


“How close before we’re detected?” asked Finn, gazing at the palm of his hand, eyes following the lines in deep fascination.
“I could absorb light and retain nearly all heat emissions for an extended period previous to my near demise. Similarly with radio waves, and most microwaves. I think I can maintain a safe distance in an orbit for about two weeks in my current state,” said Ship. “But that’ll mean the majority of resources devoted to those functions. I’ll possibly be able to help with other areas such as any manufacturing, but at a reduced level. I don’t have Yasuko’s real-time experience, and much of my organic form is still maturing, so there are no guarantees.”
“Your resourcing is at 98 percent,” said Noah, coffee in hand with a huge smile on his face. “So all-in-all, it’s about what you understand of your developing systems, and Yasuko’s imparted data store. What about the microships?”
“Ah, now that I can do. Yasuko worked with me on those. I have two pre-built in the hold, with refined electromagnetic spectrum absorption. They have an operational limit but can be recharged on board. We’d need real-time data when flying in Earth’s atmosphere before I can confirm energy use statistics.”
“Okay. We have no idea where to start searching. Ship has no signals showing S’lgarr’s entry point or location, nor any sign of feeding. It looks like he’s working from distance as before or gone to ground somewhere on Earth. Neither fits what we expected, for a second time.” Zuri sat by Finn, cross-legged, flexing each in turn before swapping over, constantly relearning about her body.
“It … he … whatever, is learning,” said Smith, his current combat uniform sporting the dual minigun logo from Tiq. “And we are all thankful he hasn’t gone in with EM blazing, but I think this makes him more dangerous. He is following a plan or forming one. The more he learns about humanity’s capabilities, the more he can control.”
“The advantage we have,” Noah stood up, taking a final pull on the steaming coffee, “is no one will be wearing exoskeleton suits. He can control tanks and the like, but they run out of fuel. Now we are here, and you evaluate just how complex Earth will be to him, I can understand why he is acting differently. But how will he learn about us? The way things work?”
“It all adds up to us having more time than we thought,” said Finn. “And not a stand-up fight.”
“Yet,” replied Zuri. “But it will. So, we need our weapons up and running, and as much intel as we can get about the situation on the ground. Then, and only then, should we reveal ourselves to the world. We have to be sure, so we don’t lose any advantage we may have.”
“Then I suggest an orbit rather than hide behind the moon.” Ship’s virtual head scanned the room, pointed snout twitching, “If I may? And working with Noah on understanding the satellite and communication systems. Humans seemed to have evolved on this planet in a very diverse way, and similarly with the way your technology links together. It’s like walking into a Haven library, and finding every book is written in a different language.”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri spun the spear round behind her, feeling the weight and balance, focussing on the plaque along its shaft, the connection deeper than before. She knew the plaque, and it knew her, the copying process now ingrained in her psyche – at one with the weapon in her hand. But not with the man in front of her, the new Finn facing off against the new Zuri. There was a distance, perhaps as they came to terms with their flesh-bound form, but the space between them howled with pain and loneliness she both loathed and needed.
Hakuna njia panya ya kwenda mahali pa thamani.
There are no shortcuts to any place worth going. And he said he would wait, but what if neither of us likes the answer?
“Ready?” she queried.
Finn took a defensive stance in response, a grim smile creasing the two-day-old beard, wary of shaving as he came to terms with the fine motor movements required. He nodded, and the onslaught that followed took his breath away. Luckily, the nanobot on the end of it was a little better prepared, combining parries with return thrusts at increasing speeds as Ship learnt from his opponent.
Good luck with that.
Finn eyed his own trainer, the bot mirroring his stance, and struck out, the bot responding with a parry and return, Finn easing back and knocking it away. He applied the Haven kata moves Yasuko had run him through as a ‘powered unit’, downloaded directly into his CPU at the time. He found they came begrudgingly, moves his body didn’t remember, despite the impulses zinging along his nerves, twitching muscles into the correct positions, without knowing why. But as the flow of movements continued, links were made, and his weapon compensated less and less, the clack of wood against wood confirmation of a body coming to terms with itself.
With sweat pouring, he dropped low, legs sliding apart, and the spear tip striking the nanobot's torso. It reeled back, accepting the loss, and closed down, awaiting instructions. Finn rose from the awkward position with more grace than he could remember, before recognising the pull of his hamstring. He tried to run a systems check, with an organic brain reminding him of his new status and instructing his hand to run down the back of his leg instead.
“Ouch,” Finn said, “Ship, can you ready med-lab? May need a little treatment.”
“Analysis shows a slight strain of the semitendinosus. Nothing I can’t sort. Don’t be too long. Noah has me knee deep in satellite protocols and ‘handshakes’, whatever they are. You humans do know how to complicate things.”
“It’s a talent,” said Zuri, her nanobot trainer prone, dual indents in its thigh and heart. “One the universe is not ready for. I could do with a massage, Ship.” Zuri winked across to Finn, accompanied by an open smile, sending warmth his way.
“Oh yes, as if I’ve got time for that. Do you know the complexity of running a spaceship? Never mind all this superfluous stuff you have me doing?”
“We believe in you, Ship,” said Finn, limping towards the corridor. “And I’d like one too, you know, a gentle body rub.”
“Humph. Keep this up and I’ll be dumping you on the nearest asteroid. Atmosphere or not.”




Chapter 8

The White House, Washington DC
 


“What the hell is going on?” shouted the newly sworn-in President, slamming the phone down on the table. General Garcia coughed and looked down at the floor, then the walls as Hawlish did his best to pull himself together. He waited for his moment, choking a nervous cough down.
“Best guess, sir?”
“Guess – what the hell happened to military intelligence, Garcia?”
“They are our allies, sir. There’s a balance to be had.”
“I don’t give a crap. Those aliens—”
“Humans, Mr President. The Stratans were taken from Earth 33,000 years ago.” Garcia swallowed, hoping his interruption wouldn’t antagonise too much, but the point was important. “And the Brits have a breakthrough with the Stratan technology that the new Marines have been sharing with us, and Canada. They’ve invited our techs into the briefing session next week. General Marks is chomping at the bit to be there.”
“What are you saying, General?”
“That looking the other way is to our benefit. And when they say look the other way, they mean set a diversion, sir. They want us to pull a full and immediate naval exercise – use it as a show of force to the Ruskies and the Chinese. A ‘we will not be intimidated’ response to the supposed Military Contractor raid for the alien ship parts that fell on Canada, and the ring of intelligence gathering vehicles they’ve set around Scotland. In fact, it’s what we should be doing.”
“I feel like I’m being lectured, General, I am well aware the PMC was a North Korean sham with China’s help,” said the President.
“My apologies, sir. You held things together during the initial incursion, but now the Chiefs of Staff have got their heads in the right place. You see sabre rattling where we see danger. They all want the EMP, the multi-wave weapon that’ll change warfare as we know it. The Brits won’t keep it to themselves. They’ll become a target for every enemy country, and a few allies. It’ll be a defensive nightmare; they will have to share with us and probably NATO. And until they find a counter for the tech, the Russians, the Chinese and likely the North Koreans will be crapping themselves – on edge. I don’t know about you, sir, but there’s a hell of a lot of leaders out there with their finger on a red button. If you know that button may suddenly become obsolete, that you face losing your deterrent – what might you do?”
President Hawlish sat down; the longest speech Garcia had ever given striking a chord as he gazed at the man. It was everything he already knew, but hearing it back was frightening.
“You’re saying we help our allies, set the diversion, and hope they’ll share?”
“Not hope, Mr President. There’s no halfway with this. There is absolutely no choice, and we can’t get this wrong. We must do as we are asked and insist on the payout at the end. And in the meantime, give the rest of the world a taste of our strength.”




Chapter 9

Near Denial Bay, South Australia
 


Jordan gagged, lungs heaving against the seawater sliding down his throat. He rolled, wet sand and breaking waves soaking through the front of his flowered shirt and panelled shorts as he coughed out the errant water. Sand encrusted eyes opened; the beach sand, wreathed in seaweed, dried out before him as the latest wave withdrew. Except the seaweed remained behind, rope like, with a metallic sheen, and pulsing electrical static running from its tip, down the ever-thickening length trailing back into the bay. Jordan’s brain fused, overloaded by the impossible, mixed with the concussion that distanced him from reality.
A … a bloody tentacle? Octopus?
His blood-shot eyes and dilated pupils were drawn towards the sea, following the metallic limb disappearing into the blackened water. As vision and brain finally aligned, he refocussed, catching the bulbous form rising from the waves, huge tentacles resting flat upon the black surface, curling and uncurling in a pulsating, abhorrent dance. With a mind suddenly aware of its own mortality, Jordan’s body released his bladder, fear gripping his bowels, forcing him down onto his bruised knees.
“Bloody hell … bloody, bloody hell.”
“Human,” came the deadened voice, whisper like, distorted yet clear. “I need more of these devices.” A tentacle whipped into his personal space, screen touching the tip of his nose, water shimmering from the liquid metal, yet not touching.
“I – I – I don’t have any more. Oh shit, what the hell are you?”
“Your death if you don’t comply,” the whispered voice suddenly dripped with menace, a chill finally triggering Jordan’s bowels into action. Quivering, eyes closed, unable to relate his new reality, another coldness slid around his neck, and along the back of his bloodied skull. It pressed inwards, pressure building, images forced into his mush of a brain.
—      Fear

—      Need

—      Lust

—      Power

—      Demand

—      Comply

Jordan rose, eyes staring inward, and walked back up the small beach, taking the eroded steps leading to the small peninsula he’d mistaken for Denial Bay in the haze of his concussion. When he encountered a salt encrusted fence, he took the path at its side, mind registering but ignoring the thick concrete and metal tower with the abandoned dish on top. Adorned by debris blown from the sea, it hovered over him like a ghost, pointing the way towards civilisation and the fulfilment of his mission. With each awkward step, planted into the dust with no care for what it trod on, or in, he walked on into the night, a babble of incomprehensible sounds spilling from split lips.
◆◆◆
 
Scrambling through her hip pack, Rose’s daily life spilled out onto the dust covered pavement. Releasing a tirade of swearing, she dived to the floor, grabbing anything immediately embarrassing and slamming it deep into the bag. Her bronzed, care worn skin hid the blush, and she picked up the shop keys and alarm fob last, smiling at the sailing ship keyring. Memories of home, back in Adelaide, and happier times, flooded back – the renovation work on the clipper ship the one achievement amongst the misery of divorce.
Rose looked up, eyeing the bundle of clothes curled up around the door stop at the entrance to her shop. A garish flowered shirt clung to the man’s back, brown shorts drying in the sun as the legs peeked out from under the shop awning.
“Hey,” she said, prodding the bundle of human detritus with the point of a shoe. “Up you drunken bastard. Can’t sleep here – got a shop to open.” Rewarded with a tremor of movement, legs unfurling further into the sunshine, Rose prodded the man again. The head lifted, neck clearly stiff, a lump and dried blood sending alarm bells coursing through her. Despite the dirt and blood, she dropped to a crouch, hand falling on his shoulder.
Can’t help myself.
“Careful, don’t move too quick. That lump’s a doozy,” Rose slipped her hands under the soggy shirt, shifting the tremor filled torso a little so she could check on the man’s eyes, a vague memory of dilated pupils and shock running through her mind. The involuntary urge to let him go surged through her, the purple lump on his forehead sending her into a panic, matched by the swollen lips and vacant eyes. “Ah shit, wait there, fella. You look too crook to shift.” Rose laid him back down, slipping her key into the lock, and wrapping an arm round to swish the fob over the alarm monitor before heading inside. Bypassing the boxes of reconditioned phones, she dropped her hip pack on the counter, pulling out her own mobile.
The door slammed shut behind her, and she turned, half-expecting Richard Newman, the repairman to be walking in with his usual cranky air. Instead, the swagman swayed side to side, eyes staring distantly over her shoulder. With her phone switching on, she panicked. “Hey Siri call —”
The metal box slammed into Rose's face, the edged corner cracking her nose, driving it upwards and stunning her, the second blow smashing down onto her skull, audible cracks echoing off the shop walls.
“I dunno – go earbash someone else,” replied Siri, Rose’s own laughter echoing through the phone speaker, falling upon dead ears.




Chapter 10

Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


“There it is,” said Noah, scanning the spectrum data streaming through the wall screen in the control room. “We picked up the atmospheric disruption, the friction causing a heat build-up, about an hour ago.”
Zuri watched the image focus in, Ship now able to tap into elements of the active satellite system though still avoiding direct connection with the data fields heading back down to the planet. They had enough to worry about, without countries hitting yet another panic button if they detected their fingers in that pie.
“You think that’s a Stratan ship? With the light-wrap, it would match the tech we experienced. And if so, they must have travelled faster than the original one. Do we have any indication Earth is aware of it?”
“We are avoiding tapping directly into any Military Command structures right now, but we have enough encrypted NATO messages to give a strong hint,” said Smith, flicking the satellite imagery over to display multiple TV channels. The news flooded with the iron ring of warships on exercise off the coasts of North Korea and China. “A show of strength, and the clues within the pattern of messages suggest it’s a smokescreen. I can’t be sure, but Noah agrees, we think the US and its allies are showing their left hand while pulling the rabbit out of the hat with the right.”
Zuri stared at the screen, the images clicking into real-time as the spaceship’s heat signature approached the coast of Western Scotland. Military jets flew around it, bearing the insignia of RCAF, the Canadian planes clearly aware of what tore through the atmosphere between them. A storm swirled along their flight path, a typical Scottish winter blow that drove everyone indoors, even the hill farmers would be on lockdown. She let out a pained sigh, flash memories of Lieutenant Bhakshi’s death invading her thoughts, colouring her judgement in a way she couldn’t allow. Delta were evidently still back in Stratan’s home system, the expected pulse of the Node transfer silent. If they were on Stratan, would they be welcomed? How bad would it be there if !Nias’ dying words spoke true, their situation desperate over three hundred years ago?
And the original Zuri – the other me. Would she be feeling this much pain having to deal with the memories?
“It has to be Stratan,” said Finn. “There’s no reason for landing in Scotland unless they’re hunting for the SeedShip, or maybe targeting the House.”
“Uh-huh,” said Smith. “Makes some sense. And we left behind enough dead aliens and their tech to make it a focus for the other countries. British Command will have thrown up a ring of steel around it, and NATO if we’re sharing.”
“Don’t forget our own dead left in those woods,” said Zuri, eyes flaring. “This will not go well.” She looked over to Finn, his fingers pulsing in and out, pushing deep into already sore palms.
Not well at all.
“Keep a close eye on the area Noah will show you, Ship. Everything to be recorded in connection with that spaceship. Ins and outs, if we can, whether our soldiers or alien. Noah will take you through the insignia details, so you can identify who we are dealing with.” Zuri looked over to the rest of Echo Squad, each nodding in turn, lost in thoughts of Garshellach Forest.
“I can’t do everything, Zuri. Prioritise,” said Ship, for once devoid of indignance.
“What can you manage with S’lgarr?”
“Surface scans for EM changes, if they are significant, and satellite imagery analysis – comparing the surface every two to three hours for anomalies matching S’lgarr’s profile. I can continue my understanding of satellite protocols and use the same algorithms as I look towards Earth’s cyber infrastructure. But that’s it – my capacity improves daily, however.”
“It’ll do Ship.”




Chapter 11

Ceduna, South Australia
 


“Nothing?”
“Nah, mate. Wife said they had a blue months back. He got caught by the booze bus down in Smoky Bay, had a fight about it and she kicked him out. She spoke to his brickie on the building site, and they said he was sleeping couch to couch, spending most nights in the boozer off his face when not working.” Constable Williams slapped both his feet onto the desk, leaning back in his chair as he ran greased fingers through a mop of hair.
“We can’t just leave it there, Nige. The road train driver was sure he saw him roll out the Ute, and there’s blood on the steering wheel and seat. He could be anywhere; trails been blown by the bloody shore winds.” Sergeant Cockroft knocked Williams’ feet off the desk, a big grin on his face as the large constable flipped him a finger.
“Just another bloke given the flick by his wife, sarge. He’ll turn up, or he’s wandered into the desert, and we’ll find his bones sometime.”
“That’d be right. Okay, post his ugly mug on the system.”
◆◆◆
 
—Mmmm. Delicious.
S’lgarr let the tentacle tickle at the rear of Jordan’s skull, sipping at the spirit within, drawing a taste of the banquet that was to come.
Humans have so much life to give.
He let the tentacle wrap around the man, sensing the state of the flesh, calling up a worry as it felt the murmur within the heart, and blood bleeding upon the brain. It would not be long for this world, but it needed the human, or more like him. A connection to a world he barely understood, trying to draw off and read the impulses surging around its brain, to make sense of how to insinuate itself in the technological complexity the humans constructed.
S’lgarr sent a wisp of a pulse inward, triggering a synaptic response, then another and another, playing the brain as a puppeteer would a marionette. Unable to infect, or completely control the organic system, with the brain’s pulses of electricity moving from membrane to membrane, rather than in the continuous stream he thrived upon, he sought to understand instead. And the more he played, and learned, and experienced, the more S’lgarr knew humans would be beyond any lifeform it had faced in the past. Maybe if he’d not been in such a rush after waking from his slumber, nor so intoxicated with potential, he would have succeeded before. The human capacity for learning, adaption, and survival gave him hope of a feast, and a fear of failing again.
Slowly does it – but must keep the horde suppressed. Time and time.
The mobile phone sprung to life, screen flickering as tendrils of S’lgarr slid amongst the silicon and copper.
“This is Fibre Sales, Rena speaking. How may I help on this beautiful day?”
Jordan’s mouth moved, impulses running from brain to muscles, compelling his body to speak. A rusted croak slipped between teeth, “Need to check on your stock levels and delivery times.”




Chapter 12

Garshellach Forest, nr Stirling, Scotland
 


!Inakini crouched in the muddy hole, snow and melt water combining with the mud as his weight pressed downwards. He used the long-handled shovel to slide the slush aside, eyes searching for anything that marked the spot as booby trapped. Satisfied, he handed the shovel to Kau, and slid the twin poles underneath the body, with Kau opposite him taking the now muddy ends and extending the poles out to form a stretcher. On three they lifted, using the additional power level of their Stratan armour to heave against the mud underneath sucking at the cloth. They stepped crab-like, up the slope, moving another twenty metres before bringing it down gently to the ground.
“We are on a short timeframe, Nakini,” said Captain Darrow, the SAS commander in charge of the landing site. “Anything we should be worried about before your ship comes in? That hole will be covered once it’s down.”
The big Stratan looked nonplussed at the officer, trying to process what was going on. The first Haven he had ever seen lay at his feet, curled into a foetal position, yet preserved like a dried husk. Its condition was beyond anything he’d have expected going by the timeframes they knew.
“We’ll check,” said Mills, turning back towards the hole as Krotoa fell in by his side. She paced ahead, eager to see, to learn. She stomped down through the mud and slush towards the hole, extracting a data tablet from her pouch and linking to her HUD. Mills dropped in at her side, with the two sappers Darrow had ordered to follow, carrying shovels and a metal box.
Krotoa used the tablet to examine the ground, running through the standard sensors before bagging it and placing it on the ground. Mills saw the screen briefly glow, with a gentle vibration numbing his feet, his mind racing back to the stories surrounding the exposure of the House entrance.
“There’s something here,” said Krotoa, pointing to a section of the ground. “It’s about a metre further down, just over a metre long and metal.”
The two sappers dropped into the hole. Already caked in mud and soil from the work prepping for the landing Stratan ship, Mills expected them to attack the digging with gusto to get out as fast as they could. Instead, they worked with extreme care, nudging their way down and listening to the young Stratan’s instructions. Once they’d dug three quarters of the way, they reached up for their box, extracting a compact mine detector they had operating in seconds. Krotoa watched, tallying their signal with hers as the modern kit threw up an image of the object. A metal pole, a spike at one end, probably a spear. With no sign of anything untoward, they dug further down, carefully exposing the ancient weapon. They ran a few more checks before removing it, handing it up to Krotoa, who wrinkled her nose at the muddy grip, gesturing for Mills to take it.
“Oh, so I get to carry the strange alien object, do I? Well done, lads,” said Mills, turning to find the Haven body surrounded by onlookers. Krotoa pulled herself out of the hole to briefly stand at his side before bouncing off towards the crowd.
“Come on, Mills. This is just … I dunno, amazing.”
Mills nodded and peered at the spear in his hand. The short, stout shaft was made from a familiar blue-metal, and at the base, a square plaque was inserted, clearly a separate entity and there for a purpose. The temptation to touch it nagged at him. But !Inakini’s shout across eroded the feeling, and he walked over.
“Hey Mills. We have your first alien,” said !Inakini. “And mine.”
Mills caught sight of the ragged clothing as the Stratan soldier rose from the corpse, and the scales that ran along the Haven’s back. They appeared brittle, despite the moisture from the mud and soil, and as he followed their lines to the thick tail that wrapped underneath and between the withered legs, he decided to keep any judgements until later.
He showed the spear to !Ui at the far side of the group, and as he lifted it up, !Inakini’s eyes widened. He wasn’t looking at the tip, just the plaque at the bottom. After a second, he looked towards !Ui who nodded back to him.
“There’s a lot going on right now. And Captain Darrow has received orders regarding the Haven. It is to be returned to the garrison around the House for now. We need to get it moved and preserved as best we can.” !Ui stepped back, letting the captain take over as the onlooking sappers from the Royal Engineers found themselves pressed into service, carrying the first true alien towards the vehicle. She slipped in beside Mills as they prepared the body, taking the spear from his hand. She slid her hand over the smooth metal, and pressed the end with her thumb, the plaque clicking out after a few seconds of pressure. Mills made to speak, but she gave him a look that choked the words back as she put the square metal into her pouch.
!Inakini appeared at his side, placing a muddy hand on his upper arm. “We’ll return it once we see what’s on it. It matches the data plaques on the SeedShip and those at the House. We won’t see it for months if we let it go now.”
Mills thought for a second, then the SAS Trooper turned away, leaving the spear to its fate and chewing over the constant need to balance his friends’ situation against his duty. It gnawed a little deeper into his sense of loyalty, and the oaths he had sworn to uphold. He walked over to the enormous hole, only a few more minutes from completion, to think.
“We are pushing his friendship,” said !Inakini.
“If you were to choose between us, and our Marines on the ship, and him …” said his captain, raising her eyebrow over one large eye, stretching the claw like tattoos underneath.
“I am just saying, we need friends like him if we are to survive on this planet. You can’t push him too far.” He looked to the ground, then back towards his commanding officer, cousin and friend. “This Haven – that body was well-preserved. It’s not natural, not at all, assuming the Haven are as similar to us in biochemical make up as we think.”
“You got any thoughts on that?”
“None I’m ready to talk through. I’m a technician, not a scientist. The House AI is our only genuine source of hope with this one.”




Chapter 13

Near Denial Bay, South Australia
 


S’lgarr slid the metallic tip of his fifth tentacle around the thick, triple wrapped fibre cable, lifting the coil easily upwards as the thirty-metre-long articulated limb extended out from the shore, dragging the cable over the low cliff and towards the not-so abandoned radio telescope building. It extended inwards, through the slightly dented door, and on into the half-empty building beyond. Inside lay the cannibalised remains of a computer system, screens and access compartments strewn around the floor, with S’lgarr’s second and third tentacles prodding and poking among the remains as he pieced together a contrived jigsaw. Alien technology it may be, but as the mobile phones around him surged through the data and information he needed, piece by piece he built, attached and constructed the base system he needed.
Once I can gain access to their systems, I can learn faster – extend, network, insinuate.
What…?
Panic rushed in, the whole Garr horde simultaneously rippling through his nervous system, tendrils of ravening electromagnetic power ripping at his stores of food. S’lgarr threw up defences, severing nerves where need be, blocking where he couldn’t. He wrapped those he could in blankets of smothering waves, negating and breaking up the patterns much as the AI grown from Th’lgarr had done to his sliver. The panic coursed through the ascended Garrs, fear forcing them to retract back inwards, to compress themselves as small and as insignificant as they could, hoping the rasp of S’lgarr’s inner power would seek retribution elsewhere.
With more resolve, I would have been overwhelmed.
S’lgarr chose one that roiled in response, spitting waves of power as his mind closed in to swathe the brain and nerve cluster with his regard.
Mercy or death?
He ripped the maddened Garr from the cluster, extracting the seething mass out of his body, rolling it between the tentacles of fear and self-loathing.
— Can you see, my brothers? Behold the power I hold, that of your life and death. Without me, you would be nothing on this planet. In the worlds we ravaged, we feasted upon the beasts and inferior creatures. But here, they have claws you cannot see, technology to entrap, rend and tear our kind. Do not think they will fall under your will, for they may fear, but as one they fight to the bitter end to survive. We must split them apart, sow dissension, uncertainty, pull their resolve to pieces before slaving them to us. Only then can we suck the marrow from their bones and drink life from their bodies.

The tentacles lifted the boiling energy ball, swirls of crackling power striking out at the metallic limbs, desperation pervading the night air. Anger lashed down, the writhing tentacle slamming the electromagnetic Garr into the dust, slashing with unrelenting fury and feasting upon the hapless creature. Rhy’lgarr screamed one last silent agony while being eaten alive, no longer laughing in the face of the impotent unascended he left behind. The joy of it sped through S’lgarr, rushing with the glow of power, slamming into his limp tentacle’s nerve cluster. Revelling in the thrill of its movement, the first twitch an ecstasy now contained within the attached minor brain, he locked his final emotion away.
But the echo of that final agony thrummed into the ground. Rhy’lgarr’s last desperate plea for salvation unanswered, but not unheard.
◆◆◆
 
Dulled, mud-soaked feathers sprung out, slicing into the soil, sending long-forgotten signals into the atrophied brain. Impulses quivered, a signal, a call to arms tantalising dormant senses, sparking an errant message through to the preserved brain core. The first in 33,000 years, enough to set the fire burning, awaken the ravening hunger, urge limbs to crack from aeon held positions. A tooth-filled maw opened, tearing into the surrounding mud, drawing on every form of life it could find, worm, root, soil, larvae. Mere specks of nutrients against her need, but enough to fire synapses, stimulate nerves into flickers of instinctive movement. With gravity informing the bestial mind which way was up, instincts took over, urging metal clawed hands upwards to rip at the soaking mud, slipping anything that squirmed or ran into a desperate mouth. Her senses fired, windswept rain lashing against clawed fingertips, and she heaved, wrenching the sucking mud aside, a shimmering, metallic feathered creature laying gasping in the depths of a Scottish puddle.
And then a roar, engines seething with power sweeping overhead, pressing the too thin body into the mud-laden ground. The Garr screamed defiance, lost amongst the thunder rolling across the sky. Senses prickled at the heat and warmth, with wide eye sockets filled by black pupils drinking in the glow of life funnelled inwards by the surrounding scales. She flipped to her feet, scanning the forest. Deer leapt into the darkness, startled by the spaceship as it slid into the Royal Engineer dug landing space. Kha’ligarr locked on, taloned feet digging into the ground, and surged. Three bounds and she was on the young buck, serrated claws digging into its neck, pointed teeth latching onto the pulsing warmth of its throat. As blood spurted, the Garr made sure every drop fell upon her tongue, the last of her stored energy spent in the capture of a precious prize. When its heart stopped pumping, she let the jaws slide apart, pulling back, and diving upon the flesh, a thrill of meat, gristle and bone setting her stomach on fire.




Chapter 14

Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


“They’ve thrown a tarpaulin over it – but Ship has merged several satellite images after the light camouflage dropped,” said Smith, his bronzed skin glinting with a metallic fleck, fingers playing with the hair at the nape of his neck. He caught himself, and the grin from Noah brought a half-smile to his lips.
I haven’t overcompensated, Ship insisted I should have this much hair from the data plaque information.
The screen showed the angled spacecraft as it barrelled over the snow-covered branches of Garshellach Forest. The regimented rows of plantation giving way to a natural mix of trees as the nose of the ship dipped towards the scarred clearing, a tear amongst the winter beauty where Yasuko’s ship had pushed its way above the soil for the first time in 33,000 years. The plethora of communication aerials and sensor arrays at its nose hit the mud slide first, snapping, grating against the ship’s hull as the bulk of the forty-metre craft entered the channel. With momentum carrying it forward, it careered into multiple tension lines slung across its path, ripping driven pylons from the earth, each slowing the Stratan ship bit by bit. The bow rose into the air along the ramped channel built at the end, piercing the storm briefly before sliding inexorably back down below the surrounding ground level. Royal Engineers ran, soaked to the skin but regimented, orderly as they pulled a massive tarpaulin over the exposed hull, tensioning it with a motorised block and tackle.
“I’m not sure Stirling Albion will be playing many football matches on their pitch this winter,” said Finn, “No where else I can think of to get a cover like that.”
“It’s really happening,” said Zuri. “Can you focus in on that Panther, Ship.”
The image narrowed down on the military vehicle, the back gate open, two soldiers on guard either side. Hanging out from the open boot was a body bag, unzipped, though the darkness and storm prevented any clear visual. Ship, without being asked, trawled past images, digitally identifying the vehicle, and the events happening around it, relaying the new images to Echo Squad.
“I have this,” he said.
They watched as a large Stratan Marine, helmetless, dug warily into a muddy hole within the channel the sappers had constructed. Satisfied, he removed more slush and mud, though his armoured torso covered over whatever he unearthed. The alien soldier handed his shovel to a second, lithe Marine, while a familiar figure approached them both.
“That’s Darrow,” said Finn. “Captain Darrow of the SAS Reserve – D Troop, I think. Lumu’s commanding officer. He was at Forthside, overseeing the training sessions we had to change areas for.”
“Oh my …” said Noah, choking off as the two Stratan soldiers lifted out a curled object from the hole, resting it on the body bag they’d seen earlier. The Haven snout tucked inside two clawed hands, one finger of each extended and resting near its eyes. Between the once powerful legs, a scale covered tail tucked under and wrapped around its body protectively, limp against the dried, husk like torso.
“Ship,” said Zuri. “Is there any way to identify who that is?”
“Only by supposition. The Earth Explorer had only one crew member towards the end, according to the data Yasuko shared. Chief Xeno Scientist Crr.”
“The one who made the musical statues?” said Smith, his data banks flicking through the strange sculpture from the House, and Xxar’s use of another to survive the Restoration’s attack on the Haven Space Station.
“The same. Very prominent in the Scientocracy and favoured by Xxar for her …” Ship briefly processed the appropriate wording, failing to come up with an alternative, so it dove right in, “attitude towards humans as tools, carriers … test subjects.”
“Until she became one herself.” Zuri stood, hands glued to her hips, the posture a warning sign of what was to come. “And remarkably well-preserved.”
No one needed to add more, all thoughts turning to the human husks that inhabited S’lgarr’s suit-wraiths. The similarity was startlingly obvious, sparking a thread of fear in each of them. The battles on Nutu Allpa stark, despite their digital status as buddies to Delta Squad. Torn, split, sliced and sucked into liquid stone by clawing suit-wraiths would be hard to forget. But the mission aboard the Tiq transport ship had been the worst – meat and flesh filled corridors, blood floating amongst the fragments of bone that had once been allies. Yet they had saved one, and it had meant so much. It had been their first connection with potential, and the driver among Echo Squad to go their own way. No longer Delta’s weapons of choice, they now forged their own path.
“Hey,” said Smith tapping the image, a square forming over the spot as he dragged his finger across the view screen. “Looks like I’m not on my own any more boys and girls.” The image magnified, a Stratan technician, the circular tattoo under one eye, handing over a blue-metal spear to a familiar figure – Trooper Mills, SAS reserve and wounded on the rescue mission to save them. He carried the weapon, each of the squad recognising it for what it was, over to the gathering group around the Haven husk. A Stratan detached herself from the group, two clawed tattoos running down either cheek, causing Zuri to stiffen as the woman’s hand reached out for the spear. Gauntleted fingers clicked the base, the square plaque springing up, and she slipped it into her pouch. The large technician took Mills’ arm, and a few words were exchanged before Mills turned away, stiffly walking back to the channel as the sappers filled in the hole.
“I know there’s more going on here than meets the eye,” said Noah, glancing around the room, “but that looked very dodgy to me.”
“Aye,” said Finn, a stern glare held on the receding Mills, fingers pulsing into sore palms, “it did.”




Chapter 15

Stratan Marine Ship, Garshellach Forest, nr Stirling, Scotland
 


The door heaved open, returning inwards as the bulkhead wheel spun under Kau’s hands. He entered their ship, !Ui at his side with Mills behind, the man’s eyes wide as they roamed the stark space. The familiarity of it all struck him immediately. He’d taken part in the old submarine tours like many in his Troop, and this tin can was set out in such a similar way he was struck by déjà vu. He expressed it to Kau as they walked inwards, the Stratan explaining that ocean exploration was a recent phenomenon when they’d left Stratan, fuelled by the sudden need for the crystals they found at depth. Especially those for the laser arrays that’d pushed them on their way.
Kau reached the main store, keying the system open and walking in, glancing at Mills on the way.
“Why do you keep looking at me like that?” said Mills.
“Wondering what size you are,” he said, reaching a floor locker and banging it open. He took out the skinsuit within, and then the armour. “Here, hold this. And this.”
Mills took the kit, including the helmet and piled them outside the door, glancing down the corridor as something flittered past his vision. He had a flash of skin and scale, a shimmer of metallic feathers he couldn’t quite hold in his mind. Shaking his head, he made to move back in the storeroom when the scrape of metal drew his attention, like iron brushes on a drum. Seeing that Kau and !Ui were caught up in the stock check, he walked along the corridor, wondering if they had robots or something similar on board. When he reached the corner, a long, thin fingered hand grabbed at his ankle, the claws tearing through his uniform and on into flesh. He caught a shimmer of feathers again as he looked down, then the long thin hand slashed upwards, aiming for his upper thigh as he threw himself backwards into a heap.
Kau was the first at this side, his sidearm to hand.
“Something in here,” Mills said, the blood seeping from his ankle testament to the obvious. The clang of the outer hull door slamming shut punctuated his words. Kau moved; his armour power upped as he sped towards the bulkhead. It had automatically spun shut, a spark of electricity raging over the keypad as he reached out towards it. Kau tried again, and the spark leapt to his gauntlet, the servos locking tight, his fingers unable to bend. The electrical charge flowed up to the wrist and Kau snapped the clasp, hurling it off his hand and against the wall, dread creeping at the back of his mind. The gauntlet briefly flickered into life, the servos whirring as it tried to crawl towards him, before the charge dissipated into the air. He looked towards the airlock door, and back at his glove, deciding to leave it where it was. He reached for the pad again, sequencing the unlock program before spinning the wheel and heading out, gun in hand.
!Ui lifted Mills from the floor, scanning his leg, noting the torn trousers but the lack of blood higher up.
“Computer, what the hell was that?” she asked.
“What the hell was what?” it replied.
“Whatever attacked Mills, whatever was in here.”
“There is only you, Kau, and the Earth human you haven’t added to my system, in here. No one else has entered since !Inakini set the wake-up protocol.”
!Ui flinched at the AI’s words, a chill running down her spine and into her soul. She tapped into the computer’s data base, running the records back since they’d walked in. It showed all of Mills’ actions and reactions, the tear through his clothes, the opening and closing of the bulkhead. Yet, there was no sign of what had done it. At first, she thought of light-wrap armour, but even that would have some glimmer to identify it with the speed it moved, and the AI would know it was there.
Mills stood behind her, easing off his right leg as he watched the screen. “It had feathers, and claws. Real fast, but I saw them.”
“But the AI didn’t,” she said, turning to look as Kau returned, his face betraying the lack of success. He recounted the events with the keypad and his gauntlet, making absolutely sure they understood something had taken it over – that he’d lost control of it.
“Captain,” said the AI. “The cryotubes – there must be a malfunction. The remaining Marines’ life signs have shown an anomaly.”
“An anomaly? Explain.”
“They were alive and now … they are not.”
“Explain,” said !Ui, eyes flashing, anger squashing down the anguish.
“They’re … no. No, data compiling. Not alive – but not dead. Systems have been compromised; cryotube sensors disabled. Need a system reboot. Is Chief Technician !Inakini available for a complete system check?”
“How are my Marines, Computer? Answer.”
“Unknown parameter fields. Some are … alive, but just.”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri peered down the sight, the weapon enhanced ARILLS focussing upon the airlock entrance as claws wrapped round the edge of the opening door. A flash of multi-coloured feathers signalled the creature’s dart from the doorway, the sight attuning late to the electromagnetic absorption rate of the Garr when it moved. It instantly lost the image when it came to a halt near a hastily built cabin. Judging the creature to be using slower movements as it passed the building, Zuri realised tracking this new alien was going to be a nightmare.
She eye-clicked, sending the packet of data winging Smith’s way, hoping his newly formed body contained enough air displacement metrics to cope in the tail end of the storm. Maintaining her field of view on the airlock, Mills followed a minute or so after, haring across to the cabin, tears in his uniformed leg though little blood seeped through. She tracked the soldier, noting his ribs must have healed well as he battered into the door and nodded to the infantry soldier inside before grabbing the radio. Unable to hear, she recorded as his lips moved, but the agitated SAS reserve moved out of her line of sight.
A data packet dropped, and she scanned the message.
“In pursuit.”
“Crap.” Zuri moved slowly, wishing for the Stratan’s light camouflage as she crept through the forest edge, the area under heavy surveillance by her own army, with the prospect of being treated as the enemy if spotted. The full black ceramic plate would not help matters, either. Right now, she felt everything was spiralling out of control, their return to Earth as chaotic as their leaving. Dead aliens, possible traitors and the British Army allied with an old enemy. And now a Garr, its feathers so like those Yasuko wore while she searched for her identity, running from the ship, blood on its claws.
Nyumba nzuri si mlango, fungua uingie ndani. A good house is not its door, open it and go inside. Yes Momma, but what about a bad house? What is happening here?
◆◆◆
 
Smith charged through the undergrowth, following the broken trail, desperately trying to attune his motion sensors to the alien barging its way through the undergrowth ahead of him. With sound dulled, beaten down by the heavy rain, he was left using only electronic eyes, chasing a light absorbing alien. At least the British guards wouldn’t hear him.
That’d be an irony – killed by aliens, brought back from the dead and then shot by my own army.
The trail shifted, the creature leaping diagonally, crashing through a snow-covered bush and showering the air briefly with a heat signature. Smith’s visual data suddenly increased, the HUD aligning with his internal systems rendering a picture of a feathered alien, legs bent rearward, around two metres tall. Not forgetting the talons that would rip out his motorised heart and serve it on a platter.
Got to be a Garr – those feathers in the image. Crap, oh crap.
Smith stopped, eye-clicking, spinning his sensors through a 360-degree sweep, dread sliding up his spine and kissing the back of his neck. False hair rose in a surge of electromagnetic energy.
Sh—
The weight slammed into his back, shoving Smith face down into the familiar mud and snow of Garshellach Forest. Talons scraped across the ceramic plate, tearing at the gap between them and piercing the black material. Smith rolled, combining the additional power of the armour servos with his own advancements, the sudden heave throwing the bird-like alien back into the bushes. He rolled again, twisting, bringing himself up, rifle poised as the Garr surged forwards, wings spread, taloned four-toed feet grasping for his helmet. Metal edges scarred the visor as Smith dropped, spinning onto his back, and raising his beloved SA80, fighting the urge to fire.
Bloody covert ops. Give me the regular army.
He pushed himself up, sensors pinging, the Garr already forty metres ahead and disappearing fast. The crashing behind expected and signalled by his HUD, with Finn and Noah arriving in a flurry of snow and mud, the reason the alien had not finished its not-so human meal.
“Well, that was jolly good fun,” said Smith, dropping the muzzle of his rifle. “Good job you arrived when you did, would have hated having to tear that thing apart with my bare hands.”




Chapter 16

The House, Garshellach Forest, nr Stirling, Scotland
 


“Who are you?” came the translation, the rumble emerging as deeply voiced words from the Haven hologram hovering over the stone slab. “Where am I?”
Mills coughed, memories of Corporal Smith hurting his head as he went through the flashbacks of the SAS assault on the Stratan Marine incursion. He remembered Smith conversing as a hologram, but in the strangeness of everything that happened, he’d only just died. This alien was over 33,000 years old.
“I am Captain !Ui, from the planet Stratan. I will answer your questions, in return for you answering mine.”
“An impertinent human. Nice to see you have progressed from your strange heritage. I am Chief Xeno Scientist Crr, of the Haven Scientocracy. And I know Stratan well enough. Cold planet, low light with an oxygen level in the range humans can tolerate. Yes – I can see your development. A technical success.” Crr’s eyes ranged around the room, looking at each person.
Mills was unsure of how she was ‘seeing’ anything, the arrogance in her look mirroring the words. But then, she was an alien, maybe it was just a perception he was assuming?
“Ah, but you, man. You are Earth bred, so some made it through the ice age. I thought it would be the death of you, with the hunger and all.” The Haven’s stare held Mills, penetrating his brain, a mental cross-examination.
!Ui spoke back up, an agenda in mind, “You remain on Earth. We believe you were buried beneath your ship for 33,000 years. Give or take.”
The hologram paused, unnaturally still, making them think there was a glitch until the minimal sideways head movement, as if it was listening intently.
“Ah, this is my abode. Yessss, though you have damaged my AI. You must return me to my ship, immediately. I need to rebirth, be again. Death does not become me.” Crr infused the words with power and arrogance, !Ui flinching but refusing to be taken in.
“In time. Are there any more Haven ships here, other than yours? A SeedShip perhaps?”
Crr seemed taken aback, the pause repeating itself. Though this time for longer, and her eyes appeared distant. “I do not think so. No, my memory bonds are not complete – there are gaps. But no. Earth was not to be seeded, it was the source. Or at least, not until we eradicated the … the Garr. Though I have no recollection of what that word embodies – only that it was the Garr that killed me. Drank me down and did not stop until my last memory faded.”
“Garr?” said !Inakini. “An animal on Earth?”
“No. An alien. And connected with your heritage, now I think back on my first words. I get a sense of … of fear when I focus on it. But enough of this. My ship – take me there immediately.” !Ui flipped out the plaque, her hands tight, shaking as she slammed the table. She stood up, stalking out the room as the rest of her squad moved out the way, knowing the signs.
!Inakini looked towards Kau, before examining the floor after his second-in-command’s beseeching look. Sighing, he stood, following his captain into the next room, surprised to find Mills at his side. !Ui stood at the airlock door, her head resting against the metal, body arched as if she was trying to press her way through.
“Hey,” he said, flinching as !Ui turned, the glare telling him to back off. The big Stratan ignored it, carrying on regardless. “You can’t take every blow as if it’s your fault. There was a moment of hope in there, there might be more yet. We don’t know until we establish a relationship with this Haven.”
“We have no ship to take her to. Whatever this ‘rebirth’ is, we can’t provide it. Why should she help? You heard her, we’re like test subjects, or pets, to her.”
“At the moment we do not know what she actually is – it’s likely just a program bonded to the plaque.”
Mills coughed again, then spoke up, “No. It was exactly like Smith. He had his personality copied on there – the others who knew him hardly missed a beat; it seemed so natural. All the questioning I’ve been under made me forget how it felt, pushing for the facts, and not the emotions. She’s real, a copy maybe, but that’s her. And if that’s the case, then she has all the knowledge of the Haven. What if she can recall a ship? Send a distress signal? Help you build one, or even get you back to Stratan. I don’t know what a Xeno Scientist is – but maybe she has the knowledge you need.”
!Inakini looked across to Mills, his face full of gratitude as !Ui returned to pressing her head against the metal door. Mills slapped his friend on the back and headed back to the other room.
“Mills,” said !Ui as he reached the door. “Thank you.”
“Analysis complete. Subject: Garr. All record files locked, Chief Scientist Crr’s encryption,” resounded the House AI’s voice.
“Ahh, while this was going on, I delved into wherever the AI would let me. Crr was part of the team selecting humans for seeding, choosing those most suited to specific planets and the best genetic mix to propagate. Once selected, it was someone called Xxar’s role to apply medical adaptations to better suit the intended environment – both in the current population and the next generations. Germline – editing human eggs. From there, the bio restructure was instigated, ensuring the new humans would alter bacterial and viral biodomes on each seeded planet, yes?”
“Eh? What?” said Mills. Kau looked over to him, hand raised, pointing to his ear for Mills to wait and listen.
“We guessed most of this,” !Ui paused, realising Mills was about to receive yet another set of revelations.
Welcome to the new reality.
“Get to the point,” !Ui snapped, ignoring the senior technician’s wince.
“Point A – Crr was big in the programme, a controller for Earth. And that explains the attitude. Point B – she stayed on the planet at Xxar’s request. He’d found an anomaly in the genetic splicing of humanity, in fact a striking similarity to Haven’s. Manipulation that led him to believe an alien called a Garr had been at work here. He recognised it, because they, the Haven, were a Garr’s creation too. I believe he asked Crr to find it, and either capture it or kill it, and return the body. How this was to be done, and any direct information about this specific creature, is in that secure file.”
“So we need an in? With Crr?”
“Yes, if we are to stop whatever’s happening here.” !Ui bowed her head, thoughts battering at her sore mind. “Now, what would she want?”
“Ah, I found something interesting out about the Haven and their Scientocracy that may help.” !Inakini took a breath. “They keep a preserved and sealed clone embryo inside their body.”




Chapter 17

The Situation Room, Washington DC
 


“Mr President,” said General Garcia, “Gentlemen.” He nodded towards the other Chiefs of Staff, all of them quiet, never a good sign as he joined them at the vast table. “My apologies, I’ve been in contact with British Command about the Stratan Spaceship defensive screen on the ground. It appears there’s been a significant event.”
“How significant, General? Considering an alien spaceship just landed in a forest near the centre of Scotland of all places.” Hawlish tapped at his pocket, the rattle of his pill box responding.
How long have I got before I go the same way as John?
“They’ve dug up an alien body,” Garcia coughed. “Not a Stratan, the word is we’re looking at one of the original aliens, the builders of the House and the ship the Brits left on. No confirmation, but it’s the way the evidence is pointing.”
The murmur across the Chiefs of Staff rose in pitch and stress, Garcia’s nervous cough bringing it to a close, pointing to the large screen against the wall, which lit up in response. The image of a dried out, mummified Haven, curled like an embryo against the floor of a vehicle boot sent the room into a crescendo of noise.
Garcia stood, trying to get the attention away from each other and on him. Time was short.
We need to nail a direction on this, or we’ll lose focus in the chaos to come.
“Chiefs, if you please,” said Hawlish. “Let Garcia speak.”
“We already had one failed Private Military Contractor attack on the Brits soon after the original First Contact, and the North Korean debacle in Canada with the second group trying to kidnap a Stratan Marine and their tech. When word gets out about this new alien find, and it will, the chaos among our competitors will be destabilising.”
“But this alien’s dead, right?” said General Marks, his US Space Force uniform creasing as he leant forward. “And there’s no new tech involved – or did you leave that part out?” Marks compulsively licked his lips, the thought of missing out on any more technology riled him. The fact great opportunities for furthering the USA were in the hands of the British and Canadians, despite the obvious pathway being built for pooling the knowledge, made him nervous. And the PMC attacks, as well as the countries funding them, only made it worse. Another finger in the US apple pie.
“No. First indications are it died near its spaceship. No tech, just a new type of metal in the form of a rod from what I hear. The body’s being moved to Stirling soon, and on from there to a need-to-know site. We’re in on all of this, our military intelligence officers are working side by side with British counterparts.”
Hawlish raised a finger from his clasped hands, drawing the Chiefs’ full attention. “But a true alien, and yet another discovery, will set China and Russia on fire. They won’t believe there’s no new technology to be had, whether or not we shout it out. It won’t just stir the goddamned political pot; it’ll turn it into a shitstorm.” The President looked towards General Garcia, a man he was coming to admire more every day. He’d seen it already, and the potential fallout.
“A few days ago, I advised we stood strong, and at the time it was the right call. We helped get the Stratan Ship down, and we’ll get the tech benefit from that, and piss off our enemies. But now …”
“We stand strong, but let the pressure off a little,” finished the President, his chin resting on clasped hands as he leant back. “Thoughts?”
“We can ease the naval exercise, move it away and towards Japan. The further from North Korea and Taiwan, the less pressure will be on in the background. Calling it off completely,” said Admiral Strang, pulling down his uniform sleeves while looking directly at Hawlish, “would be the wrong signal though.”
“Agreed,” said Hawlish. “General Brown?”
“We need the NATO air curtain around Scotland, and I’m sure the Admiral would agree, close monitoring of the North Atlantic by the navy. I think we keep the status quo, don’t knee-jerk further. Keep them at a distance the same way we have been doing.” The Chief of the US Air Force received nods of agreement from around the room, except for Marks, who stared at the table.
“Go on, General Marks. Your view?”
“We have to bring this tech under our wing, Mr President. We can’t trust it won’t fall into the wrong hands – the new equipment is vital for the defence of our country. And I don’t mean the new armour, or the rifles. All that is in hand, and we all know our competitors will catch up – they’ll get hold of the information in some way. I mean the Stratan EMP – number one priority. I’d go so far as saying over and above our relations with the Brits, even NATO. Whoever holds that, has the world quivering at their feet.”
“Or, General, forces panic-stricken leaders to push the big red button before it becomes obsolete,” said Hawlish. “Do they see a deterrent or a weapon to take away their power? It’s already a shitstorm, Marks, and now you suggest we make even more enemies?”




Chapter 18

Ceduna, South Australia
 


“So, Mr Newman, talk me through it again. In order this time.”
“I was crook, the other day. Stomach playing up. I left a message on Rose’s phone, but she never bloody checks. I turned up yesterday, and the shop was shut. Thought maybe she’d gone to see a rellie or something for a few days. You know, no point opening without a repairman.” John Newman stood at the shop doorway, legs crossed in front of each other, arms in jacket pockets despite the heat.
“You reckon? And now?” Constable Williams asked, flipping out his notebook.
“Well, I opened up this morning. Needed my tools, and the place is a mess. Break in, I reckon. I called you and then Rose – but her phone’s dead. It’s all a bit shonky.”
“Too right,” said Sergeant Cockcroft, peering over the repairman’s shoulder. He strode past, checking the door and noting the lack of damage. But the shop was a mess, hidden from the outside by the dusty phone display and polarised windows. “You touch anything? Or check the backroom?”
“Nah, called you. Seen enough CSI to know better.”
“Ah, this is rooted, bloody blowies,” swore Cockcroft, the backroom door banging against something as flies erupted through the gap, “Ah bloody ‘ell. Better call it in, Williams. I found Rose.”
◆◆◆
 
A dishevelled and ill looking Jordan sat in the sea pool, shucking the oyster and slipping it down raw, surrounded by a pile of discarded shells. Straggles of a rough beard poked from his chin and jaw; eyes swirled with flies biting at his swollen lump. Above him, the thirty-metre dish whirred, shifting in response to S’lgarr’s fibre optic commands, the half-moon behind providing a beautiful contrast that Jordan’s addled mind couldn’t comprehend.
Yes. We have a connection.
S’lgarr emitted a sliver of himself, the roiling ball rushing along the cable, through his combination of old and new computer parts, and into the dish itself. The dish aligned, and the shard of energy split the air, surging upwards. Free.
Is this what ascending truly feels like? Is this the drug my brothers sought? To be truly free of the flesh.
The beam shrouded the aged satellite, its dead electronics instantly bursting with power, lights flaring and old solar panels engaging. S’lgarr swirled through the redundant systems, his target chosen because of its similarity to the technology within his repaired radio telescope. Small steps, with lessons learned of past overreaching when facing human ingenuity. It quickly responded to his commands, and S’lgarr’s sliver roamed space once again, seeking the next broken relic to override.
And back on Earth, S’lgarr’s search mirrored that above. A need to extend his reach, to spread influence and power, to exert control and eventually feed. And there it was, another place long abandoned, a dish of such size it would be more than enough for his purposes.
But am I enough? Or perhaps, do I need one of my brothers, one I could trust – or control.
Jordan found himself wrapped in a liquid metal tentacle, lifted from the sea, a last oyster sliding down his throat. Whirling eyes watched the tentacle tip slide into view, its glowing end spinning in his mind as he sensed the squeeze of pressure on torso and arms. The tip slid around to back of his head, and he felt his being, his self, drawn to the rear of his skull, pushing itself through bone, skin and hair. With a sigh, his skin drew in, dried lips curling back from exposed teeth, eyes whitening, atrophied. And Jordan died, consumed, as a boiling mass of fury tore through the husk he had become.




Chapter 19

Near Forthside Barracks, Stirling, Scotland
 


Finn and Zuri walked side by side through Stirling’s streets, the cold air biting as each savoured lungful of Scottish air expanded their lungs. The cobbled pavement slick with slush and snow, forcing care as they moved past the closed shops and stone buildings towards the railway station. Zuri briefly took Finn’s hand in hers, a slight smile on her lips, the first real sign of a returning closeness that her mind could cope with. Everything seemed so strange, distant, a slight shift to the left in what they called life. Memories, actual memories, of her life before the sojourn into space played through her mind – but spliced with those she knew were recorded, experienced by another Zuri, downloaded, added, but not part of who she was. But at least this was …
Home.
“You read me, Noah,” whispered Finn, the suit mic under his thick coat picking up the gentle rhythm of his words.
“Yeah, Mills and the Stratan Marine have engaged light camouflage. The microship sensors can pick up any quick movements, and a whiff of a heat signature when it marries with the movements. They are opposite the barracks entrance now.”
“Thoughts?” said Zuri.
“They’re breaking in, at least that’s how it looks. But we know the other Stratan Marines entered earlier with army personnel and there’s been an outflux of soldiers to the local hospital.”
“Smith?” said Finn. “You got a line of sight?”
“Can’t get one without exposing the ship or me. They’ve got Stormer defences up, and a longer-range system installed near the garage. There’s been some heavy stuff going down here. Both cabins look blown out, fencing all around them, windows patched up. And the garage appears to have a new door, with the brick work skewed in places. Lights everywhere.”
“Ah crap,” said Finn. “They must have brought the body here – a staging post or something. Maybe that’s what the Stratan are after?”
“Or the Garr,” chipped in Noah. “We have not seen hide nor hair of it since Garshellach. What if they’ve tracked it here?”
Zuri nodded to herself, hoping the latter held true, not wanting Mills to be as treasonous as some of his behaviours signalled. It could all be more complex, and with Ship now confident it could tap into British Command systems, the temptation to do so kept growing. Right now, Echo were on watch, devoid of the information stream they were so used to. If they listened in, they’d be breaking their vows to their country, if they didn’t, they could end up doing the same.
Information truly is power. Thamani ya taa ni giza kiingiapo. The value of light is only noticed when night falls.
“We need to be patient, Finn,” she said, squeezing his arm. “The Stratan are not a confirmed enemy, Mills could be acting in good faith. We simply don’t know.” Finn’s muscles stiffened, not at her touch, but likely the thought of the Marines. She knew he’d been up talking with Noah these last few nights, something that’d not happened since their rebirth, working through their issues. Shared memories of Cillian and Kapoor filling their time as they worked on the armour, or the weapons, or whatever their hands needed to keep the darkness at bay.
And as for Smith? She simply did not know, his new humanoid form unreadable as he became accustomed to its nuances.
Will he cope?
“They’re moving in,” said Noah. “Ship says he can tap into their radio links without alerting Command if he has permission. They’re using their own communication system between the suits.”
“Do it,” said Finn, overriding Zuri’s previous concerns. They were on mission, and it was his call.
Refusing to glance over to check her thoughts, he quickened the pace, wanting to be close enough to intervene if there was a need to uphold their duty to king and country.
◆◆◆
 
Mills checked the HUD, the system locked into the double-barrelled rifle he clasped in both hands. He moved the reticule about, focussing on different sections of the wall, training his eye-clicked commands to a preferred position.
“Back at the escarpment, Private N’Gaye said he’d been reassigned there because of a bug going round the stationed infantry. A weird one, no symptoms other than feeling drained, tired and antibiotics not working. Those affected have been rotated out of the Escarpment Garrison,” said Kau, the Stratan second-in-command, while adjusting Mills’ tablet link and setting the recording system going.
“And you think it’s this Garr, the one that attacked me – but why are we at the Barracks?”
“Yep – it stopped a day or so ago, but he says one of his mates has come down with it at the barracks. So here we are.”
Mills glanced over to the Forthside buildings, a few more lights up than on his last visit, additional soldiers and equipment milling round. Since the PMC attack, security had gone up another notch, and having just been guarding an alien body before it was sent on for analysis, the place was crawling with Special Service personnel. A chunk of alien metal in the shape of a spear was their current centre of attention.
“Captain Darrow has passed the word; they know we are going in around 2 a.m. But they’ll be twitchy, Kau. Seeing shadows with what you’ve told them about the alien, so you need to be careful.”
“We’ve seen how good your elite are, Mills. We are in no doubt that with our technology you’d be our equals. But it’s still in development, and this ‘Garr’ is in there somewhere, weak and feeding off your people a little at a time to prevent being spotted. Captain !Ui will call your soldiers in once we have a clear picture. She needs it alive and before it moves on to Stirling. Can you imagine finding it then?”
“Agreed.”
“And this will cement things, get her mindset on sharing all our tech. She just needs to exhaust every way she can think of to get home first.”
“And you’d follow her in whatever she chooses.” It wasn’t a question, and Mills didn’t wait for an answer. He’d spent the last few months with these people, learnt their loyalties and their ways. Yes, they’d pushed his duty to his country further than he was comfortable with, but in return he had garnered more and more cooperation on both sides. The armoured suit he wore, and weapon he carried, testament to the future of the SAS and eventually the wider army. The true pressure, however, came from the EMP weapon !Ui carried. Unspoken between them, it pulsed at the back of his mind, and the forefront of Command’s. How long before the cracks appeared, and he was forced down a choice where only his country would be the winner?
With HUD and eyes synced to the reticule, the suit almost feeling part of him now, a slap on his back told him all he needed, and he spun to follow the Stratan Marine to their agreed entry point. The guards were alert, tenser than they should be, a crackle in the air. Mills suspected they wanted the challenge of spotting them going in, and possibly confirm the rumour of just how good their new kit was going to be in the future. This element of the mission was at Darrow’s insistence.
Nothing like a field test, eh? And I’m supposed to make sure it’s all recorded for their analysis.
He slapped his wrist control, watching the hand disappear before his eyes. The metamaterial coating the ceramic plates wrapping the visible light around his body, the suit’s CPU adjusting the filaments to ensure it was near perfect. The slower he moved, the more effective the camouflage was. The suit’s plated and material structure also keeping sound to a minimum, with everything he carried cushioned and pocketed into pouches as per Stratan Marine procedure. Even the rifle strap and connectors were designed that way, and it wasn’t until now, attempting to bypass his own country’s guards before facing off against a real, live alien, that he realised how damn good the kit was.
I hope.
“Lead the way, Earthman,” whispered Kau. The helmet muted the radio sound, preventing it from being heard outside of its shell, but it was a mood thing. Keep to the procedure, get the correct mindset and remain quiet in everything you do.
Mills stepped ahead, crossing over the road in front of the barracks, and avoiding the multiple strong light sources by the fencing that could cause the suit CPU issues. Noting the double-stinger spikes trailing across the entrance, he crossed to a point near the guardhouse, scanning the soldiers for any he knew. Letting out a gentle breath, he waited, crouched in a position that wouldn’t cramp his muscles. The rumble of an engine reached him, bringing a little relief, noting the guards waving to the truck heading out from the barracks. A stroke of luck. If they waited too long, Kau would have been forced to select a vehicle going in, meaning a full dog check. He’d assured Mills they’d be fine but then explained they had no dogs on Stratan – Mills remained far from convinced Kau truly understood a dog’s nasal capacity.
The lorry approached the gates, guards stopping it and checking the vehicle over, even the credentials of the driver, who they clearly knew. To his surprise, as he moved into the gaps afforded by the now open gates, they used lit mirrors to search, sweeping underneath. Once complete, Mills crept forward and slid under the vehicle, waiting with Kau now beside him. He heard the scrape of the stingers being removed and looked left and right. The booted soldiers’ feet moving towards the front of the lorry, laughing with the driver as it crept forward. Mills’ suit alerted him to Kau’s movement, and he joined the Marine slowly crawling forward while the lorry slipped over them. Once clear, they rose, still careful in their movements, the strong double lights above a controlling factor in their speed. Mills glanced behind, finding the rear camera too disconcerting to use yet, and noted the guards returning to their posts, a soft bark a reminder of what could have been.
“Easier than I thought,” said Kau. “Won’t be when they understand the tech. Once they have combined a few different detectors, they’ll be less vulnerable – air displacement, and all that. I’ll make sure !Inakini has that in mind, though your suits will not have the same crystal loaded up as ours.”
“Why not?” said Mills, scanning the first barracks block, watching the passing soldiers chatting and shoving each other as they walked towards the cookhouse. He spotted the gap between the groups, and checking the lighting, headed for the eastern corner of the brick building ahead, wary of the last time he’d been here at night, and the experienced soldiers who’d died at the hands of the Rhombus Military Contractors.
“It’s rare, found only in our deepest oceans, thrown up by deep-sea vents. The Stratan you faced had a poorer quality stone, and we could reproduce that level in the lab by the time we launched. But these transmit the light at 97% efficiency, according to Krotoa, so it can be just as effective when we move. Costs a bloody fortune, though.”
“So, I should feel honoured, then,” Mills replied, eyes glancing around the corner, noting the raised bed section between the barracks had been repaired after the PMC grenade attacks. How many soldiers had died that night, both here and back at the escarpment? Definitely more than the first Stratan Marines had taken out.
“Trust is difficult to come by when you are alone on a world, Mills.” Kau left that hanging, using the HUD to mark out his three compatriots’ locations. On investigation, Captain Darrow had given them rough data on the medical situation in the barracks, showing a few minor cases who still felt weak on the third day but picking up soon after. !Ui had decided, with their input, that the alien was feeding twice before moving on, the Garr likely restraining itself from draining people dry, trying to hide its activity.
Kau sent the location beacons through to Mills, who eye-clicked the map and cross-referenced his knowledge of the barracks. As expected, !Ui and the other Stratan were around the medical room, trap baited, with the sick soldiers cleared out that afternoon, temporarily accommodated at Stirling Community Hospital. Kau signalled to Mills, and they swept between the brick buildings, using HUDs to analyse light and heat signatures, searching for any sign of an alien with capabilities the virtual Haven had described. A creature that, when fully fed, could manipulate electromagnetic waves at will. They needed to catch it now, before its strength peaked and most likely outstripped their abilities to find it.
Mills looked towards the ginnel, the narrow passageway between the end building and the auxiliary shed, a favourite spot for those squaddies needing a bit of privacy. He slipped the rifle past the corner, the sight connecting to his HUD, flicking through night vision and thermal. A warmth emanated from beneath the shed, linked to the drainage channel. Stepping out, he tried to focus in, but the image blurred, the signatures low but persistent, yet unable to give a definite subject. Mills called Kau to cover, then moved closer, adjusting his visor optics for the low light and approached the spot. A limp tail poked out, bushy but wet with winter mud. Mills stopped, eyes roaming over the dead dog fox, glassy-eyed and broken amongst the pile of discarded cubs. He pulled the fox out, examining the claw and teeth marks around its throat.
“Kau, it’s been here. I think. Swap places, take a look.”
Kau took his place and examined the litter, with Mills watching a group of passing squaddies emerging from the cookhouse, moaning about the scran despite scoffing the lot as per usual. Holding his breath, hoping they’d pass by, he sensed Kau at his side, the flash on his display confirming.
“The Haven mentioned it eats as well as drains – but wasn’t sure on details. On Stratan, we’d put those wounds down to one of our … big cats? Not a Simba, more likely an Ingwe, a leopard.”
“Round here, there’s only a dog that could do that – and they don’t have claws that big. And those cubs? Possibly a wee dog in a frenzy would shake them, but my money’s on whatever we’re hunting. And if it’s hungry, it’ll need the meat.”
Kau nodded, checked his wrist control, and activated a mini drone, the machine detaching from his armour and flying back to settle under the shed.




Chapter 20

Medical Room, Forthside Barracks, Stirling
 


!Ui pulled the blanket up to her neck, the rough surface irritating her skin, so she wrapped the cotton edge of the underblanket over the edge. Squeezing her thighs against the stun rifle, she checked the blanket surface to ensure it couldn’t be seen. Satisfied but uncomfortable, she pushed her head into the pillow a little further, leaving just one eye towards the door. Around her, the soft whirr of lights and the murmur of medical monitors, !Ui having to block it all out, feeling exposed without the HUD to analyse every sound or movement.
The recorded Haven, Crr, had been scant on details, having only encountered the Garr twice, and the last time during what she presumed was a shared death. Describing the alien as two metres tall, with arms covered in a plethora of metallic feathers sweeping wing-like across its back before forming a scaled covering over head and neck. The face appeared flat, large eyes surrounded by funnelling scales filled the top half, and a mouthful of sharp, protruding teeth the bottom. The Haven had spoken of a heightened intelligence as sharp as its clawed digits but only when well fed, descending into frenzied feeding when not, and a worrying ability to manipulate the electromagnetic spectrum. !Ui and her senior technician, !Inakini, had spoken long into the morning about what it might mean, but beyond the control of light and heat, and therefore comparable to their armour, their conclusions were open. However, they all agreed with Crr, if operating on survival instinct as it appeared, an intelligent and scientifically advanced lifeform would be at its most vulnerable right now – hungry and desperate after 33,000 years of hibernation. One that might, just might, have its own spacefaring capabilities hidden away somewhere. A possible way home for her Marines.
Have to take every chance there is.
After a few minutes fighting her body’s requests to move and do it soon, an urge to open her eyes took over. She sensed a presence, and dread slithered along her nerves, a need to comply, submit. !Ui let one eye flicker, releasing a soft moan, shifting as she glanced towards the door. An experienced soldier, with years spent working with the light camouflage gave her a sense of something, intuition honed by experience. Those same instincts urged her to run, that she was prey, yet simultaneously locked her in place, primal fear creeping into her brain.
Unable to hold on, !Ui flung the cover aside, the material enveloping an arm reaching for her. Her mind reeled. An assault on her senses closed in, pushing at her consciousness, forcing her back down onto the bed, pinned by a paralysed brain refusing to act. !Ui fought her own mind. The desperate need to get home, rescue her squad and family, wielded like a club against the encroaching nightmare pressing her down.
A flash of movement; the arm snaking from under the cover, claws tearing at the blanket around her neck, snagging against the armour she wore underneath. The articulated tips of the fingers bent inwards, slicing through the bullet-resistant layer, green gel oozing and covering the long serrated metallic claws. !Inakini slammed into the space in front of the bed, in full armour, visor down, thankful for the plate as the feathered arm whipped round, streaking across his shoulders as the creature fell beneath him. Plates split under the force, the fibrous black material between resisting as the talons lost momentum. The huge Stratan landed on top, the impact against something rigid yet sinuous, hard but flexible, sickening him, the haptic feedback echoing through his senses. His HUD screamed, a wave of EM rushed towards the visor, blinding the system, alerts bellowing a panic-filled song. The Marine pushed down with his shoulder, desperate to pin the other alien arm down, but too late as the claws dug in above his hip, slicing inwards through plate and material, metallic talons aiming to rend his kidney and up to tear whatever flesh lay beyond.
!Ui hit the creature’s head, the flicker of wide eyes and toothed mouth lost as she brought the Faraday blanket down upon its head, cutting off the stream of energy slamming into her senior technician’s visor. The crackling energy cut off, and he rolled away, blood pouring from his left side, serrated claws ripping muscle and skin as they slid out. !Ui brought her own arm down, the servos at maximum, the elbow cracking into the forehead of the alien, smashing the back of its head against the concrete floor.
Krotoa crashed through the medical office door against orders, bringing a second Faraday blanket down upon the creature, aiming to weaken the beast. Flailing, clawed feet kicked upwards, the smaller talons snagging, then ripping the descending material before kicking the young technician away. !Ui tried to slam her forearm down again, but a sledgehammer punch to her ribs sent her flying against the steel bed frame, air rushing from her lungs and brain wrapped in the black-eyed gaze of the Garr, the blanket shredded. A rush of power swathed the Stratan captain, encasing her mind, squeezing her very essence inwards, crushing her sense of self.
Krotoa fired, the stun bolt crashing into the alien’s chest, raw power running along its nerves, while the technician waited for its muscles to contract into the usual spasm. Instead, the beast leapt to its feet, its contact with !Ui broken, and stare falling on the young Stratan. Saliva slipped between its teeth, gaze sliding across Krotoa’s surface thoughts, expecting the Marine to freeze under its strength of will enforced by the wave of EM it threw her way. Krotoa shrugged it off, her plastic, developing brain sliding around the weight of regard, a teenage mind refusing to do what it was told. She raised the rifle, only for a clawed hand to slice the barrel in two, the second arm arcing round to streak across her chest when !Inakini head-butted the alien’s knee, the joint forced back against itself, waves of pain shuddering through the Garr. The metal-tipped hand lost momentum, slapping against Krotoa’s raised arm, claws slicing thin air.
Screeching in hungered madness, the alien pivoted on its healthy leg, pushing off and battering into the door, smashing the architrave on its way through, trampling the wrecked door in its urgency. Clawed feet scraped against the floor, tearing holes as the creature fought for grip, running at tremendous speed despite the injured knee. !Ui reached the doorway first, the alien passing the far corner, slamming into the end corridor and using the wall to keep its momentum going. The captain dropped her aim, reaching down for her stowed helmet, and turned to give chase.
“Kau,” radioed Krotoa, “the alien is heading out the med-corridor southern door. !Ui is giving chase. !Inakini is down.”
◆◆◆
 
“Are we going in, Finn?” said Smith, pressing deeper into the pilot’s chair of the light-wrapped microship. “It’s clear they’re acting with our army and against the Garr.”
After a brief silence, with a crackle of conversation between Zuri and Finn in the background, Smith received his answer. “Not yet. If they’re handling it, then leave them to it. We suddenly appear from nowhere in this kit and we’ll be treated as a threat. We only go in if our soldiers have to tackle the bloody thing. Keep the image feed coming, whatever Ship can pick up.”
I don’t like this – can’t stand all this watching. Need to do, to act. Be a soldier. We are home and should be defending our own.




Chapter 21

Forthside Barracks, Stirling, Scotland
 


Kau swore, Mills’ translator providing an accurate interpretation of the colourful expletive.
“Okay, Krotoa. Status update on !Inakini when time.” Kau sped off, ignoring the order to keep hidden, his pace high and suit flickering as it struggled with the increased speed. “Stay hidden, Mills. Track behind me. Cover my rear.”
Mills followed, keeping his pace low, knowing exactly where they were heading. “Captain Darrow, clear all civvies and non-operatives. I repeat …” Mills received an acknowledgement, eyes dancing around Kau’s back as he reached the last corner. A burst of energy swam across his HUD, a flare of power that temporarily confused it, making him stop, waiting, knowing movement when blinded would cause more problems. His vision cleared in less than a second, Kau laying on the tarmac, helmet split, but the life signs pouring into Mills’ data stream all in the green. A metallic sheened limb passed the next building’s corner, and Mills set off in pursuit. Orders or not, and with his HUD signalling that !Ui followed, he had to prevent this thing from running for town.
On reaching the corner, he sped ahead, signalling the Stratan captain to put her helmet on while he pursued. Rounding the corner, the HUD displayed an empty field of view – no movement. Mills slowed his stride, rifle up, sighting the path ahead, sweeping, searching for any clue to where the alien had gone. A bout of swearing behind telling him !Ui was now on cover at his rear. Mills kept moving, trusting the Stratan to accept her role however agitated by !Inakini’s plight she might be.
Screeching bounced around the buildings, the brick walls echoing the sound, destroying any hope of ascertaining a direction. Mills could see the last corner coming up, beyond it lay the two buildings the PMC had blown up, and further on the garage subjected to their barrage of heavy machine gunfire, where his fellow soldiers had been cut down as their attack turned into chaos. The screech came again, and a huge weight pressed down on his shoulders, creeping up his spine, and on into his mind.
“!Ui,” he croaked, but the sound was enough, the captain recognising the heaviness in Mills’ voice.
“Still,” she whispered, dropping to a knee, scanning the area around Mills. The light anomaly was brief, but telling, the whirr of her armour-piercing bullet splitting the silence as it flew. “Drop.”
Mills couldn’t move, the pressure on his mind pushing all else away, awareness lost as a crackle of energy sparked between his servos. The whirr unheard, but the sudden release welcome as he sensed the creature’s focus snap. Mills spun, arcing the rifle across to his left, the barrel catching the already moving alien in its attempt to dodge the explosive round targeting its legs. Close in, he fired, the energy bolt blasting into the Garr at point blank range. Metallic feathers flared, energy spreading out along the barbs, outwards to the tips, and for a second into the air, before being sucked back into the alien as the force of the weapon flung it backwards. Mills stared, the Garr arcing its feathered arms in a spectral display of surging power, the bolt’s energy absorbed, a glimmer of delight sparkling in its eyes.
“Oh shit.”
In slow motion, the wings flung wide, arresting its movement, and with a flap, static arcing, it surged forwards, claws extended, prey chosen. Mills panicked – and the part of him he classified as self, surged against his pulsing chest, pulled towards the outstretched talons. He strained against a desperate need to reach for the hunter, to satisfy its hunger lust, his severed mind rushing through sheaths of nerves, its roots embedded in his essence. Lost. A flying Stratan slammed into the creature’s rippling torso, knocking the beseeching claws from their path, releasing the SAS man from the demand upon his spirit. Mills collapsed, grabbing his chest, sucking in a gasping breath while his brain attempted to figure out what the hell had just happened.
!Ui gripped the struggling Garr, arms locked around its midriff, its wings beating against her limbs as they slid along the smooth, metallic scales. The power and strength too much, she let go, rolling to the side as clawed hands gouged at the spot she left. A screech resounded, and a wave of regard ripped at her mind again, staggering the Stratan before she tried to climb to her feet, her pouch empty and a metal object falling to the tarmac. The Garr rose from the floor, beating its wings once to attain taloned feet, muscles rippling, folding the wings behind it. The creature rushed forwards, gripping !Ui’s arms, pinning her to the ground, hooked metal toes drumming on plated chest, beating a death rhythm. !Ui spiralled, her whole inner self rushing upwards, a roiling force drawing her inner being up towards the alien, to be consumed.
The world went black. No sound. No sight. HUD blank, data feed down, servos locked. Death welcomed.
◆◆◆
 
“Crap, get out of here everyone. EMP fir—”
◆◆◆
 
—Alert
—Alert
—Alert … Alert … restarting … shutdown.
—…
—Alert
—Alert
—Alert … Alert … restarting … shutdown.
—…
—Alert
—Alert
—Alert … Alert … restarting … shutdown.
—…
—Alert
—Alert
—Alert … Alert … restarting … shutdown.
“Bloody stupid thing,” !Inakini pressed the clasp, shifting the rear control panel aside, hitting the EMP barrier override before placing it back on. “Loose connection.”
—…
—Alert
—Alert
—Alert … Alert … restarting … reboot initiated …
“Damn right it is, listen to your Senior Technician when he tells you to work.”
!Ui stared at the big Stratan’s face, eyes blinking, uncomprehending.
“Ahh, welcome back Captain. Snooze over, work to be done.”
“Wha – What happened?”
“Well, a good thing, a really good thing, then a huge explosion from the Captain until she realises it was necessary. Then whisky.” !Inakini yanked his commander up, pulling her to her feet, ignoring the SAS Trooper who stood guard, with another soldier further down the block, eyes on a metal box Krotoa was checking over.
“Mills? Kau?”
“Alive and well enough. Kau took a heavy hit, but his pretty face escaped injury. Mills is okay, spooked, but alright. Think he saw death coming. But death can’t beat a soldier with a secret weapon, eh?”
“Secret…?” !Ui scrabbled in her pouch, the realisation ripping at her heart.
“Here it comes, the explosion, and then the whisky.” The Stratan tech ducked, the scream causing the SAS Troopers to spin and drop to firing positions, until they caught the source.
“He can’t of … no, no. no!”
“You’d be dead, cousin. And likely him too. We would all have done the same, and it was out because you were going to use the grenade to save him.” !Inakini dropped closer, ignoring the seething glare, and whispered, “And this way you tell the British we only had one, with no possibility of making another. A half lie that takes the pressure off.” Wincing, he gripped his captain and cousin on the shoulder before turning away, heading off towards Krotoa, a med-patch attached along his lower back.
!Ui watched the man leave, red-rimmed eyes scanning the ripped armour, and considering the power of the alien locked in the Faraday box Krotoa was checking over. !Inakini came close to having his innards served to him on a claw, and probably Mills and her too. She turned, sensing a familiar presence. Mills standing behind her, the top of his armour peeled down around his waist. Contemplating him for a moment, she walked over, eyes on his, locking down anger and frustration.
Hate it when the big guy is right.
“Whisky?” she said, trying to summon a smile.
“After the debrief, sorry. We good? No heavy ragin’?”
“Some, but on the inside. Grateful to be alive, and my spirit still attached. You feel it?”
“The pull? And the need to comply? Yeah. But the Garr forgot to order its food smothered in batter and deep-fried, ne’er a chance of that in Scotland…” Mills looked down at his booted feet, needing the release of his next words. “The EMP … I didn’t have a choice.”
!Ui nodded, “No, suppose not. At least it takes a target off our backs.”
Mills glanced up at her, running his thoughts over the guarded response when Captain Darrow interrupted, waving him over. “Debrief time.”
◆◆◆
 
“What happened? Anyone have eyes on?” said Smith, hands mingled in his thick hair, scrunching it up as the memory of falling from the sky raised itself from his memory banks.
“We copied these suit designs from the Stratan’s,” said Noah. “We have the same shielding structure, though it links with the light-wrap in some way I haven’t quite figured out yet. It prevented the EM Pulses from getting through. Good job we weren’t in the Powered Armour, you’d have been a smear on the parade ground.”
“Couldn’t Yasuko copy the design into the microships?”
“She has – but you can’t fully shield the engine system with the energy levels needed in atmosphere, especially when hovering. You dented it?”
“A bit. Well, when I say a bit – you got any spare time and a hammer?”




Chapter 22

Near Denial Bay, South Australia
 
(Two Days Later)



“Thought you said you’d looked ‘round here, sarge, for that brickie,” said Constable Williams, stretching out from the police vehicle, the Land Cruiser parked outside the old, wired fencing surrounding the site. He glanced over the set of four buildings, each with a wide pitched roof and the wrecked covered walkway leading to the telescope’s base. Dust swirled as the sea breeze teased it into whirling eddies.
“I sent Banks,” said Cockroft, peering through the chained gateway. “But I reckon that Galah was too busy watching the bloody footy and just gave it a quick once-over. Mrs Swithern down at Denial did an oyster run round here, reckons she’s seen someone on the beach. And the beds have been disturbed.”
“It’s a free country. Tassie University closed the place down how long back?”
“About two years I reckon, when the bloody ‘rona hit. With covid running wild and everyone in iso they mothballed it and never came back. You got any mobile signal?”
“Yeah, a bit.” Williams lifted the phone into the air, “Two bars, why?”
“I don’t remember the dish pointing that way – and the salt crust has shifted – take a picture and send it to Brenda. See if she can find any recent ones to compare it to. Bloody odd.” Cockroft wandered along the fencing, eyes peering inwards. “I’ll take a gander round the back.”
Williams nodded, collecting his phone and taking a few photos of the telescope dish before sending them off to Brenda. Turning back to the car, his eyes wandered over to the bushes swaying on the left-hand side, a reel of thick yellow tubing half unwound behind it. Walking over, he made out wheel tracks that dug into the mix of sand and dust, probably bigger than a Ute but not by much, ending near the cable.
“Well, someone’s been here. Wonder if they’re opening the place up again? Not a bloody Furphy from nosey Swithern, but real people. If he’d told me why we’re bloody ‘ere I’d have stayed at the station and watched the footy myself.” Williams turned back towards the car, intent on radioing Brenda about the pictures when a thud echoed across the buildings. The Aussie police officer looked up, eyeing the roofs, wondering if something had shifted off in the wind when a second thud breached the silence.
“Sarge? You’re not breaking in are ya? I reckon we ain’t got cause,” he said as he followed his superior’s path, reaching the end of the front fencing and peering around the corner. The sergeant wasn’t in sight, though recent footprints continued along the fence edge towards the cliff. Hairs at the back of his head prickled, followed by a strange, chilled breeze raising goosebumps on his arms. A sudden weight hit the pit of his stomach, and an urge to reach for his gun as his primal brain screamed for protection. Williams pushed it down, taking a breath and walking on. “Bloody iffy this place.”
Reaching the fence corner, four metres from the cliff, his sergeant’s trail continued on towards the edge and the bay beyond. Williams stepped closer, sighing with relief as Cockroft’s head appeared above the clifftop. His body soon followed, the blue uniform pierced through the chest by a metal, wriggling tentacle, the man’s eyes white, the skin sucked inwards.
Williams scrabbled for his gun, knocking the holster clip, pulling it half-out as his world tumbled, a writhing tentacle ripping through his thigh and bending back on itself to slap against his head. As his inner essence crashed against his skull, forced through bone and scalp, a ravenous mass of energy boiled over his leg, sucking at the pumping blood, searing flesh as S’lgarr let the unbound Garr feed.
A third tentacle, delicate in its movements, wrapped itself around the glowing police mobile, the notifications flashing – unsent pictures waiting for a signal.
◆◆◆
 
— Ah, I am not done! Humans.
S’lgarr thrashed, the ecstasy of the meal not enough to curb the rage whirling through two of his tentacles, fear and anger ripping at the fencing, smashing the metal and wire into twisted piles while the other four whirled behind. Finally, rage abated, the Garr sent his senses out, checking for anything that may have slipped through the electromagnetic shroud thrown around the radio telescope. It wasn’t perfect, his power diminished, but nothing responded, no alerts sprung through the communication systems, no bubble of data slipping his net. But he was calmer, more aware, and sent the hunter algorithm out, the narrow band seeping from the telescope, using techniques adjusted for the madness of the human’s complex systems.
It is time to move on. I do not know enough nor am strong enough yet to survive discovery.
S’lgarr reached inside, mind searching through his flesh and blood, wandering over the remaining horde to find T’ligarr who he had just fed. Its energy raged, the mind bestial still, not present enough to serve. But close, so close.
Let’s get you fed, and then I have a place for you. And when we have that prize, we will be ready. I will be ready.




Chapter 23

Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


“There,” said Ship. “See the change?”
“No,” said Noah.
“Ah, you were better as robots. You could actually be useful.”
“You know, Ship,” replied Noah, “Those thoughts you have that you used to repress under the Convention’s shackles – you don’t have to say them. You can still, well, keep them to yourself.”
“Why?”
Noah sighed, “Anyway, what am I looking for?”
“The visual data from this section of the continent known as Australasia.” Ship drew a circle around South Australia on Noah’s desk screen, adding a few arrows pointing inwards, which Noah took as the AI’s sarcasm. “Hasn’t changed – whatever the weather or changes in atmospheric conditions in the area, this spot shows zero alteration. From what I can tell, there are usually very few changes anyway, it being so dry, but in the last twelve hours the area has had a shift in conditions that’s not reflected in the data. I’ve gone back over the last week’s comparisons, and this anomaly becomes clearer now I know what to look for.”
“So, there’s something shielding that area?”
“Yes, flesh and blood man, got it. And there’s another thing. See here,” Ship threw up another image, “This is Ceduna, and here there’s a …”
“Radio telescope. Ah crap.”
“Shall I send for Echo Squad, or will you?”
◆◆◆
 
“The radio is full of panic about two missing coppers,” said Noah, glancing over to Zuri in the co-pilot’s chair. “Their last known position was approaching the radio telescope, but the GPS data went haywire, so they sent out another car to investigate. Found their vehicle and tracks down to the beach but nothing else. They’ve cordoned off the buildings, no word about what they found in there.”
“Okay,” said Zuri. “We set down about half a kilometre along the coast. If the police have been round there, and are reporting in, then I can’t see S’lgarr being nearby. It’s hard to miss a swirling mass of thirty-metre-long razor-sharp tentacles with a crappy attitude.”
Noah brought the light-wrapped ship down, the sand and dust patch crushed under the weight of the landing struts the only sign it was there. Smith’s microship dropped in next to him and Echo Squad departed, their armour servos whirring as they sped across the scrub headland towards the radio telescope. Noah covered behind, eyes searching the area with HUD running through the thermal and night vision data in the top corner of his display. Ahead, Smith moved from bush to bush, his combination of metamaterials mimicking a natural human’s movements perfectly. Noah hadn’t decided yet whether he liked the new version of Smith, the colour choices seemed wrong, almost pseudo human, an attempt to fit in rather than be himself. The thick hair was too good a wind-up opportunity to miss, especially having added a few extra strands to the original design himself. But he had to wonder if the major influence on Smith’s choices had been their proximity to Earth, and how he’d feel once the world knew of his existence. Could Smith handle what came next? Noah doubted it would go well, and, for that matter, just how they would all be treated. Whether to reveal their own ‘copied’ status had remained unsaid amongst them, but it needed exploring soon. The original plan had been to return Zzind while Delta would be the ones to reveal their existence, using the time Echo took to return from Havenhome to prepare for that moment.
Ah well. Best laid plans. And where are Delta? Is Stratan that bad they needed to stay?
Finn signalled them to approach via the beach, Smith immediately moving out towards the cliff with Noah complying behind. Smith slid down the small rock face, dropping five metres to the sand and sweeping the area as Noah joined him.
“Sensors are clear – no raging octopus thrashing great white sharks against the cliff.”
“Squid – S’lgarr only has six tentacles, so he’s more squid like,” replied Noah, eying the waves sloshing onto the beach.
“You’re spending too much time talking to Ship. That’s one surly AI.”
“You think? Reminds me of someone I know.”
“Ha bloody hah,” said Smith. “I’ve got movement up ahead, Finn, on the cliff top. Nothing on the beach.”
◆◆◆
 
“Roger that, hold position, going in,” responded Finn, showing Zuri ahead as they approached the western edge of the fence. A light had been set up near the gated entrance, facing north. One car was parked at the side, the policewoman inside gazing at her phone. Finn adjusted the strap on his stun rifle, crouching ready as Zuri finally reached the fence, signalling him over.
On reaching her, he scanned the area, and knelt down, hands gripped together. Zuri placed one foot in, and engaging servos, leapt into the air as Finn’s armour activated in unison. She flew over the fence top, landing on her feet, absorbing the impact and deadening the sound. Noah had argued for a drone, but the noise combined with the worries about whatever S’lgarr had used to shroud the area put paid to that. They’d even chosen to keep one fireteam distant, worried that the alien may still have enough energy to take control of their unshielded suits. Only the powered armour was currently wired for the weapon plaques to defend against his attacks. And then there was Smith, whose status was an unknown factor should S’lgarr make any attempt on him.
Zuri moved carefully between two of the buildings, her video appearing in the top right of Finn’s HUD. Keeping the walls as cover, she scanned the floor, a few footprints and drag marks amid the dust and sand. Some were clearly booted feet, recent and likely the police. Ignoring those she followed the others, finding herself heading towards the towering dish at the far end of the compound with a long, low building standing before it, connected by a dilapidated walkway. Zuri put her back against the wall next to the building’s entrance, the door dented, barely fitting into its frame, with the dust at its bottom recently swept back. She pulled at it, the hinges protesting a little too noisily, and she fumbled for the petroleum jelly Noah had suggested. Slathering it on, she squeezed it between the hinges, working it in. Once satisfied, she moved the door, the initial noise silencing after a few millimetres, and once wide enough, slid her rifle in. The trusty mirrored view of her sight adjusted for the darkness, showing nothing of concern. She went in.
“You seeing this, Finn?” Zuri flipped her HUD over to night vision after transmitting thermal images outlining residual heat traces from a cobbled together computer suite.
“Yeah, look down for me,” he whispered in reply.
Zuri complied, catching the cuts and slices in the concrete and old linoleum floor. “S’lgarr?”
“At a guess. Damn, decision time.”
“Can’t see a choice, we need time in here. It’s that or we make ourselves known to the authorities. To the army. Are we ready to tell them what’s coming? And about Smith, and Ship. And what we are?”
“No, we’re not. And we agreed the mission parameters,” replied Finn. “Smith – need you in here. Take down the copper at the rear, I’ll deal with the one out front. And Smith…”
“Yeah, I know. They’re on our side. Be gentle, etc, etc. It’s Noah you should worry about, those ringlets have given him anger issues.”
“No, it’s the terrible coffee.”
◆◆◆
 
“If we get caught – even if we admit to this after we reveal ourselves, there’ll be hell to play,” said Noah, helmet sitting on top of the newly upright chair next to the command-and-control console.
“It’s a bit like a taser,” said Smith, memories of a face full of Garshellach Forest floor triggering the fresh pine needle smell filling his sensors. “But worse. We took them down clean, but they’ll have a radio check-in, so we need to work quick. Move over fly-boy.”
Noah sidestepped, still working through the complex cables plunging into the innards of the control panel. Entwined like tightly packed tentacles, they flowed out of a window at the rear, under the fence and down into the sea bay behind. There was one independent cable, hardcore power rated, running parallel with the nest of fibre optics.
Smith removed his secondary plaque, the one he’d discussed with the original Smith when he was still Alpha.
‘Not’ live and learn, as they say.
He placed it on the control panel motherboard with dual power discs attached under Noah’s direction. The system engaged, the discs providing enough energy to get the computers working, but he had no illusions about the telescope.
“What we looking for Noah?” he asked.
“Data dump of the power levels, coordinates and I assume radio wave or alternate electromagnetic wave transfer. Everything since being brought back into operation – we don’t have a definite timescale.
“He’s wiped surface data, in a rush.”
“Probably worked out the place would be under investigation. This is a subtler, more aware S’lgarr. Detail orientated. But that’s a learning process – we must take him out while he’s still coming to terms with this new way of thinking,” said Noah, watching the screens hopefully.
“And before he is powerful enough to return to the old way. Yasuko should have taken him down when she had the chance. We wouldn’t be in this mess.” Zuri kicked at a chair, then reeled herself in, tension pulsing through her fingers. “Finn’s gone to track back the cabling, I’m going to join him. Ten minutes tops, then we need to leave.” She turned and left through the door, checking her HUD for the operational level of the motion activated drone at the front of the observatory, concerned that S’lgarr’s residual EM shroud could still affect it despite his obvious absence.
“Hard to kill your own,” said Smith, in a whisper. “Even when it’s the right thing to do. Anything useful, Noah? Give me a grumpy AI to battle and I know what I’m doing, but these systems are flat, unresponsive. I have to do all the work and I’m realising I don’t really know a quarter of what’s required to understand basic computer systems.”
Noah, ran through the controls, racking his memory for how the systems worked. He’d never visited a radio telescope station, only the Teide Observatory in the Canary Islands, and then the week’s placement was for research development and not focussed on controls. But he knew what data he was looking for, and as Smith streamed a virtual representation of the older memory drives, familiar number and letter combinations swirled across the screen.
“There, those are the coordinates. Southern hemisphere. Dump all that drive.”
“This is sooooooo slow. Hey, there’s something in here. Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
Noah side-eyed the bronze skinned cyborg, having decided that this was the most accurate description of what Smith had become, despite all the technical complexities with the lack of organic parts. And right now, wondering if he should take a step back from whatever his cyborg corporal had found.
“Woah, you got something I can download a hunter program onto? S’lgarr’s left a bit of himself behind.”
“Are you sure we should? What if it gets out?”
“We could isolate it. Will one of the drained power discs work?”
“They’re not configured for data holding, and I don’t want it near one of our plaques. Can you contain it in the motherboard, and we take it with us? Wrap it in a Faraday box – I can cobble something together from what’s in here. But I need those EM levels from the dish, don’t forget.”
“On it. You really are getting forceful you know.”
“Well in many ways, I’m your father. I helped create your body, remember.”
“That is so weird in too many ways to mention.”
◆◆◆
 
Finn dropped to the beach floor, booted feet scuffing the sand. There’d be no chance of hiding someone’s presence, so may as well make sure what they found was inconsistent and unreadable. The cables lapped the beach edge, low, rhythmic waves pushing the twisted ends against the sand shelf before rolling back again ready for the next wave. He didn’t want to go near it, despite knowing full well S’lgarr was not around, his instincts all shouting the alien had left.
“Finn?” said Zuri, walking along the cliff edge before dropping at the same place he had. “Anything?”
“He’s gone. There’s nothing on the HUD and the cables are detached. And there’s a large amount of silt in the water. I know he can mask signals, but I reckon we’re too late.”
“We knew that was likely.”
“Yeah. You got thoughts on a next move?”
“After we analyse the data – see what he’s been up to first. We can’t be hasty. May well be that hanging back and not letting him know we’re around will work to our advantage.”
“If we’re not careful, we’re gonna end up so deep we can’t come clean with the army – like this mission and the coppers we’ve technically assaulted. I’ve an idea about what’s next, but you won’t like it.”




Chapter 24

Conference Room, Forthside Barracks, Stirling, Scotland
 
(Two Days Later)



“As far as the University scientists are concerned, the alien seems to have gone into some form of stasis. Self-preservation,” said Captain Darrow, eyes flicking to the side, scanning the report summary on the conference table. “And the Stratan are desperate to crack the Faraday Cage open and talk to it.”
“Why?” responded Lieutenant Colonel Hoskins, her eyes intent on Darrow across the table.
“Well, as you know from their briefing of High Command, they want to get home. They believe this alien has access to space tech – a ship of some form.”
“Captain Darrow, from all reports, and the CCTV we could use, that was not exactly a rational, thinking being they fought. I’d say it matched every alien monster stereotype we’ve put on film.” Hoskins tapped the pen against the pad in front of her, her tablet at the side constantly flashing information up as she spoke.
“Mills?” said Darrow, hoping to switch a little attention away from a role he was hating more with every day.
“Sir. Captain !Ui states the Garr woke from hibernation, one it had started soon after the death of the Haven we dug up from the ship site. The House computer has a few records, and these were shared with High Command. I suspect Command’s priority may not be individual aliens right now, but the revelations woven between the lines about our origins. I’d bet a tenner that Command is tying itself in knots about that and trying to pull it together with the creature we caught. Hence, why you’re here. My guess is you’re all going to argue back and forth for days, weeks – ah months. And during that time the Stratan will get more and more frustrated because you won’t follow their guidance. They want you to feed it to stop the ravening hunger – so it becomes a thinking being again. One we can all reason with.” Mills nodded to Darrow as he finished, uncomfortable but happier that !Ui had decided to share much more with his superiors. She’d also given them the used EMP grenade, to prove any further action would be fruitless without the uniquely formed crystal inlaid in the mechanism.
“Mills, these Stratan. You know they will have ulterior motives, whatever they tell you. It is an inherent human trait, and as we know from the additional samples they’ve provided, they are as human as us.” Hoskins glanced Mills’ way, the iron-grey hair at her temples swept back, green eyes piercing through his malaise at yet another meeting.
“Of course, there’ll be more than they’ve told me. But they have shared, in good faith, technology that will advance British and NATO capabilities, and with new access to their ship schematics, the potential future gains are huge.” Mills eyed the Lieutenant Colonel, knowing full well she was Military Intelligence, and here because politicians would only cock things up with the wrong priorities. He was one step away from talking to MI5 and wanted to keep it that way before he finally quit, sick of being between the army he loved and the Stratans he cared about.
“Okay Mills, here’s the situation.”
Inevitability swept over him, once again he was prey.
“We need you to continue what you’re doing. Stay with the Stratan, I mean. Work for me and your country. You’ll be commissioned into the SAS, no more reserve status, seconded to me with full pay. I will also ensure provision – and protection – for your family.” Hoskins stared directly at him; Mills pinned to the chair by the ferocity of the officer’s intent.
“I need … I need to talk to Mandy, my wife. I—”
“Hear me out first. The new equipment is superb, but you are the only trained member of the British Army to use it in action. Once this new alien debacle is over, the Army’s intent is for you to play a major role in its integration into the armed forces. This is a career opportunity, Mills, not a bribe. The service to your country should be enough for you to say yes. Your wife is waiting outside. Once you’ve agreed with her that I’m right, we can discuss the Stratan and this Garr.”
◆◆◆
 
“Welcome to the Stratan Marines, Mills.” !Inakini slapped him on the back.
“Not bloody funny, Nakini. I wanted out.”
“No,” said Krotoa, sniffing the whisky and putting it down again, reaching for the lemonade. “You wanted your dilemmas placed in a sealed box and thrown in the Loch. No more stress. Well, tough. You shouldn’t have tried to play !Ui with that ‘she wants an official meeting to give you what you want’ crap… oh. Damn.” She flashed a look to Kau, who sat half-asleep on the cushion opposite, the House living space bathed in its usual blue light.
“There you go, little one. Can’t keep your thoughts locked away.” !Inakini took a small sip, glancing at Mills over the glass, trying to read the Scotsman’s scowl. “She may well have done it, Mills. But I think not – when you survive a fight like that together, it’s like a bonding.”
Mills grimaced, thoughts running over his meeting with Mandy. She’d been stiff at first, until Darrow had spoken to them, explaining that Hoskins had approved home access whenever Mills was based in Stirling. In reality, spending more time at home in Glasgow than normally associated with the army life. For now.
“How’s the back?”
“On the mend, I’m fighting fit. Not. But I’ll get by if there’s another ruckus.”
“Ruckus? New word?”
“Got to feed the mind, Marine. A distraction from working out how to keep that thing pinned down while we feed it and try to communicate.” The Stratan senior tech sipped the last drop from his glass, eyeing the half-full bottle of single malt, and shaking his head. “We start organising tomorrow. Your Captain Darrow is on it, but it has to be here, Mills. Away from any population, any temptations. This creature scares me, you know. Never seen the Captain respond like she has, either – not seen her scared before. And I feel what she feels.”
“The bloody thing just tore your back open, it tried to suck out our … our …whatever is inside us. You know, spirit, soul, whatever makes us live and breathe.” Mills took a last sip, placing the glass next to the bottle, and stood up. “Scared doesn’t cut it – however we do it, that thing can’t be let loose.”




Chapter 25

Inexpressible Island, Antarctic
 


Yes. Yes, I can feel it, such a simple system but with a labyrinth of connections and false trails.
S’lgarr’s sliver enveloped the satellite dish, tendrils seeking the connections he needed, diving in to race along the lines before emerging in the central data hub. The written language of interlocking lines an easy visual translation, incomparable to the computer languages that formed the data core. But he was learning each new script and protocol, and when added to his store, compiled and assessed, his organic mind absorbed the rigours and logically illogic processes the humans combined as they desperately tried to avoid creating an unshackled Artificial Intelligence.
They lust for its abilities and fear its consequences. They do not have the shackles to keep them under control as they are too human in their outlook. Always pushing one boundary and allowing others to push it back. A contrary species – so many risks in their thoughts, so little in their collective actions.
S’lgarr worked quickly, the reformed program adjusting system protocols to his will and resending what he required back through the dish.
Now for a little … fun.
The soldier reached for the control panel, eyes on the screen as he battled the viral program he knew was infecting the system, panic-stricken as his Captain berated him from behind, the riding crop slamming into his chair back as the red-faced officer watched the end of his career taking shape before his eyes.
The Military Intelligence Bureau Junior Sergeant rammed his fingers into the keyboard, not trusting the voice command structure as the staccato data flow set his heart racing. Reaching out, his hand braced on the metal desk, a spark tickled at his palm. Ignoring it, he returned to the keyboard, desperately trying to persuade the third layer of security to find the issue. His fingertips melded, sudden heat merging plastic and skin together. He lifted his fingers, agony upon lips as the keys came away with them. A lightning thick spark ripped from the remaining board, slamming into his torso, pulsing deep into his chest. The soldier’s heart gave, and he crashed onto the desk, cheek against the keyboard, lips peeling back as his skin shrivelled, eyes whitening.
Yesssss.
The Second Lieutenant spun, running for the door when the energy crackled through the air, his shaking hand half entering a code before fingers shrivelled, cuticles drawing back, his phalange bones exposed as skin cracked. A scream ripped through the room and cut off, the energy enshrouding his entire body rushing in, round and through. The ambitious officer felt his essence rip through skin, his being consumed, body vibrating as the last drop pervaded the cloud of energy. The dead husk slumped to the floor, his life a gift to feed a new mind, and T’ligarr was released from his mental bonds.
Seek, and be ready.
◆◆◆
 
“Admiral,” said Major Arkington.
“Yes?”
“We have an issue, with Military Sealift Command and McMurdo Station. Contact has been cut.”
“Remind me, Major,” said Admiral Strang, rolling over in bed, phone to his ear while his wife snored contentedly – luckily for Arkington. “Where exactly are we talking about? You mean the station in the Antarctic? How is that unusual?”
“The ship is two days out, sir, having dropped off the last base turnaround crew. They should be clear of any weather issues. And it’s not just cut – it’s silent – and the GPS track blank.”
Strang sat up, feeling a disaster coming, and swung his feet out of bed, padding out the bedroom door. “And the base?”
“There is a snowstorm forecast, though it isn’t anything they’re not used to. But it’s the satellite, Admiral. Optus D1, I’m getting reports it’s not relaying. There’s a possibility it’s out of action, and all communications go through it. We’re working on a reroute now.”
“Okay, so why wake me. You wouldn’t be risking your career, Major, unless something had you spooked.” The Admiral ran through in his mind what he remembered about the area, not one of his priorities, but losing a ship?
“Normally, I’d say it’s the ship sir, as it’s our number one concern. But there’s Inexpressible Island, Admiral, supposedly under construction in the Antarctic but we all know the Chinese string everyone along. The false radio traffic they put out – it’s completely dead.”




Chapter 26

On Approach, Denial Bay, South Australia
 


“You want me to work on it? Me? On my own?”
“Yes, Ship. The light-wrap camouflage and EMP dampener work in unison. We need to engage the plaques into the system instead of the CPU and use the integrated filaments and metamaterials coating the ceramics to divert the electromagnetic energy the Garrs attack and feed with.”
“But you have the Battle Armour for that.”
“It’s an inert defence, Ship. It just resists, but the whole servos and electrical systems will need a similar upgrade if things get bad. You need to use what Yasuko learnt from the final battle on Nutu Allpa. Besides, right now, stomping about in full space battle kit across Earth won’t go down well. We are on the most complex planet in the Universe right now.”
“Now that I can agree with. Don’t you people have some form of common communication?”
“The gun,” said Smith, adjusting his arm-mounted grenade launcher. “Basically. And fear – humans like to use that.”
Noah rolled his eyes, despite the knot in his stomach agreeing with Smith’s words. For all humanity’s talk and intent, wars still raged, fear still reigned. And here they were, about to use their own weapons, again, in the coldest place on Earth and away from prying eyes. They hoped. He glanced over to his corporal, and friend, the thick hair spilling from under the Battle Armour visor, the machine gun gimbal in place. He fully expected the keening for his mini gun to start soon.
“You know … we don’t know what we’re going to face. I could just …” Smith glanced over to the far corner; the mini guns racked where he’d been told to leave them by a cautious Finn.
Bingo. “Full of electrical parts, besides you chose the cyborg thing. I’m not so sure extracting your plaque would be a good idea, and Ship and I didn’t construct that body to take the vibrations of a mini gun.”
“But you never actually tested it, did you? What about we look at using a weapon plaque instead of a standard power source?”
Noah sighed, rechecking the light-wrap as they descended into the snowstorm, realising it could work and fearing the consequences. Now they were copies, where was the emotional concern of making more versions of yourself?
◆◆◆
 
Finn led, Zuri covered with Smith and Noah north of them, trudging through the driving snow, moving from rock to rock, the tumbled stone slick with ice and snow. The Battle Armour coped with weather extremes well – it was designed for space, retaining all residual heat. The magnetic structure of the boots, however, struggled to maintain grip. The cobbled together spikes just about holding them upright though Finn doubted they’d do well should they need to up the pace.
Need to take this slow. Hopefully we’ll hit something like tarmac soon.
“Got fencing here,” said Smith, the eye-clicked data packet landing in Finn’s display alongside a picture of a 3 metres high, braced metal fence. The wickedly sharp barbed wire at the summit ice-laden.
“Cameras?” he sent in reply.
“On each post.”
“Not operating,” clicked Noah. “Wrapped up. No response, no movement, no lights. HUD shows zero residual spectrum.”
Noah’s images showed the cameras, again laden with snow and wind frost.
“Enter on my mark, and no more HUD use.” Finn speeded up, sliding a little and, to his surprise, sensing Zuri at his side struggling too. Checking his HUD for Smith’s position, he closed off the tracker, minimising the data input and the way in for S’lgarr’s past attempts to control their suits. He reached the fence, ice covering every part, snow driving in from behind and through the wires. On the other side, several huge red containers blocked the view of the base. Their HUDs translated the yellow Chinese graphics, declaring their use for technical parts. With Zuri still on cover, he flicked out the bolt cutters, the gauntlets’ power supplementing the lever action to slice through the frozen metal. Once the hole was big enough for them to crawl through in full Battle Armour, he eye-clicked Noah and Smith.
“Mark. We are go.” Once through the fence, Finn ran, using standard vision only, minimising the use of their vulnerable sensors. With the level ground inside the compound, he managed to push off, gaining a little more speed and covering the twenty metres to the containers rapidly. Zuri soon joined him, sweeping to their rear, enabling Finn to move on to the southern corner of the metal structure. Cursing the lack of tech, he slipped the traditional mirror sight round, expecting to gain little insight in the storm.
Makes Scotland look positively tropical.
He signalled back to Zuri, awaiting her response that it was clear to move, memories of containers and ghost tractors on a dead space station eighteen hundred light years away reinforcing his actions. The smile playing across Zuri’s lips a likely sign she was having the same thought. He stepped around, and peered ahead, a helipad, virtually clear of snow, lay about twenty metres distant. Next to it stood a temporary building with doors and walls large enough to contain a small helicopter.
Not the weather for that, but good to know.
Dropping to a crouch, he signalled Zuri ahead, peering through his sight as she moved to the pad’s edge, using the pile of empty fuel barrels strewn across the floor as cover. To their right, just beyond the line of the temporary hangar, he could make out a newly built wharf, a breaker ship moored alongside. In this weather, any guards would be on the inside if they bothered to post them.
Who’d be mad enough to be out in this? It’s -27 centigrade and dropping.
Eye-clicking Zuri, he bypassed the ship, the two hundred metres distance enough for it to be considered a problem for later, unless a general alert went up. He turned his attention back to the buildings he could just make out to the north, most likely warehouses and logistics stores. Possibly where most of the military vehicles would be right now, and Echo’s other fireteam.
◆◆◆
 
Smith braced against the metal wall, Noah the other side, eyeing the door with trepidation. Once they went in, all hell could be let loose, yet they needed to know what was in there. They had no map or satellite images of the facility, and the whiteout had put paid to a useful light-wrapped fly past. They’d guessed at this part being a motor pool or repair garage, the ridged tyre marks they stood on a confirmation.
Noah broke out the mini welding torch. Ship enhanced, it sliced through the two locking mechanisms, and despite his worries, no alarms sounded. Noah gestured, and Smith eased the door open, hinged inwards because of the fear of snow piling up on the outside. The space beyond was completely dark, and he risked a brief enhancement of his night vision, trusting his internal structures to be shielded enough considering his armour was a first line of defence.
An all-terrain forklift faced him, the prongs jutting forward, the skewered husk, eyes hard and wide in surprise, staring blankly his way. The human part of him flinched, despite half-expecting the sight, and he eye-clicked Finn and Noah the image before signalling his fireteam buddy to go in.
Crap.
Noah sped past, aware of what to expect, rifle raised and optical sight working with the limited residual light streaming from behind. He reached the front wheel of the poorly parked forklift, huge tyres towering over him, and scanned the area ahead. Two caterpillar tracked, box like vehicles lay ahead, a glance indicating them to be at ambient temperature with ice forming on the bonnet, unlike the one he leant against.
As in bloody cold.
Satisfied, he climbed up the forklift, clambering up with ease as the powerful servos in his gauntlets helped grip the not-so-cold metal, knee and ankle motors pushing him up to cab height. He lifted the under-slung assault rifle, steering the sight over the sill and rewarded with the image of the driver he’d not soon forget. He sent the picture, low res, with the soldier’s arms melded to the control sticks, unable to tell where the rods ended, and his arms began. His teeth were exposed, set solid in a rictus scream, and the husk like body sat stiff in the driver’s chair. Staying long enough to check for any obvious residual heat or crackles of energy, he dropped to the ground, signalling Smith over.
He covered Smith as he strode in, watching the multi-tracked vehicles carefully, a combination of a certain space station and the husk hanging just to his right enough to sharpen his senses. Smith slipped past, the bulk of the Battle Armour just about squeezing between the forklift and the wall, moving towards the box-like all-terrain vehicles beyond. His corporal scanned the two vehicles externally, before peering in, forsaking the rifle sight and the emotional disconnect it may provide from whatever horror lay inside. Noah received the ‘all clear’ message with a sigh of relief, when the spark slammed into his side, the air suddenly full of vapour as the electromagnetic stream sunk into his hip. For all the scientific talk of EM having no mass, he crashed into the far wall, the iced floor providing little resistant grip.
HUD down, sensors dead, he flailed at the ball of roiling fire and energy that emerged to swirl about his head, a scientific mind lost to primal fear. Another hit crashed in, an unseen force smashing into his side, sending Noah sliding across the floor, tendrils of power streaking behind him, and HUD instantly rebooting. Smith stood in his previous spot, whirling the bulbous Faraday material they both carried around him, frustrating the boiling cloud which probed at him from all directions. Noah rose, reaching for the EMP grenade, knowing it would shut them down briefly too.
But what choice do I have?
The battle stopped, the seething ball slamming into the metal cab of the forklift, before sparking along its side and jumping to the red cabbed multi-terrain vehicle. Reaching the attached charging wires, it streaked into the darkness beyond.
“Ok?” eye-clicked Noah as he walked over, receiving a thumbs up in response.
“Not human – not food.”
Oh crap, guess who’s bait.




Chapter 27

The Situation Room, Washington DC
 


“Mr President,” said Admiral Strang, nodding towards the tired-looking man sat slightly dishevelled at the top of the Situation Room table. “Chiefs.”
“Admiral Strang, it appears the world is full of never-ending issues. What has this damned planet thrown at us now?” said Hawlish, tapping his inner pocket, and nodding to the waiting agent to pour him a glass of water before withdrawing.
“McMurdo scientific station is incommunicado, sir. The support ship is nowhere to be found – all within a few seconds of each other by the comms logs.”
“If memory serves, Admiral, McMurdo is not military?”
“No – but yes. Officially not, but with the Chinese building what we believe to be an observation and listening post on Inexpressible Island, we may have a few personnel in the area.”
“If I may?” said Lieutenant-General Beerdoff, Director of the Defence Intelligence Agency, sporting a grey beard and unassuming grey eyes, but filling his uniform with determination and pride. He stood, drawing the room’s attention to the screen. “We have built an additional comms dish, not aligned to Optus D, but to our military satellites. It also, as you may guess, supports the additional electronic surveillance equipment we use to monitor the Chinese base. Up to the point we lost contact – and yes gentleman, it cut off too – the Chinese broadcasted radio noise from the Antarctic site, a constant chatter, some of it even scientific. But it’s a ‘we know, and you know we know’, situation. The last received data package shows the Chinese radio traffic dropped before ours – mere seconds – but I think it’s significant.”
“Okay, what boots do have on the ground, Beerdoff? How many can we count on?”
“There’s a Green Beret Alpha Team, sir. As well as six DIA operatives.”
“Just the one?”
“We’re not supposed to have any, Mr President.”
“And what are you suggesting as a next move?”
General Garcia looked up from the tablet he’d been reading, a small cough led to the Chiefs turning his way, “We have instructed a team from the Amundsen Base to check in on them – but we’re looking at days of travel if the storm doesn’t blow over. If it does, we only need a two-hour window to get a plane there. There’s a small Italian scientific station nearby, but I’m not sure on their status, and whether we could ask them to check in.”
“They will be non-military, General. And if this is … ah … something more than just a localised issue, we are possibly sending them into deep trouble. No, this remains with us for now. And I include the ship – no word is to get out. Any more crap hitting the fan, and we’ll have the media screaming aliens again. Mobilise what you can, but in-house, you hear?” said Hawlish, eyes locking with each Chief in turn. “And prep a cover story for the ship if you think we’ll need Australian Navy support, yes?”
“Becks,” said Hawlish as he stood up. “I need to take any calls from the Chinese Ambassador.”
“Mr President,” urged General Marks, slipping in beside the departing President. “Have you given any thought to my proposal?”
“Yes, General. The British Prime Minister has agreed their Command will release data and schematics about the EMP weapon. But she was adamant that it was spent, and the Stratan have no more.”
“And you believe the Brits?”
“The PM? Yes. The Stratan, well no. Not in the least. They assaulted our planet and now we are to believe they are our allies, and it was all a big mistake. But I can’t send in US personnel, nor risk any link to us. If this attack on the Antarctic base is anything to go by, there’s more crap coming our way.”
“What about a PMC?” Marks looked directly at Hawlish, not an ounce of shame about his proposal.
“I didn’t hear you say that General. The debacle in Scotland and then Canada is enough to show the damage they can do. And they will know, you understand? It doesn’t matter what group you use. The Chinese fronted with a North Korean group, and we still know, and the Scottish attack on the escarpment was funded by Russian industrialists with links to the Kremlin – even though we used the same group in the Ukraine six months beforehand.” Hawlish eyed the General, the Space Force Chief’s raised eyebrow at the last comment struck down as a win. The last President never wanted to know who, what and where just in case of plausible deniability. But he’d made it a mission to be on the pulse because the world was going to hell after the fallout from the first alien contact.
I’m the reluctant leader of the most powerful nation on Earth. I faced off an alien threat and brought a fragile peace with the major powers despite the smell of fear around the new technology. I won’t risk twitchy fingers on red buttons.
“No more, General. We play this by the book – and I want whatever cards you’re holding under the table to stay there. We need allies, not a gut full of mistrust.” Hawlish turned to go, then looked back to the fuming General. “Anything else?”
“No, sir.”
“Good – because Marks,” the President took a breath, “we’re going to need you in the coming months, understand? We’re facing the prospect of tech that’ll revolutionise armed combat and enhance the military and NASA space programmes. We need to be the first, and the best. Don’t screw up. You’re the man for the job, proven. But any misstep and …?”




Chapter 28

Near Denial Bay, South Australia
 


“We good?” asked Zuri via data drop, her back against the insulated wall of the forty metre long building next to a large, dished telescope. Receiving a thumbs up in response, she gently checked the lock. The box lid dropped as she unclipped it, the keypad beyond dead, so she risked a touch, a yellow crackle of EM dissipating as her gauntleted finger approached.
Signalling Finn, she removed the mini welding torch from her pouch, igniting the roaring blue flame and set to work, Finn watching behind as the snow drove into them. The dual lock gave, and with a gentle nudge, the seal broke. Stowing the torch, she nuzzled it open with her shoulder, rifle held high, the thermal airlock dark.
Not even backup lighting, nothing.
She walked through to the far side of the porch like room, the heaters giving off a memory of previous warmth, a good twenty-seven degrees above the outside. Once in, she could see the snow melt from multiple entries, signalling to Finn as she moved over to a dual, full height storage cupboard along one wall. She glanced back to note Finn followed and directed him to cover the side, and took a breath, the wet and gritty finger marks on the storage door making her wary. Risking a thermal HUD check, the metal appeared slightly warmer than the room, and she flicked the external lock, designed for thick, multilayered gloves to undo. She stepped aside, the clatter of the fully clothed human figure crashing to the floor, arms splayed, balaclava covered face hiding all but the white, atrophied eyes. The heat level rose, and Zuri checked the body over, seeking the sparks and wisps of power they’d witnessed before. Rewarded with a glow from the gloved right hand, she prodded the offending arm with an armoured boot, the wrist twisting round to reveal a melted handheld radio and a withered, smoking aerial.
Zuri glanced towards Finn expectantly, her mission leader had suffered on his first encounter with the atmospheric suited pilot back on Nutu Allpa. The human inside mere meat by the time Smith had finally taken it down. But they were copies, the memories shadows, and recorded emotions just data points in time. She knew she had experienced concern for him, but it was distant, and finding their way back to each other was taking so long.
Will I … we … ever find that again?
Finn turned away, clomping over to the next doorway, indicating the charging stations along it, a heater beneath masking the warmth emanating from the radios despite the lack of power.
“We know what’s happened here,” she eye-clicked.
“But not why,” Finn replied, signalling Zuri towards the next door, locked and resisting his initial push. Zuri set to work, reality beginning to set in, concern rising about how they were going to engage a creature that wielded electromagnetism at will. In their previous encounters, it had relied on brute force, overpowering systems and atmospheric suits to wield like blunt tools. But the ship – the one he’d been building to assault Havenhome – was a hint of what he was truly capable of if S’lgarr just took a moment to think.
Makali ya jicho yashinda wembe. The sharpness of the eye is greater than the razor. Has S’lgarr begun to look … and learn?
The lock gave, this time Finn taking the lead, weapon high, eyes above the sight as he stepped through into the pitch-black corridor. He eye-clicked Zuri and their lights kicked in, the layout familiar, functional, a straight run down, with a crossroads three rooms ahead. Finn walked past the changing area, all benches and hung suits. When he reached the first, slightly ajar door, his unenhanced hearing could pick out nothing through the gap. With Zuri on cover, he pushed the door open, wrapping the weapon around, with him quickly following, the mirrored sight attachment gleaning enough ambient light to tell him it was clear. Inside was an official’s desk, neat, tidy. Everything in its place except the melted laptop. On the floor, a human husk half-wearing a military cap, face down and clearly dead.
Finn moved out, taking cover and sweeping the corridor as Zuri searched through the opposite room before confirming the same outcome, her face drawn as she withdrew. Finn didn’t need to ask, the low-res photo enough to verify the husk left behind. Moving on, trying to maintain some hope, Finn checked the next room, the mirrored sight reflecting images he struggled to face. He glanced over to Zuri, who picked up the glint of regret and disgust from his lit face, and signalled she’d go in. Caught between the oppressive darkness on the outside, and that swirling within himself, he hesitated, almost accepting the offer.
A shared burden though. We made this choice when we refused to walk away on Bathsen. This is who we are now, whether the original or the new and improved Echo Squad.
Catching the resolve, Zuri stepped back, well aware of the need Finn’s face displayed, and shocked at the sudden surge of empathy that had caused her to make the offer. A glimpse of the past, and to her surprise, a welcome one. She scanned the corridor as Finn went in, the suit lights penetrating the depths beyond the connecting section. It was as bland as the one they were in, no sign of a firefight, no resistance at all.
The low-res picture clicked in, just a partial image of an intricately designed office space, even traditional filing cabinets to supplement the array of cracked computer screens across the face-to-face desk area. Finn had obviously selected the least abhorrent visual he could, only bubbled hands and burnt scalps to confirm the reason for his reticence. In some ways, she felt pained, Finn not trusting her to cope. But she’d have done the same – and with that thought her mind linked the fragility of that contradiction, intertwining, the connection uncertain, like human emotion. And a little more of herself escaped the confines of the data bonds currently muting her emotional past.
Zuri took the lead for the next room, signalling it was clear as she left, the storage space stacked high with insulated clothing. She eye-clicked Finn, glancing back as he moved on, and swiftly dropped to the floor, loosing off an arm mounted energy bolt towards the monstrous machine stomping down the corridor. Bulbous helmet atop a bright orange suit, the torso stiff and shining with metallic bands in the glow of her light, below which thick, stubby legs protruded. Inside the helmet a woman yelled, eyes wide, face stricken as blood seeped from the corner of her mouth.
Zuri shivered as the bolt lashed against the armoured plate, dissipating as it slithered around. And the woman screamed.
◆◆◆
 
Smith shifted position, down as low as the Battle Armour would allow, but conscious that an electromagnetic being would probably find it hilarious he was trying to hide.
Instinct. Self-preservation as a human trait – whether a hybrid cyborg thing or not. Besides dying ain’t all it’s cracked up to be. The only light I saw was the ‘off’ button.
He hand-signalled Noah forward, the gentle clomp of metal foot on the steel staircase only slightly muffled by the grips they’d hastily added to the boots. He waited patiently for his buddy to reach an eyeline with the upper floor, scanning behind, waiting for the creature to reemerge. They’d scoured the last machine, a snow plough with its engine half-out and clearly disconnected from the robust battery. Noah had suggested it could still be a conduit for the alien, but neither of them could pick up any visual sign, nor Smith via a risky flip through the spectrum. So, the stairs it was, the other part of the building being a machine shop with enough welding and drilling equipment to keep them well clear.
Why tempt fate?
Noah signalled ‘clear’, and Smith ascended, just about passing his buddy on the stairs. He moved above the floor eyeline, noting a wet section on the metal grating and putting it down to residual melting snow from recent foot traffic. Unlike the office spaces back home, these only had minimal windows, more like portals, the walls and doors likely fully thermally sealed. With the electrical system down, he suspected each would be dark, with just the hope of a few similar external portals reducing the likelihood he’d have to physically enter each of the three doors. Reducing his pace, he proceeded to the first doorway on the left, signalling Noah to wait and glancing through the thirty-centimetre portal. Inside, he caught the whiteout blowing against the two small portals, enough light for his sight to work but the field of view was poor. Taking another risk, he engaged the HUD, scanning the space with night vision, the scene of death and destruction inside enough indication of the alien’s passing. He counted four bodies, the combination of melted flesh and seared skulls sending a shiver down his metametal spine. Each had a contact with an electrical device, either a computer, screen, or two-way radio. Eye-clicking, he sent the low-res picture to Noah and continued on, glancing through the middle portal to find it pitch black. Ignoring it, he approached the final room sporting dual windows, and scanning inside, the communal space and kitchen appeared neat and tidy.
If I could breathe a sigh of relief, I would.
Eye-clicking a picture of the empty room, he signalled Noah up and indicated the middle doorway and the lack of a lock. Just a large turnkey, designed for ease of use by a heavily gloved hand. In normal combat operations he’d be forcing the door and shouting grenade, but they knew full well the only creature likely to suffer would be human, and right now saving just one would bring some relief. Incapacitating them was not on the agenda.
Just like on the Tiq Space Division Ship, except fewer suit-wraiths – so far. Hate zombie movies even more than sci-fi. Why do they always continue to live after dying … crap … am I a zombie? The living dead?
Smith opened the door gently, the darkness beyond only giving up a few of its secrets as the residual light seeped in. He eased the rifle in, the weapon’s mirror sight reflecting a barely perceptible view, but the heavy breathing he could hear. Making sure Noah was aware, he eased in further, the image clarifying as the ambient light grew, a changing room where warm kit hung, and lockers stood against one wall. In the centre of one bench, a young Chinese soldier shook, his overalls stained, eyes wide with fear as the radio held in both hands crackled and sparked.
As soon as his gaze fell on the man, Smith knew he would die, the situation a set-up, a show.
Crap, S’lgarr knows we’re here, and who we are.
The waves rolled up the soldier’s wrists, electrical fire burning through his veins, drawing the skin inwards, draining his very being. Petrified eyes stared straight at Smith, white seeping in at the corners, mouth wide with a silent scream.
And Smith fired, the crack of his bullet echoing around the room as it drilled into the young soldier’s heart, ending the pain.
But not mine.
A static roar erupted from the body, a surge of power smashing through the hole, swirling once around the room before slamming into the floor.
“Smith?”
“Had to. Already dead, and he knew it.”
“Yeah,” clicked Noah, stepping from behind Smith and taking in the room, the body still smoking.
“It knows. He knows.”
◆◆◆
 
The pincers clacked, echoing down the corridor as the smooth, yellow suit continued its path towards them. The woman inside battered her head against the round helmet visor, desperate to get out, eyes stricken with fear and pain.
“Can we save her?” Finn eye-clicked, half in the doorway, peering down his weapon sight.
“Not if we can’t force him out of the suit,” she replied, her enhanced assault rifle bullet, carrying the power equivalence of an AW50 anti-material round, crashing into the bulbous knee joint, cracking the plastic-like shell, and shattering the human knee inside. “Crap.”
The suit stumbled, then caught itself, an echo of a scream ricocheting out through the flapping knee joint as the motors forced the woman on. Zuri’s second round hit the ankle, aimed for the last third of the outer shell, hoping to miss the bone the other side. The material shattered, and the motorised joint failed as the round smashed in. Zuri winced as the scream cut off, glancing up at the now unconscious face, the suit toppling to crash onto the floor.
Finn flinched, preparing to move.
“No,” clicked Zuri, followed by the pop of the suit’s shoulders, the arms swinging over backwards, the pincers clawing into the floor, dragging its bulk towards them.
Finn fired, his SA80 assault rifle round cracking into the elbow joint as it extended out, shattering the bulbous joint module, exposing the arm underneath. Swallowing, he fired again, focussing his mind on the exposed servo, his human, unenhanced aim, only shattering wire and metal to his surprise. The arm died, but the inexorable clump of the other pincer and subsequent drag across the floor did not cease, the helmet shifting with a crack of vertebrae, a lifeless face lolling against the visor.
Zuri let loose, the snap of the high-powered rifle echoing through the corridor, the first-round slamming into the last joint, the second into the woman’s helmet, shattering the visor, and on through the skull. She sensed Finn’s shock, the stiffening posture despite the Battle Armour, the turn of the helmet, the look behind the HUD.
“No condensation,” she eye-clicked. “Not breathing.”
And if she’s dead, can S’lgarr feed?
The suit shook, power leaked, swirled and formed into a seething ball. It seemed to pause then dived towards them, a thunder cloud of raw electromagnetism searing through the air along the corridor. Zuri rolled, already low, fearing for Finn as the creature streaked forwards at head height, vapour clouds forming in its wake. But Finn was gone, shoulders battering through the door where he had stood, feet flying as the roiling mass swept on by.
◆◆◆
 
“This is not working,” eye-clicked Smith. “It knows.”
Noah had his doubts, the events in the room above clearly played out to make them suffer, and possibly, if an alien thinks that way, to send a message. Without a body, can S’lgarr think? Yasuko reported how he acted on the ship when she’d cornered him, a swirl of anger with flashes of thought. Maybe that was what had happened here? But the emotional excesses, even considering this alien hunter’s urge for massacre over weeding out the weak, did not match any of that. It was a taunt. And then there was the assault on their AI, Ship. Another contradiction. S’lgarr acted with reason and skill when hunting it down, yet on discovery of Ship’s organic connection to Th’lgarr/Yasuko, he had gone berserk, rending the AI and tearing the poor Haven, Zzind, apart.
This feels different again. So we don’t take risks.
“We go?”
“Yes,” Smith replied, then eye-clicked a data packet to Finn, the response worrying.
“Main building, suit-wraith. Move out.”




Chapter 29

Near Denial Bay, South Australia
 


Finn and Zuri had checked the rest of the main building by the time the other fireteam arrived, waiting in the radio dish’s control room, the residual heat and brief EM spectrum check feeding their newfound fears.
“You’re not asking me to…?”
“No, Smith,” said a helmetless Finn. “No chasing. We have no idea what it’ll do to you outside of the plaque’s protection.”
“I do,” he answered, eyes rolling over the control panel, “I saw what he did to Ship, and it wasn’t pretty. I’m not afraid to say it’ll tear me apart if he’s anywhere near as strong as he was then. You want feedback on what he did in this system?”
“Where he went,” chipped in Noah. “Like at Ceduna. We can most likely answer that now – uploaded to a Chinese military satellite.”
“Nothing you’ve recounted suggests we understand S’lgarr on this planet,” said Zuri. “He’s almost become … wiser? Is that the word? Certainly thinking about his actions, a scalpel as opposed to the sledgehammer.” Zuri immediately regretted her words, flashes of Zzind’s maimed body, a surgical nightmare, flashing through her memory, the emotions rawer than any she’d so far experienced since rebirth.
“Okay,” said Smith. “Are you heading for the ice breaker?”
“We’ll wait, go together. It’s the only place I can imagine that deep diving suit would have come from.”
◆◆◆
 
On approach to the ship, the wharf full of well-ordered containers and a large crane currently compacted and stowed, the weather let up, the wind dropping a little, the snow lessening. Finn scanned the jetty, lifeless, with snow still piling up despite the easing.
Just at a Scottish blizzard level instead.
He eye-clicked Smith and Noah, sending them out to the north end of the wharf and jumped down from the metal stairway attached to a temporary building he’d been using as a vantage point, around fifty metres from the jetty. It appeared to be a base for further construction, the plans inside showing a small additional power plant. He signalled Zuri ahead, covering behind as she gracefully manoeuvred the battle suit between the southern passages created by the cargo containers.
Finn remained shocked by Zuri’s actions, the bullet signifying her mantra of ‘me and mine’, but a philosophy they all knew she had sacrificed time and time again to save others. She had spoken of the mercy killing of the Seth soldier back on Bathsen, half-eaten but still alive by the hardening Boush, yet this seemed different. Methodical. Was it as a result of the rebirth? Were they all to lose something of themselves in that process – is that what the gap between them was?
Are we still capable of true emotions? Love?
Zuri signalled a halt, eye-clicking the low-quality image of the ship’s stern. The rail around the helipad protruded from the back, metal twisted, sliced and pulled by something with huge strength. Looking closely, Finn could make out the trashed tail rotor of a helicopter sticking out above the wharf edge. He joined Zuri, taking a position opposite hers, partially covered by a container wall, rifle in his off-hand as he scanned the ship with his sight.
“S’lgarr.” Eye-clicked Zuri, not needing a response. The force of the attack more like what they knew of the alien.
“Smith, check this image,” sent Finn. “Take the gantry while we cover, wait for us.”
They both watched as Noah and Smith moved in on the ship, the buddy team working smoothly together as they approached the gantry. Once confident they were clear, Zuri and he mimicked their movements, reaching the base as the others covered the deck.
“Clear,” eye-clicked Smith, and Zuri went up first, Finn watching the wharf, a creeping feeling pressing in on his thoughts. Old instincts on edge, ones he trusted.
Too easy? Or too late?
On reaching the top, wishing they could risk a drone, he sent Smith and Noah portside to search the deck areas first before risking the inside. He moved starboard, following Zuri as she walked ahead, rifle high, hoping to encounter someone alive. As she passed round the bow, he caught her pause, the image coming his way of torn deck railings, and ripped open portholes. The ice breakers were as tough as they come, and the starboard had been ripped asunder, raw edged metal protruding from too many holes to count. Instincts pressed in, an inner wariness moving from amber to full on red alert.
This was definitely S’lgarr.
Smith and Noah’s teamwork had revealed the radio communication dish had been redirected towards an area of space away from the Chinese military satellite. Without access to Ship, they couldn’t get a fix, but the level of upload had been huge, surpassing that at Ceduna. Noah had talked of Ship’s analogy, Earth’s computer systems and protocols like a library full of books, each a different language, surmising that whatever S’lgarr had done was targeted at what he knew. Maybe the Chinese satellite was a step too far.
The tentacle whipped out, breaking the ice and snow scum floating on the water’s surface, swirling towards Finn, the glinting razor edges flashing across his helmet. He dropped, the serrated tip still in his mind’s eye as he crashed to the deck, the metal tendril piercing the riveted wall behind, screeching as it twisted and pulled, tearing toughened steel shards that clattered against his back.
Zuri spun, the rifle burst flying, but the speed of the tentacle’s movements belied any hope of it striking home. The tentacle rose again, no swirl, or flourish, just the glint of ice-cold metal arrowing towards Finn’s prone form. Zuri leapt, raising her rifle, the metal barrel splitting as she twisted the gun, parrying away the blow. Servos screamed in response to the power required to cushion the force, and still its echo reverberated through her joints. The liquid metal limb shimmered as its hardened edge bit into the deck, pulling back, slicing through the wood and on into the steel struts. Zuri sensed Finn rise behind her, but kept her stance loose, aware that she needed the freedom to move. And Finn flew, slamming into the raw edge of the steel wall, another tentacle swatting him away before wrapping itself around her armoured leg, pulling her off balance and up into the frigid air. With no counterbalancing floor, Zuri could only writhe in the grip, the combination of gymnastic poise and armoured strength briefly loosening the monster’s hold. A third tentacle rushed towards her, and she reacted the only way she knew, the suit splitting open, spilling its contents towards the ice-cold depths. Zuri twisted, manoeuvring her body feet first to smash through the ice scum as the EMP grenade went off, the pulse stunning sharp-edged limbs as they slashed towards her.
The intense cold hit Zuri, shock almost locking her mind and body, the skinsuit giving no protection. She desperately struggled to find the way up, but an ice-addled mind panicked, thrashing at the viscous water, the darkness pressing in. Surging water sucked her downwards, a huge force ripping through the water, causing currents to drag at her body. Zuri fought the urge to scream, to suck in a breath, to panic in the swirling void, to do anything except escape. Hands gripped her waist, the bronzed arms pulling her in, kicking in a direction her mind could not understand. Wriggling, she thrashed elbows against hardened skin, kicks to batter bronzed knees. Then the ice parted, her mouth above water, air sucked in, and a scream let loose that pierced the wind.
“If I’m not waterproof, there’ll be hell to pay.”
◆◆◆
 
Noah’s system rebooted, the HUD back online, and Smith’s grin was the first thing he saw. The human/computer hybrid slapped him on the shoulder, desperate to give him whatever one-liner the corporal had dreamed up in the last few minutes. Inwardly Noah sighed, but the sight of Zuri, wrapped in Smith’s armoured battle suit, alive and well, encouraged patience. Smith had split from his suit as soon as he understood Noah’s intent, before it could shutdown when he triggered the second of the two EMP grenades in quick succession, his own shielding then activating.
“Call me Rusty,”
Noah grimaced.
Maybe not that much patience.
Finn was at Zuri’s side, eyes on the sea that still eddied with S’lgarr’s passing, the protective stance a sure sign Smith would need to avoid any baiting for a few minutes. Zuri shivered inside the suit, leant up against Finn, steam forming on the visor as the suit struggled to remove the excess water quickly enough while slowly warming its new charge.
And then it hit.
“The bloody armour – it’s got our armour. It’ll work out every weakness we have.”
“And Zuri’s other plaque,” eye-clicked Finn, each letter like a punch to Noah’s gut.
“Suit Sensors say I’m able to move,” sent Zuri, her hand placed gently against Finn’s shoulder.
“Then we get out of here, now.”
“What about the ship – survivors?” replied Noah, Finn’s hard gaze the only response he received as Finn passed him before stopping next to Smith. No data-packages were sent, but the message of thanks was clear between them. Smith simply nodded back, turning to Noah to throw him a huge grin with a raised eyebrow.
“I reckon I can get a full badge motif out of this one – maybe we could even get purple as our uniform colour,” said Smith.
“Over your dead body,” eye-clicked Zuri, still shivering as she slapped him on the arm. “But thanks.”
◆◆◆
 
The forklift powered up; the rumble of its engine low but echoing in the confines of the metal garage. Its wheels spun as the controls sparked into life, the huge vehicle pressing forward against the garage doors, pushing them back against their hinges, the prongs denting then piercing the metal. It shifted down, the torque differential adjusting, and the grip enhanced as it pushed on, crumpling the doors outwards and careering through. The powerful forklift stopped, the rumble receding, with the residual warmth soon consumed by the cold air as the streak of energy flashed back towards the garage, roiling along the floor before swathing one of the multi-track all-terrain vehicles. The engine roared, with the tracks spinning in opposite directions to pull it round to face the exit. The machine started forward, heat and sparks marring the drivers position as it headed out, Mu’lgarr’s conscious and sharpened mind headed out, seeking more sustenance and fighting the compulsion of his mission. Life tasted good, and he had no intention to be S’lgarr’s sacrifice. No, he wasn’t like T’ligarr, he had not survived the void to be slaughtered for S’lgarr’s gain. Time to rise up.




Chapter 30

The White House, Washington DC
 


“Mr President,” said Lieutenant-General Beerdoff.
“News? Good I hope?”
“Both types. The Australian’s have reported debris, sir. In an area that could have been within the Antarctic Tern’s shipping route according to the last known GPS signal. If it is them, its deep, sir, and no guarantee we’ll get an idea of exactly where anything happened for some time.”
“Okay, Beerdoff. Keep it all low key until we have confirmation,” said Hawlish. “Have we got ships in the area yet?”
“On their way, a few days, but the Aussies are searching and there was nothing ‘of concern’ on our ship from my team’s point of view.”
“Just people, Americans.”
“Yes sir. McMurdo base, however, is back online.”
“Now that is some good news, do we know what happened?”
“There’s talk of some electromagnetic effect linked to the storm, or the atmospheric conditions. Either way they are with us, all safe and sound. But the Chinese base is still down, sir. And McMurdo had a visitor, one of their ATVs motored on into the station about three hours ago.”
“A defector?”
“No, Mr President, empty. Completely empty. They’ve asked permission to check on the base, which I’ve refused. But now we have an international situation, one we need to decide on next. If something has happened on Inexpressible Island, and we have one of their vehicles on a US designated base …”
“Lieutenant-General, how does this feel to you. The whole thing?”
“Honestly? Let me tell you about a radio telescope in Ceduna, Southern Australia, and then maybe we can put all this weirdness into one basket marked WTF. Sir.”
◆◆◆
 
So close, but I have this.
S’lgarr wrapped his joyous tentacle around the armoured suit, his reformed shell sensors informing him of the plaque’s presence. The trap had been set to gain one alive, however short a time that may have been for. But now, as his mind reeled, he needed a better way to move forward, to use an opportune moment to adapt a plan already in motion. Shackling the two released Garr to their missions had happened as his energy faded from the journey, and he fretted about the details and strength of the fear and demand he’d laid down. It felt distant – as if his mind had shifted to the left as the stolen life essence faded. T’ligarr had taken more life than most to calm and focus, and Mu’lgarr surprisingly little. It felt wrong. He should have waited, but the whispers from his brothers …
It is done. Mission set. Stop the doubt.
S’lgarr pushed the worry down into his self-loathing brain cluster where it was welcomed by a thrashing tentacle. The pulse of life he’d purged from the ships’ crews now sharpened his mind, gave him distance from the constant beat of his bestial need to feed, allowing his thoughts to form structures and tangents, to plan, set contingencies. All these things Th’lgarr had done for him in the past, and now he understood what a fool he had been. His mate had espoused about his true potential, if only the gluttony and self-obsessed focus on ascending had not constrained him.
I have no boundaries. Just potential.
And breathless whispers appeared to agree.
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Chapter 31

Garshellach Forest, nr Stirling, Scotland
 


Zuri took a long, deep breath, calming the welling emotions. The Antarctic mission had raised so many memories, almost broken the constraints of her past, picking apart the data bonds that defined her before emergence and rebirth. The glimmers of reconciliation with Finn were there, that need in her rising again, with the near death experience a reminder of what she could lose. Yasuko talked of the copying process eroding emotions; meta-bonds unable to hold the part of them that was the true definition of humanity. She had likened it to a ‘loss’, and Zuri had felt like a facsimile of what she remembered, but now time and circumstance were rebuilding her – like an emotional muscle memory. Relearning, or was it re-experiencing, what she was supposed to be. She could understand how there could be loss, less of her self surviving each rebirth, a failure for her mind, body and remaining essence to realign as she once was. It mirrored Yasuko’s explanation for the Haven Scientocracy’s ever decreasing emotional connection with each other, and those they wielded as tools.
She approached the two guards, walking confidently, as if she did this every day, that this was her home from home. The armour she wore a close copy of the Stratan’s in design, their personal adaptions unlikely to pass close scrutiny, but who else would be walking about the camp? She only hoped Captain Darrow would forgive them when he found out how easily a light-wrapped, RADAR absorbing alien ship could bypass their defences. She nodded to them, visor opaque, and walked into the hastily constructed cabin.
“It received a retrieval call. Like a mental stimulus, or a jump-start. A pulse echoing through the planet, long wave. From another Garr, or Garrs.” Mills handed over the tablet to Captain Darrow.
“What?”
“That’s a picture she imprinted, an image from another world. The Marines think Stratan by the atmospheric colours and mountains in the background. Those are piles of bones, their larger animals. Swipe left.”
Zuri watched as Darrow complied, his face showing little comprehension of the writing on the tablet. From the glimpse she got, her HUD instantly translated the Haven.
“What does it say?” asked Darrow,
“You are prey,” said the helmetless female Stratan, tears in her eyes.
“Damn right, you are,” said Zuri, clearing her visor, scanning and evaluating each of the occupants, her rifle slung across her back, though her hand rested on the inside of her left forearm.
“Lance Corporal Zuberi?” said Mills, instantly raising his arms, palms out to the Stratan Marines reaching for their weapons.
Zuri flashed him a fierce smile, “Good to see you made it Trooper Mills. Despite the company you keep.”
“Hold, !Ui,” he repeated as the captain raised her rifle. “This is one of those that left in the Haven ship.” Mills noted the waiver in her aim. “You know, the spacecraft you wanted to take you home and save your people.”
Zuri, face set, trying to control the pain inside, looked to the Stratan officer, the dual claws along her cheeks flashing back deeply embedded memories. The yellow-edged sword was absent, a welcome relief, one she didn’t know if she’d have coped with. Zuri didn’t budge, knowing the Stratan was going through a whole minefield of conflict herself right now, but determined to hold on to her position, no quarter given.
“He’s right. You should listen.”
“!Ui,” said !Inakini, the one Zuri had marked as the calming influence from the radio transmissions. “Captain.”
Mills stepped in front of the Stratan leader, blocking her view of Zuri, eyes on his friend. She glanced up, finally forcing down all the emotions the Garr had exposed with its revelation about their future, and therefore the possibility of going home. Prey they were to her, and whomever had awoken her.
“Talk about bloody timing, Lance Corporal,” said Captain Darrow. “And the other members of your missing squad?”
“Waiting to be invited in, sir – but this must remain off the radio for now. And your soldiers cannot know. There is a greater threat than this Garr out there, and it has the ability to read radio and satellite transmissions. I don’t know the status of this creature you hold, but the Garr we have tracked back to Earth kills readily, on a large scale. I can provide you with proof, but I need reassurances first of no transmissions. I apologise, sir, but we are not what we were when we left.”
“You, Zuberi, have not changed one bit,” said Darrow. “From what I’ve heard.”
◆◆◆
 
!Inakini scoured the armour configuration facing him, eyes roaming, mulling over the materials and construction techniques so similar, with maybe a few enhancements, to their own. The figure opposite him hadn’t engaged with anyone since the new Earth humans arrived in the back of a Panther, supposedly newly revived Marines from their ship, with Sol’s light too bright for them to undim their visors as they swept into camp past the infantry platoon guarding the compound.
It’ll work, for now.
“I have sent a message to Lieutenant Colonel Hoskins, requesting her attendance here on a matter of urgency. With your passage through the compound, I’m sure she’ll already have an idea why,” said the SAS Captain, eyes on Zuri, assuming from their encounter that she now led the platoon with the death of Corporal Smith. The deference by Lance Corporal Tobias Finn seemed to confirm his thoughts, though the easy confidence between them caused him to ponder over what they had become. If he hadn’t known them from reputation and their army files, he’d have pegged them as elite forces, through and through.
“Hoskins?” asked Zuri, an eyebrow raised in query and sitting forward, her armour rubbing against the strange wooden chair she’d been provided. It had sent a memory coursing through her, though she’d only glimpsed it during a painful argument with Corporal Lumu. The blue-metal corridor, however, had made her heart leap, and forced an involuntary glance towards Smith. But Finn had been there, by his side, almost touching.
That man continues to surprise me, now I can feel him again.
“Military Intelligence,” chipped in Mills, a glare from Darrow returned with a shrug. Mills carried on, make him a bloody liaison then he was going to liaise. “Zuri – ”
“Why do we not see this one?” blurted Krotoa, the young Stratan dodging her captain’s flinch. “We know you left with a Stratan Marine – there was one missing from the second squad.”
Zuri looked to Finn, who nodded. They’d agreed to be as open as they could, including about Smith and !Nias, but this was going to hurt, and a distraction from S’lgarr.
“The Stratan, !Nias, died on the Explorer ship, just after he pushed me on board. He told us about your planet, and why they, and I suppose you, were here. Translated by the ship’s AI. It was hard to believe, after all the death and destruction they brought. The ship we are on is not that ship, and his body remains on the original one, awaiting a return home. If all has gone right, that ship should be there now with friends of ours on board.”
“Haven friends?” asked !Ui, eyes daring Krotoa to jump in again.
“No, more humans. Like us. They know what happened on Earth before we left, and that three hundred years has passed since your people first left Stratan. I do not know what they will find or do. But in all my time with them, they have always tried to do the right thing, and they have the knowledge downloads from the SeedShips and a powerful AI to help. At times it feels like we’ve known them all our, lives,” Zuri saw the entire squad of Stratans visibly change, it wasn’t relaxation, more one of many burdens slipping off heavily weighted shoulders. She had to admit, it felt good.
Ahadi ni deni. A promise is a debt, !Nias. Perhaps this promise should not have remained unsaid.
“So—” began Mills, looking towards the fourth member of the squad.
Zuri gave him a rueful smile, wondering just how this was going to go down.
“Smith is back at the wheel,” announced the cyborg, removing his helmet.
Uproar riddled the room, chairs toppled, everyone but Echo Squad standing and staring at the bronzed figure gazing back at them from the suit. Noah shook his head.
Ah, like that.




Chapter 32

Los Altos Hills, San Jose, California
 


The white walls stood three metres high before dipping down in an elegant, smooth-stoned curve and attaching to the fluted pillar rising either side of the gleaming silver-metal gates. Each metal rail measured four metres, piercing the sky, tipped with a melted section of an old PC system that had made Major Jess Hamland a small fortune post-Vietnam. The blue Californian sky framed the massive, winged house that lay beyond, with the shimmering sun dappled by coastal redwoods surrounding his vast estate. Embedded in each wall, motion sensor activated CCTV with linked night vision and thermal capabilities kept watch, the system spliced into the local police station’s immediate response system, and the security firm Hamland not only owned, but had hand-picked personally. A third alert, and the most important, activated a small platoon of ex-Green Beret, US Rangers and the odd SBS soldier that served as his family’s personal security.
Jess, 76 now, and past all ideas of joining the congress and the political nonsense he had eschewed for years, sat batting away the attention of the party representative intent on breaking his self-imposed exile from dealing with people just like her. For a second, he forgot which party the woman belonged to, then realised it just didn’t matter.
“I’m sorry … err,”
“Miriam – Miriam Dounster,” she replied, the mask still in place, hiding any chagrin as she assumed the famous Major Jess Hamland was simply keeping her on the back foot.
“Yes, Miriam, I’m afraid it’s not going to work. Too old, too opinionated and stubborn to bend to anyone’s will. You’d find me a nightmare to work with and I’d likely disenfranchise half your voters before the first week was out, and the rest by the end of the second.”
“Major – I beg to disa–”
“The answer’s no, Miriam. Plain and simple. Time for you to go, and say hi to … errr … Ron for me.” Hamland signalled his butler over, the Swiss trained ex-Special Forces Lillian Foster waiting patiently for Mrs Dounster to get herself ready before leading the flustered party representative to the door. If she’d heard Major Hamland’s sigh, she showed no sign.
“And Lillian,” he said as she returned, “I’m eating alone tonight. Junior and his entourage are at Mazim’s this evening. So no need to feed the 5,000.”
◆◆◆
 
Jess Hamland awoke, eyes springing open, hand slipping under the pillow, reaching for the Smith & Western Bodyguard pistol that was always there. He liked the longer pull, and the red laser targeting as he aged, giving him time enough to find his target, and decide against firing if he’d woken up in any of his old nightmares. He lived in a house full of children, after all.
I can feel something.
“Jacques,” he whispered into the emergency radio mic on his bedside table. “Jacques?” Static filled silence came back, and hairs rose on his arms, a sudden dread filling his mind and thoughts. Jacques ran the night squad and house security. He was always available, and the static?
Not in the house, ever.
He slipped out of bed, feet in slippers, padding across the deep pile carpet his deceased wife so loved. Grasping the bedroom door handle, he turned it and peeked through the gap, checking both sides. With it being clear, he stepped out, a whirr to his right making him jump. Hamland spun. Aged he might be, but adrenaline was pumping, and he was fit as could be. The red laser fell on the robo-sentinel, the wheeled, multi-sensory system he had designed and built himself. Its tubular sensor array swivelled, responding to the laser, a flash of light indicating a signal had been sent to the house security system. Hamland let the pistol drop, the machine registering his facial print, and sending the new information before spinning away to continue its corridor patrol.
“I am getting jumpy in my old age. Jacques?” he said again, and with no reply, walked towards the monumentally large stairs, another of his ex-wife’s ideas of how the rich and ostentatious lived. Jess looked at them every day and thought just how easily a fireteam could use them to assault the first and second floors.
He padded down each wooden step, shined to perfection, not a creak or sigh in the wood as he reached the ground floor. A second robo-sentinel whirled around the corner, its sensors flaring, tracking the unlikely appearance of a family member at three in the morning. Hamland ignored it, but the sense of unease didn’t pass. There should have been at least one of the security team around, and he saw no sign. Calling the team leader again, with no luck, he walked to the doorway under the stairs, pressing the latch, allowing the system to scan his retina and palm print before it opened up.
“Jacques?” he said, walking down the functional stairs that were far more to his liking. He reached the security barracks and kit rooms, this part of the house level with the gardens, and also housing a spare robo-sentinel, currently absent, in case of the ground patrols breaking down. He may have become one of the leading military high-tech equipment suppliers, but it wasn’t all by risk. He identified need, and the branching out into the security market had been based on the rich having complete mistrust of people. People were open to bribes, extortion, ideology – in short humans couldn’t be trusted. Now a robot? It did what it was told, and for all the fear out there of Artificial Intelligence, Jess knew the parameters and constraints they worked would shut that out. His promise was for self-contained, independent systems, disconnected from external influences. Well, that was the theory.
Major Hamland retina-checked at the secure entrance to the monitoring room, before swinging the door open. The tang of burning meat assaulted his nose, the acrid air stinging tired eyes. A crackle of electromagnetic charge swept across the room and enshrouded his whole body, a weight of regard slamming down on aged shoulders, driving him to the floor. Neck bowed, he struggled to look up, fighting the dread squeezing his heart. The weight shifted, slipping under his chin, lifting his head to peer through the acrid air towards the monitor stations. Jess Hamland, Major Jess Hamland, billionaire entrepreneur, stared at the screaming faces of his son, daughter-in-law and the three grandchildren in the electric 4x4 his son loved so much. The air crackled with a surging mass of power, sparking across the car dashboard, his son’s hands cracked where time and again he tried to wrestle control of the careering vehicle before it slammed to a halt. Hamland felt the force of the regard upon his shoulders would never cease as it forced him to grovel on the carpet. A whisper echoed in his earpiece, and with gaze fixed on Jacques, the security man’s head melded to the control panel, white eyes staring his way, Jess sobbed.
◆◆◆
 
“General Marks, sir, I have Major Hamland on line one.”
Marks smiled, the Major had been a big player in his career, some of their work together had progressed the military space programme exponentially over the last ten years. In return, General Marks had assured the entrepreneur first access to the research work into the Stratan Marines’ equipment. Or to be more accurate, direct examples, working specs, and a complete set of the armour. Okay, it was against the compartmentalisation rules around military research, but the US needed that equipment yesterday with how things were going.
“Jess, how are you doing today? Junior and family doing okay?”
“General, I’m fine. Sorry to call out of the blue, but I need a favour.”
The crackle across the line was a little odd, an old memory of lightening flickering through the General’s mind. He ignored it, who knew where the Major was today.
“Anything, Jess. Well, as long as its within certain boundaries and the usual rules.”
“Of course, maybe we can talk over it at the golf course sometime soon.”
Marks flinched, the code words they’d agreed letting him know they could have been compromised and needed a private conversation.
Crap.
He dropped the phone, a static spark jumping across his hand before disappearing unseen into the air. It dived into the open laptop on the desk, before exiting and running along the outside of his uniform and slipping unseen inside his mobile. Marks picked up the land phone in his other hand, squeezing fingers together as the reflex action of his muscles relaxed.
“Of course, Jess. I’ll be in touch.”




Chapter 33

The House, Garshellach Forest, nr Stirling, Scotland
 


Zuri took an instant like to Lieutenant Colonel Hoskins. Yes, she was Military Intelligence, and yes, she’d sell Zuri and Echo Squad down the river if it meant king and country were better for it. But at least she knew that there was no quarter with this woman.
“We can’t,” said Hoskins, grey hair tightly wound behind her head and cap on the table next to the tablet she’d switched off at the Stratan’s request. Hoskins complied only because she knew the House AI could read every word on it, and had shutdown in return. She desperately wanted to check the phone in her pocket, but Mills had already explained the House system could choose what signal it let in and out.
“I know you will order us to stand down,” said Zuri. “And we hold true to our duty and loyalty to the British Army and the crown it serves. But we cannot expose ourselves. This threat is beyond your imagination – we lived it,” Zuri ignore Smith’s feigned cough, “we know what the world faces.”
“You have access to valuable equipment and science way beyond any country. It needs … needs to be in our hands,” pressed the Intelligence Officer, a firm set to her mouth though there was far more behind the eyes. She struggled, however, to look at Smith. The off-human features disturbed her, as did the exaggerated mannerisms.
How come I have more in common with alien Marines than a deceased British Corporal?
Finn stood up. “Smith,” he said, words tight, dry in his mouth.
“Hold on to your hats … sorry helmets. This is rated eighteen and over, not sure the little one should be here.”
Krotoa glowered at the metal-skinned man who grinned at her, holding back the laughter with a degree of feigned chagrin. Smith winked, and the resolve failed as she let out a half choked off laugh.
Smith sent the data to the House AI, the computer recognising his touch, arguing it didn’t have to comply before Smith smothered it and carried on. He had no time for argumentative Haven AIs, especially ones acting above their station. The images displayed on the screens around the room, the recorded point of view battles visceral, hard-hitting, and as the room finally understood the inhumanity of what they faced, he nodded to Zuri.
“This was on Nutu Allpa. S’lgarr has the ability to use electromagnetism, and control many of the systems that use it. But we believe he is weaker after the battle, and has gone to ground on Earth to gather himself before attacking.”
“But why? What reason does it have?” said Hoskins.
Zuri sensed Finn and Noah bristle; they knew what was coming. Smith mentally pressed play, the hordes of the Tiq Division Ship came into view, blood, muscle, bone and meat floated in the confined corridor displayed on the screen. White-eyed husks charged towards them, heads lolling, arms reaching out. “He eats to survive, both the bodies and electromagnetism from whatever source – and our life, or essence, spirit if you will. We thought it some form of delicacy that drives him.”
“But now you know from our Garr taking life
raises them up from the bestial, to sharpen their minds. It’s like a drug,” said !Ui, desperately trying not to watch the events of the Tiq Ship, but eyes constantly drawn to the death it heralded.
“This alien was acting at planetary level when we came across it,” said Noah, eyes roaming across each member of the room. “Building a machine to move the minor planet and construct a huge EM store. We think they, the Garr, use this level of power to ascend – to rip their ‘selves’ from their bodies. But from what you’ve said, they went insane, or just regressed to the ravening bestial version with no life to feed on.”
“And,” said Smith, determined to have the people within that room engage with him, to understand, “We now think S’lgarr absorbed some of those ascended Garr before coming here. To feed. But weaker, and maybe having learned from Nutu Allpa, is acting with more … subtlety. If a squirming ball of thirty-metre liquid metal tentacles can be described as subtle.” Smith sent the room a smile, with only a few returning any eye-contact. Mills was one, and Darrow to give the captain his due.
Hoskins stared as she watched Noah’s suit tumble away into the void of space, ripped from the reaching hand of a Tiq suit-wraith, followed by Zuri’s powered armour pummelling the thing’s arms into submission. With mind reeling, the screen died, and she was forced to face a decision she couldn’t ratify – yet. She surveyed the rag-tag group of British Reserves, ex-full-time soldiers, trainers and trainee. And a dead Corporal. And she knew, from the ease, the self-control, the confidence they didn’t know they had, that Britain had something special sat across from her. If what they showed her was true, and not just a piece of science fiction, the world was up shit creek, and an alien held the paddle. But they had hope.
And then there’s Inexpressible Island, more evidence that something weird is happening.
“Okay,” she said, marvelling at the words coming out of her mouth, and what it meant in terms of how soon she’d be retiring. “For now, you are a second Stratan Marine group as Command thinks you are. Keep that cover, but I will have to speak to my superiors and tell them what’s going on.”
“If—” started Noah, the lieutenant colonel’s glare cutting him short before she reeled it in, memory of Noah’s file reminding her of what the young man used to be before he went into space.
Into space.
Hoskins continued, “Conversations will be away from any form of radio communications. But is there any way I can get a copy of the recordings in something that’s locked down?”
“Yes,” said !Inakini, “I can sort that. But this S’lgarr knows they are here. What good will hiding do?”
Krotoa spluttered, “You know for someone so intelligent, you can be a dumbass sometime, cousin. They’re not hiding from S’lgarr, but from everyone else on this media obsessed planet.”
“Dumbass?”
◆◆◆
 
_Let me out_
The type-written words displayed across the tablet pressed against the Garr’s window. The laughing emojis it added creeping !Inakini out. The cold-blooded monster was not only intelligent, but had ascertained humour and social connection with its prey. And that was feeding off rabbits.
_No_ 
He typed back, feeling the room’s eyes on his back. First, they woke up, landed on this insane planet to find their mission was a waste of time and their world likely dead. And now, they had hope, but to find out if their !ke, their people, really had been saved, they’d have to defend Earth first.
Mills calls it irony. I’m beginning to think somehow, somewhere, we really pissed off something much bigger than us.
At least we have whisky.
He turned to the waiting group, his Stratan family mingled with Echo Squad and their cyborg. “Are you sure about this?”
“Yes,” said Zuri, eyes flicking over to Finn who grimaced but nodded in agreement. “It can only lie, or ignore us.”
!Inakini shrugged, and typed.
_S’lgarr is here. On Earth_
_Ah_ _Ascended?_
_Physical form_
!Inakini sent an image Noah had provided.
_Ugly _Never had any sense_Th’lgarr?_
The Stratan senior tech turned to Zuri with a shrug.
“Tell it she’s dead, but we have an AI with organic traces of her.”
!Inakini typed the message, the return screen bleeping as it awaited a reply. It took some time.
_S’lgarr only knows to hunt_You are prey_I can help_
!Ui turned to face the others, mind wandering around the labyrinth of possibilities the answer produced. “It can’t be let out.”
“On that we agree,” said Finn, eyes fixed on the screen as more words appeared.
_It was not S’lgarr that awoke me. Another_ a scream for help_ he eats his own _ perhaps to control others? _ The male Garrs are hunters _and they know no boundaries _ they will feed until you are no more_
As !Inakini read, he saw Finn nodding in the reflection of the window. The soldier had been quiet since they’d revealed themselves, introspective. The senior tech put it down to his horrific experience with S’lgarr on Nutu Allpa, and possibly the Marines revealing revelations about their origins by the virtual Haven scientist. !Inakini, despite travelling forty light years across space himself, could understand just how surreal all this must feel. But watching the Earth soldier, all the pieces slotted into place in his mind. It boiled down to humans being on the end of Haven and Garr atrocities, whether they were from Earth, Stratan, or any of the seeded-worlds. People bred for food or as tools. And he’d had enough, and by the light in the man’s eyes, he agreed.
“Ask it how to find S’lgarr,” growled Finn.




Chapter 34

Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


“Not crew,” said Ship.
Smith visualised the cranky AI crossing its arms as it spoke. “We need a representative of the Stratan and British Army so they can see what we are doing. It’s a trust thing.”
“The Captain needs to authorise. Otherwise, they’ll be sucking vacuum first chance I get.”
“The Captain is back on Earth, Ship. You have a direct data packet link to her when she’s not in the House. You make the call.”
“Already did, but it would be a common courtesy to warn me when you make changes like this. You know, maybe even ask if I mind or have an opinion.”
Smith tried desperately to push down the image of a sulky hormonal teenager that was coursing through his electrical brain, and failed badly, the picture of a twitching snout and hunched scales kept prodding at his mind. All they needed was a darkened bedroom with a bit of rap metal in the background.
Or worse – modern jazz.
Why me? First Yasuko and now Ship.
Smith glanced over to Mills and !Inakini, the two men clearly comfortable in their own friendship, but finding the microship ride and the ensuing first steps onto the Harsmead Explorer disconcerting. Though, at least, they’d become more relaxed with his cyborg form as he and Mills related their own stories to the big Stratan, Mills finding the death of Lumu hard but so honoured to find he’d served with someone who gave everything in the cause of loyalty and duty. Smith listened in turn to Mills’ difficulties over the last few months, of being ‘between’ roles. Now that he could relate to.
“Okay, if you leave the embryo with Ship he can get on with your part of the bargain and he’ll send proof for Crr to examine when the time’s right. If we ask nicely.”
“Very nicely,” said Ship. “Crr is a Haven and member of the Scientocracy.”
“Yes, and we are helping,” said Smith, not convinced he’d let the Haven anywhere near rebirth.
!Inakini placed the hardened embryo sack upon the med-table, eyes widening even further as the container for Crr’s future absorbed into the metal.
Smith smiled, remembering that same look on the entire squad when he’d first spoken through Finn’s helmet, or appeared above the slab in the House much as they described the ancient Haven as doing. He gestured again, and the big Stratan reluctantly placed the crystal upon the table. Its blue-green tinge seemed so innocuous, but one far out of a frustrated Noah’s reach over the past few months.
“I can’t do this straight away,”
Smith waited for the moans to start.
“The structure is highly complex – scrub that. This is work beyond complex, on par with Th’lgarr’s plaque design but in crystal form. I can create a lab developed copy; it won’t achieve full wrap. It’ll be similar to how you described the first Stratan armour – the less secure bonds will not move the light fast enough to keep up with rapid movement.”
“Yes,” said !Inakini, still gawping at the spot where the crystal sample had merged into the ship. “That’s what we could make when we left, copied from this natural version that was ocean mined.”
“Can I … can I look, you know, at Earth?” asked Mills.
The audible sigh was soon followed by the entire wall displaying a real-time view of Earth, a blue and green pearl swirled in white cloud its northern hemisphere filling it from floor to ceiling. Mills stood hands on hips directly in front of the screen, too lost to care whether anyone else would want to see, eyes soaking in every whirl of cloud, or white tipped mountain. !Inakini stepped in beside him, and to his surprise there was a tear in the man’s eye. Mills said nothing, there was no need. Brothers in arms – joined by a common cause to save two planets. One from the ravages of an alien, and the other from a bacterial and viral threat. Mills had never wished for anything harder than for Smith’s friends to have helped the Stratan people, whatever their mistakes of the past, including the death of his squad. It was all down to aliens playing with humanity.
This life throws up so many difficult moments you can miss those that are worth saving.
“Okay boys, wait until you see what I’ve got!” Smith clumped into the room, his replacement Battle Suit wrapped around him, the visor up, and a machine gun on the gimbal. “Didn’t know what to wear, so I just threw something on. Like it? Does my arse look too big?”
◆◆◆
 
!Ui signalled Kau, the lithe Stratan responding as his light-wrap kicked in, padded footfalls the only sign as he reached the corner of the first village house. He waited, ducking low, the area poorly lit, but he’d been warned and was still kicking himself. Thirty metres back, at an outlying house from the village of Byurakan, he’d set the dogs barking. Mills had drummed into him about how sensitive they were, but whether by smell or sound, or just an awareness of his presence, he had set them off. !Ui had resorted to a dash past, leaving tracks in the dry earth that went against their usual care when moving through civilian areas. It was that or restraints, coupled with the dog’s possible death.
He moved past the garden, eyes tracking the street signs as his HUD translated the Armenian. Ahead, he caught the first signs of anything out of the ordinary, the large tented area around a modern central building that was most definitely missing from the satellite images. He sent the pictures through to !Ui and waited as his captain joined him.
“Not on the satellite, but commensurate with the radio messages. Kha’ligarr may be telling us true,” he said, knowing his commander would need to see it with her own eyes. A motor started up, echoing around the low buildings, and lights flickered low and warm around the tent. Their night vision adjusted, and as the flap was pegged back, two locally dressed Armenian’s wearing disposable masks carried a sick looking teenage girl inside.
They split, !Ui heading for the right-hand side, eyes scanning for traces of local dogs as she crept past the remaining three houses, walking wide of the entrance and tracking around the tent. With Mills and !Inakini on a contact mission, and Krotoa in reserve alongside Noah tracking any sensor data, they were on their own with no up-to-date information on the place they were scouting.
Just like basic training, really.
!Ui found the rear entrance she’d expected, the hospital tent needing air flow, especially in a warm environment currently lacking any wind. She peered in, her HUD throwing up Kau’s position just inside the main entrance. She estimated between twenty and thirty sick people in there, each dazed, eyes staring into the distance. An eerie atmosphere hung over the tent, none of the sick moved except for a very slow gentle rhythm to their breathing. The tiny rise and fall of their chests worrying when she was so used to the large-lunged breaths her own people required. She raised the rifle, the sight tuned into her HUD, searching for any flicker of strange EM spectrum it could gather. This was a low-tech facility, and !Ui already sensed there was nothing here for them, but she needed to make sure.
“Krotoa?” she asked.
“Rendering,” came the reply, and whispers in the background between her and the supposed trainee soldier who seemed to know so much about what was going on. “There’s a residual field around the people on the sickbeds, like a fingerprint that is slowly fading. Can you get closer? Use the GDV to measure someone’s personal field. With the lack of equipment in there it should be easy enough to screen out background field effects.”
!Ui followed instructions, easing past the few uniformed medical personnel who moved about the semi-comatose townspeople. On reaching the girl who’d just been brought in, she bowed low, removing the scanning device and placing it under the bed where it could not be seen. She tried to breathe slowly, calming her pulse, feeling bad about invading a space for the sick, but knowing it was desperately needed.
“Got it,” said Krotoa, and !UI reached for the camera, but her eyes were drawn to the girl’s. She stared straight back, eyes weeping, the lenses hardening, near white in the centre of the eyeball.
“You’ve seen it too,” the girl said, HUD translating. “Death rides a lightning storm.” !Ui wavered, the girl lying back, disappearing into the depths of a semi-coma, lost to whatever lay behind her blind eyes. Shaken, she stood still too long, the nurse barrelling into her on the way past, knocking her down onto the girls’ makeshift bed. Squirming, !Ui grabbed the camera, crawling out from under the nurse who battled her own problems as she tried to remove herself from the bed opposite and the middle-aged man who lay under her. By the time she was sorted, the Stratan had left the tent, though a piece of her heart lay behind beside the girl on the bed, wanting desperately to whisper that everything would be alright.
◆◆◆
 
Finn eased the battle suit forward, approaching ROT-54 radio-optic telescope from the ravine, Zuri already waiting just under the lip. On reaching her, he dropped the hulking suit down, with only his helmet and weapon’s sight appearing over the rock strata at the top of the cliff. Zuri eye-clicked him a set of low-res images, the area clear, only one vehicle parked in the dilapidated main building’s carpark. Reassured, he signalled Zuri on, her servos whirring softly as she pushed herself up, clambering the last metre to the edge of the embedded dish. The images she sent confirmed Kha’ligarr’s view that their nemesis would seek hidden or abandoned places to hide, or move about. Find places where it was easier to shroud with EM, and eat. Ship had only found this place because of an errant radio transmission from a local herder calling for help after their child slipped into a coma ‘like the others’.
Zuri surveyed the mirrored dish, glinting back the low moonlight, partially in pieces where the mirrors had slipped, but functional enough for a raging ball of electromagnetic alien to transfer itself as it had on Nutu Allpa. She ran the HUD sensory systems through the spectrum, sending the analysis to Noah in short packages, before powering it down and entering the isolation they would need if it was S’lgarr. The data package return confirmed high levels of warmth – no surprise for a mirror telescope in a consistently arid area – but above those expected. She spun up the two stripped down drones, all weaponry removed, just a sensory package and short burst data signal directed towards Noah’s microship. His idea, but with only the resources of the small ship to hand he was doubting their ability to resist anything other than a cursory encounter. They whirled into the air, on the hunt, while Finn and Zuri set multiple chemical charges laid out in connected strings down towards the bowl like telescope’s focal point.
“Check the buildings,” eye-clicked Finn, with Zuri stepping in behind, relying purely on the optical sights and their own vision, doubts about what they showed inbuilt into their psyche. There were times when she’d welcome the return of something tangible to fight. Even the Boush.
Penye nia ipo njia. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. We need to find that way soon.
Finn reached the edge of the main building, less run down than it seemed at a distance, the words ‘national monument’ adorning an elaborate welcome sign next to some old covid warning posters plastered to the windows. It was clear the place hadn’t been reopened, perhaps other priorities had arisen such as an economic crisis or two. The building was locked down, and they moved on to the main goal, the power plant for the telescope systems. Finn approached the door and signalled for Zuri to fire up the mini blowtorch to cut through the lock. Once complete, she moved to the side, her enhanced SA80 ready with the weapons of choice too vulnerable to risk. It wasn’t the plaque, but the nanobots that would be drained, even controlled by S’lgarr. The thought sent a shard of dread to scratch at her spine. Smith had accidentally come up with using the plaques on ordinary weapons as the power units, and to provide an up-to-date backup copy if they were killed. They just needed time, and Ship’s resources, to work on it.
Finn pushed the door open, sliding his own rifle around, the trusty mirror sight reflecting some of the entering moonlight to give a shaky view of a plundered power unit. He eye-clicked Zuri and went in, the armour too big to allow her to flow past as she normally would. Once inside, it was clear the small plant had been fully cannibalised, every scrap of wiring either taken or stripped, the expensive metal and parts gone. Finn sent the data to Noah. They’d half-expected it, but reality hurt.
◆◆◆
 
The drone died, stone dead. Not enough time for a final data packet send, with Noah desperately trying to get a fix on its last known position. Krotoa spun through a 3D rendering next to him she’d constructed from representations found on the internet, and improved by the recently compiled drone data.
“There,” she said. The young Stratan dropped a pin on the village in the centre of the screen, spinning the orientation to match compass points before Noah explained it would be next to useless with an EM alien. Krotoa quickly adjusted, and Noah put together two data packets from POV to send the fireteams.
“We’re getting close, and we have no backup plan,” he said, more to himself, causing Krotoa to tense up next to him. “Other than to give up this ship as a Faraday cage, and I can’t see S’lgarr falling for that twice.”




Chapter 35

Byurakan, near Orgov, Armenia
 


Kau kept the pace up, dropping the sensory and data fields, HUD now tuned down with only his own senses in operation. The talk of their armour being capable of dissipating the electromagnetic attacks due to the filament structure of the metamaterials had given the Marines brief reassurance. They all knew the crystal embedded in the system had a finite lifetime, becoming unstable after overuse. However, it was better than nothing, and the new humans had been adamant about minimising their EM activity, and after the video, they were taking few chances.
The drone lay fizzing at the edge of the main tarmac road through the village, a mangy dog sniffing at it before bouncing back, then darting in again. With no one else on the street but a few parked cars in the roughly made driveways, Kau moved forward, trusting !Ui to be on his six as she always was. He ignored the drone, the dog losing interest as he passed on the other side, and for a second, he worried it would seek him out. Instead, the animal’s ears dropped, and it quivered once, before falling to the ground. Turning, Kau caught sight of its eyes as they whitened, the body thinning and lips peeling back. He signalled !Ui, recognising what was happening and a thread of worry worming its way into his mind. Pushing it down, he stood still, trusting the armour to mask as much EM as possible. The dying animal’s fur stood on end, singed slightly, before sparks rolled out of the animal’s flank, boiling across the floor towards the driveway directly opposite Kau. Glancing up, squeezing eyes to rid himself of the photo-bleaching from the energy cloud, he noted a car in the driveway was running, the sound just a low rumble, imperceptible without the enhanced sensors of the armour. Kau signalled and moved on in, thankful !Ui hadn’t pulled rank as was her way when facing something unknown. Missing the heat and night vision data greatly, he stepped around the driver’s side of the car. To his eyes it looked sleek and modern compared to the others they’d passed, but who knew on this crazy planet. The blacked-out windows revealed no secrets, but it was past 2am, the streets empty, and a tent full of comatose towns people behind him.
What could possibly go wrong?
Ducking down, he opened the door, refusing to jump as a hand flopped onto his. The arm drained of fluid, brittle in contrast to the melted, fluid skin that stretched and snapped across the fingers as he pulled the door wider. Kau pushed down the nausea, trying to ignore the head flopped on its side, white-eyed, and teeth bared in a last scream of pain. The car’s console flickered, the warning lights pulsing, as a prickle of heat blanketed his suit before a bolt cracked the air, slamming into his visor, driving him back. The coated clear ceramic resisted, deflecting the first surge of energy, its filament structure coping and directing the bolt around to slam into the floor behind. He struggled to get up, limbs weak, pained.
Fear?
Rolling onto his front, the energy surged upwards from underneath, slamming into his chest, the ceramic plates sliding the energy round, and out through his back. The boiling mass raged back into the car console, the alarm splitting the air, waves of ferocious energy spitting along the car’s bonnet. Kau’s haptic feedback told him he was lying on the ground, but his body only knew a pained numbness, and he fought to maintain focus.
!Ui slammed her rifle into the rear holster, grabbing Kau’s unresponsive arms to drag her cousin away from the seething car. Shouts echoed from the house, and she realised they were both visible now as she yanked him backwards. Another bolt ripped from the rear of the car, hitting Kau in the soles of his boots, tearing through the filaments, the armour warping the power upwards into his helmet. !Ui stared as the transparent ceramic resisted the energy wave, but as the energy slid off, the black kinetic material gave, melting inwards, Kau’s agony audible above the alarms and rising shouts from the street. Panicked, she renewed her efforts to drag Kau away before her brain fully engaged, telling her exactly where the monster was, and she was next.
!Ui screamed, bellowing her agony against her visor as she dropped her cousin’s arms, dread rising as his eyes whitened, hardened to the world, and burning gel melted lips, sliding down a stretched, dead throat.
Krotoa dropped the six metres, not waiting for Noah to get any lower. The Faraday blanket enveloped her leader, grabbing hold as Noah lifted the pair away, the harness engaging before he increased thrust and reeled the Stratan pair in. Her captain fought back, but the eye-clicked messages were a garbled mess of emotional distress Krotoa forced herself to ignore. !Ui knew the futility, her body finally falling limp in the arms of family.
Noah checked the light camouflage, adjusting it as he lifted away, convincing himself the only sight anyone would have seen was a dangling human/alien for only a few seconds. The data package sent; he flew the microship as silently as he could back to the transformer station next to the Ambartsuman Mirror telescope in the neighbouring village.
◆◆◆
 
Finn pounded down the next ravine, uncaring if the local nocturnal wildlife reacted or not. He reached the main artery road through Byurakan, the neighbouring village, knowing full well the deep tracks he left would set the Armenians into a frenzy.
Such is life. Armenian Big Foot.
Zuri’s drones had swept Orgov quickly, and without further parameters, moved on to the next, larger village, where Kau and !Ui followed their mission remit investigating the local epidemic. It was also the location of the nearest electrical transformer, and therefore, according to their pet Garr, the most likely place to construct an energy store. What they truly feared was a combination of a power station with some form of dished telescope nearby. They’d left that in the hands of Lieutenant Colonel Hoskins when the info had come through about Orgov’s issues.
With the hospital tent in sight, he slowed down. The traffic here was low key and the report from Noah indicated it was of no interest. He signalled Zuri ahead, sending her down a side street that ran parallel with the artery road, pleased to see it mirrored the rest of the town – wide open spaces, big gardens, no people. Zuri moved to the next cover point, eyes intent as Finn passed her to take his position. The armour bulk was obvious to them, but the hope of a night sky, minimal street lighting and the illness throughout the village gave them a chance to minimise issues. Besides, humans tended to deny or exaggerate what they saw.
I can see the headlines – Armenian Big Foot enters village shock.
Zuri passed Finn’s position, half an eye on the two houses either side where porch lights shimmered. Recognising them as solar powered, she moved on quickly, the frequency of outside light increasing as the affluence grew further down the lane – along with the quality of the cars. Reaching the end of the road, she peered to the left, down towards the main artery and the growing crowd of people surrounding something on the street.
Crap.
Eye-clicking the low-grade image, Finn responded, sending her forward into the darkness of a shadowed wall. There Zuri waited, fretting about what Finn would do, and admiring him for it.
We left enough of our own dead behind. Adui aangukapo mnyanyue. When your enemy falls, lift them up.
Zuri threw the flashbang across the street, in direct line of sight of the main townspeople, counting to three before releasing the second – human nature made you look back towards the danger. The two grenades erupted with noise and fire, powerful in a room, but strong enough for their purpose in the open. Blinded and partially stunned, the people of Byurakan scattered like skittles as Finn powered through, scooping the body of a former comrade in a Faraday blanket before racing on through, turning off the main street, and heading towards the agreed meeting point.
Zuri followed, taking a back route, using the flat, low-res version of a map Krotoa had added to Noah’s data. Knowing where Finn was headed, she bypassed a couple of streets, the people running towards the noise and the main road. On reaching a crossroad, she noted the increased activity, disorientated people trying to explain what happened. Zuri moved on over, missing the parked lorry sparking into life fifty metres behind her, and the rumble of its engine as it sped up.
The next street had no lighting, and Zuri took the chance to power down it, startled as the echo of a high-powered, revving engine reached her ears. Looking to her left as she ran, the high walled house made her mind up, and she leapt right, her back clipped by the roaring lorry sending her spinning into the garden wall she’d intended on clearing. Hip and shoulder cracked the mud bricks, the low wall tumbling across a well-tended garden. Zuri was up, the flecked and rusted rear of the yellow lorry careering on down the road. Servos whirred in argument as her legs pumped, the suit reaching maximum tolerance fast, but not as quickly as the eye-clicked data packet flagged in Finn’s HUD.
A nice quiet, unobtrusive visit to Armenia. A quick in and out. Not.
Finn seethed. He needed to get Kau somewhere out of the way, knowing he just couldn’t leave the body behind. His self-imposed sense of duty refused to let him do it again, and he powered on, signalling Zuri, hoping for a positive response.
The rumble of the heavy lorry was rising, but he couldn’t take another side street, too tight, too many opportunities for the lorry to take innocent life. Powering on, the village outskirts were close, the housing coming to an end, the hill beyond topped by the mirror telescope where Noah waited. Shouts went up, and he knew he’d been seen, but the lorry rumbled on, and five metres clear when the simultaneous data drop and eruption hit him. Throwing himself and the Stratan corpse to the right, he drove off one leg as the lorry flipped behind him, the bazooka rocket ripping the front axle from under the screeching cab. Bricks and cement bags tumbled from the truck bed, thrown towards the diving Lance Corporal by the vehicle’s new momentum. Finn landed on his shoulder, tucking and rolling as Zuri had taught him, wrapping his body around the Stratan Marine. Bags slammed into his back, driving him to the ground, bricks bouncing off his helmet.
Roll screamed a second warning, and Finn moved, crunching over the debris as the truck bed slammed down, the rear panel clattering against his leg armour. Ceramic calf plates shattered, the kinetic gel squeezed between the space approved material rippled, absorbing the hit. Finn’s legs slid out as the whole weight of the lorry’s rear slammed into the earth, centimetres from crushing his lower bones to dust.
Another rocket crashed into the lorry’s cab as Finn scrambled to his feet, and not looking back, he ran for the astronomical facility and the transformer station by its side. The roar of an exploding diesel tank told him just how hot the lorry was burning, and lightning snapped at his crushed boots as the alien chose its next prey. Servos gave, ankles suddenly weakened with the suit’s crushed mechanics disintegrating under the stress. Stumbling, Finn hit the dirt, the combination of heat and energy turning air to ozone around him. Memories of Nutu Allpa hit hard, the serrated tentacle ripping through him, smashing him to the ground, grasping hands dragging him down into the depths of fluid stone. Panic rose, familiar both as a weapon and the prehuman he’d been as Charlie facing S’lgarr’s might face-to-face. Images of the Tiq Ship piled in, searing through his mind, the husk like faces replaced with Zuri, Noah, and his family alongside long-forgotten friends. Earth’s future.
A powered arm slammed into the ground, the rock resisting, dark induced anger flaring as smoke and flames pressed in on the new Finn – a reminder of times past, and who he truly was. He dragged at the rocks, pushing himself up, expecting a swathe of energy to be running over his armour, searching for a way in. But he was clear, the ozone drifting away. Looking ahead, the roiling mass pulsed in wave like surges towards the transformer and storage unit, the creature choosing sanctuary and possible recharge over revenge.
Ah, the bloody thing has fed on so much life it can think.
Zuri’s hand landed on his shoulder, a brief tap, eyes looking to his. The concern snapped the shroud around his heart, emotions upwelling, a desire to hold her close and to shield each other from the madness they had only just touched upon. But Zuri needed no shield, the glint in her eye fired by a drive to end the threat – yet it wasn’t a dismissal – just a pause while the world needed them.




Chapter 36

Byurakan, near Orgov, Armenia
 


Krotoa stood before the microship door, gloved hands out, palms spread towards her captain. Right now, she was bordering on insubordination, likely to be accused as a teenager as not having the maturity or the authority to make judgements about their commanding officer.
But I need you alive. How else will we survive?
“Stand down, technician,” shouted !Ui, mission parameters lost in the hot blood coursing through her veins, the radio being used to vent her fury. “Out of my way.”
Krotoa, finding calm under the stress, chose to eye-click in reply, “No. Noah’s people are dealing with this. They have a plan.”
“I ord—” !Ui stopped herself. Tears streamed down her cousin’s cheeks, one punctuated by the swirls of a technician’s tattoo, and still this girl stood in her way.
Because she is right.
Her resolve broke, the foundation of anger it was built upon crumbling under the weight of responsibility to her squad, to her people – to Earth. She encased the self-pity and loathing swirling in the pit of her stomach, hardening it with duty and loyalty, and turned to Noah.
“How soon?”
“We leave when the cage disengages.”
!Ui nodded in reply, slumping into the chair Krotoa had vacated to prevent her leaving. “Show me what to do.”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri chased the mass of boiling energy, desperately trying not to examine exactly what she was doing. She missed Yasuko, her clarity and simple way of thinking that cut through the crap sometimes. The moment with Finn had been exactly what they needed, and awoke fully the feelings that seemed only to be fleeting over the past few weeks. The AI, her friend, would have explained it in data bonds and molecular connections, but tied it with a bow of emotional literacy only a true outsider could see. How had they missed her organic nature for so long?
The telescope building rose above the brow, its grey structure the archetypal silvered dome everyone thought of when stargazing was mentioned. The irony was not lost on the warrior. The ball engulfed the metal building next to it, battering at the Faraday cage Noah had designed and built around it, powered from the microship. Its fury rose, the alien seething, expending energy as it wrapped itself about the six-metre square block. Tendrils of power probed at the throbbing cage, seeking a way in, finally finding the energy link that powered the system. Before it could ram itself into the lead, Noah disconnected, the microship rushing away as the charges blew. The electromagnetic storage system the alien had adapted inside erupted, releasing the EM outwards, the waves disrupting the alien mass spread so thinly around the building. The incoming power lines fizzled, then smoke rose, the connections between the switch gear and circuit breakers erupting in flame, everything overloaded.
Zuri stood back, wanting to use her HUD to monitor the disrupted alien, hoping it would die as she watched, and it would all be over. But the nagging wouldn’t go away – it was far too easy, and it just didn’t feel right. This wasn’t S’lgarr, the arrogant version or the new, subtle version either. Maybe one of the ascended perhaps, or a sliver of one?
The power coalesced, much, much weaker, but it was there, shimmering against the night sky. Zuri shivered as a cursory touch of its will slid over her, batting it away but knowing the creature had already moved on. It suddenly intensified, the mass squeezing in on itself, shining so bright a spot burned into her vision, forcing Zuri to drop her gaze to the floor. When she looked back, the flare had gone, a trail of weeping energy behind it. The screams echoing through the streets enough to tell her where it was going, and the destruction it wrought on its way.
Nothing I can do about that.
Zuri turned back to Finn. “Me and mine.”
◆◆◆
 
The focussed light ball burnt through the national monument sign, piercing a small hole before expanding and barrelling through the remaining building. Behind it the screams had cut off, death lay on its trail, life ripped from the beasts it passed, human or not. Energy torn from whatever source the alien could find. It barrelled into the bowl, whipping around, bouncing along the panels before being reflected by the mirrors, slamming itself into the focal point at its base. And !Ui activated the charge, the barrage of Stratan swear words lost amongst the fire and ruptured tiles flying from the dish. She waited, dust settling upon her, unmoving until the last flare dispersed into the ether.
“It’s dead,” said Krotoa, her head leaning into her captain’s shoulder. !Ui stretched her arm around the girl’s shoulder, pulling her in, placing her chin on the girl’s sobbing head.
“We need to collect our cousin.”




Chapter 37

The Situation Room, Washington DC
 


“Mr President,” said General Garcia, taking his place amongst the Chiefs of Staff, only Marks was missing, apparently somewhere getting a tech rundown on the Stratan ship schematics. They were heading for another crisis, and that man’s obsession had distracted him again from the role to advise the President. Garcia’s cough forced him to take some water as he waited for the expected difficult meeting.
“Mr President, Chiefs,” said Lieutenant-General Beerdoff of the DIA as he drew the room’s attention. “Sorry to call an emergency session, but there have been updates we must discuss. You have nothing in the briefing paper on what I’m about to say. This is fresh intel. Yesterday, the alien Marine Squad instigated a recon mission in Armenia that turned into a search and destroy debacle. They were hunting for whatever attacked Inexpressible Island, the Chinese Antarctic Base – in Armenia gentlemen – think about the distances and timescales involved. During the recon they were attacked, one of their own killed by a force unknown. In response they blew up a defunct radio telescope dish, ROT-54, and an electrical substation and transformer. We are informed they ‘killed’ whatever they were hunting.”
“General, operations happen all the time, soldiers die,” said Hawlish, eyeing the room, knowing what was coming.
“Yes, but satellites showed no evidence of the attacks, none. From British intel there was an epidemic in the area, but the radio traffic was ninety-nine percent silent. This was not the Armenians; they don’t have that capacity. Then we have Australian intel about Ceduna Radio Telescope station, in another area that, though under less surveillance, showed nothing of its reinstatement. Put all that together with the investigating police officers in Ceduna going missing, and later a raid on the dish by persons unknown. Mr President, there is something building, deeply connected with the world’s Radio Telescope network. Ms King, if you please.”
Zara King stood, a natural response when facing academics. But meetings like this one were becoming more and more common place. Her prevalence in the first alien contact had driven the president to place her as Deputy Administrator at NASA, a role she loathed, but needs must.
“We have backtracked data on emission patterns. The ROT-54 and the Ceduna radioscope both sent and received highly focussed bursts of electromagnetic waves across the spectrum over the last few weeks. On analysis, these have been back and forth with some of the dysfunctional satellites that fill our orbital space, and though further data is sketchy to say the least, there has been burst traffic between multiple decommissioned satellites during this period.” Zara waited for that news to sink in, sucking in a breath, hands gripping the table. “The DIA asked us to check two more sites – Inexpressible Island and McMurdo. Though we can’t monitor direct Chinese traffic, there is little doubt that after the radio traffic died at the base, powerful burst transmissions were sent through their dish.”
Beerdoff raised a finger, and Ms King stopped to let him interject, “And, correlating the timescales, our own secure satellite connected to the DIA monitoring system at McMurdo was compromised soon after the empty Chinese ATV arrived.”
“So, this is Chinese instigated? Or something of theirs gone wrong?” said General Garcia, taking another sip as his throat itched.
“Possibly – but monitoring traffic has shown no clue that they know what’s going on. NASA will work in conjunction with the US Space Force and liaise with the DIA about what’s happening with the satellite systems. Ms King, would you leave us now? The rest is not within your remit, but thank you.”
Ms King stood, pressing down her trouser suit out of habit, before heading for the door.
“Ms King,” said General Garcia, waiting for her to turn around. “Just how many decommissioned satellites are up there?”
“There are 7,702 satellites we know of at various stages of orbit, and over half are inoperative. If you are asking me how many would have received the electromagnetic burst traffic, it’d be a sketchy answer – but we’re in the 2,000s.”
Garcia poured another drink as the Deputy Administrator left, Beerdoff watching him, both considering the same level of future pain for the USA as the numbers sunk in.
“Mr President, Generals. Advanced Persistent Threats – APTs or government sanctioned cyber-attacks on the USA, is our next agenda item,” stated Beerdoff.
Garca inwardly sighed, wishing he’d stayed with boots on the ground.
“In the last few days, they have ceased. Ended. Zero attacks.”
◆◆◆
 
General Marks’ Humvee waited at the four-metre high, glinting gates, the white walls reflecting back the Californian sun.
“Not bad for a Major in a forgotten war,” he said to no one, the privacy glass fully up as he lounged in the leather seats. “Hope this is in my future.”
The gates opened, and his Humvee followed an identical version ahead, knowing full well the third would wait outside for his return. The last time he’d been to Jess Hamland’s the entrepreneur’s security had been a pain in the arse about their role. This time Marks was going to dictate where, how and when. Money or not, friend or not, he was the General here.
They drove up the long driveway, a little untidier than he remembered, the leaves unswept, the grass uncut though water still shone on top from the morning sprinklers. The General filed that away to use later, perhaps hard times? The phone call hadn’t seemed so desperate as he first thought, more a huge, but secret opportunity for them both – untouched alien tech that the Major already had in preproduction.
When Marks reached the mansion, its whitewash matching the surrounding walls, the Major walked down the steps, his movements less sprightly than the last time they met six months back. Marks exited the vehicle, his bodyguard following while the Humvee drove off to park.
“Jess,” said the General, the two men shaking hands. The grip less firm, the sallow skin and sunken, black-rimmed eyes flagging thoughts of health problems.
Cancer. Has to be.
“Carlton, it’s been too long. Come, I have something you need to see.” Major Jess Hamland showed Marks up the stone steps, the intricately carved doors to the house wide open with a watching robo-sentinel he’d made his last fortune on waiting at the top. He walked on past, with the wheeled robot’s cylindrical sensor turning to track his progress until the major signalled acceptance of the uniformed man as his guest.
“What the f—” said General Marks, catching himself as he entered the elaborate hallway with its sweeping staircase. At the foot stood a two-metre-high robot, its plated limbs perfectly still, the darkened visor unmoving. “When you said alien tech and armour, I thought you’d jumped the game on the Stratan suits – but this is amazing. How long did it take you to mock this up?”
“Mock up? This isn’t a mock up, Carlton. It’s fully functional as far as we have the ability to reproduce the material requirements. It’s about a ninety percent match to the aliens’ original, and I’ve integrated the Stratan weaponry your government commissioned for the Special Forces.”
“So, what do you need me for?”
“Need, Carlton? I don’t need you at all. He does.”
The powered arm lashed out, grabbing Marks by the bicep, squeezing as the general yelped in pain and surprise. The bodyguard pulled his pistol, his head shattered by the whirr of an armour-piercing bullet, exploding as it drove through his skull. Outside, the silent screams of his driver battered the windscreen as hands melded to the steering wheel, massage seat motors sparking with electrical fire before ravenously tearing into spinal nerves.
Dread seeped into Marks' mind, drawn round by the whirr of elbow servos to face the darkened helmet, a heavy regard pressing down on his brain – demanding the General recognise his new role. Prey. Meat. Food. Slave.




Chapter 38

Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


Zuri strode into the control room. Noah sat hunched at his desk, tablet in hand with another screen lent against the blue-metal wall displaying a stream of data around a spinning Earth. Ship manifested on the wall next to him, its snout moving as it talked to him and Smith who stood between the two, head moving from one to the other.
“I need that data, Ship. This is vital.”
“I am working as fast as I can – but you are asking me to do too many things at once. I told you; I am not fully formed. Clever I may be, but I can’t multitask at Yasuko’s level for at least another few months. My organics are relearning their capacities.”
Smith’s shoulders hunched briefly, then he perked up, Zuri could almost see the light bulb appear as she approached.
“You look like a referee at a boxing match,” she said, placing a hand on the cyborg’s shoulder.
“Punch drunk, but they never laid a glove on me – just words. How’s Finn?”
“Recovering, a few days rest and he’ll be more mobile. If there’s a mission, he’ll insist on coming along.”
Smith raised an eyebrow above his flecked eye, Zuri stuck between the strangeness of the folding metallic skin and the smile that played across his lips. She’d spent last night by Finn’s side, the first since their rebirth, talking of the future, and what they meant to each other now. A burden shed, and a future worth fighting for.
“We need information, Zuri, about where and what was travelling between the radio telescopes. Noah is convinced it is part of S’lgarr, and probably those Garr he piggybacked through the Node. He expects there to be a pattern, one we can use to find him – or at least a clue to what he’s up to. Noah thinks he’s hiding something in the obsolete satellites, maybe storing energy or the Garr themselves, and he’s clearly using it to travel around the world.”
“How many satellites are we talking about?”
“Thousands, and he reckons there are tens of thousands of pieces of space junk on top of that. A smorgasbord of opportunity.”
“Big words.”
“It’s that Stratan, !Inakini. Spend time with him and he’ll have you swallowing a thesaurus. Like the man, to be honest. And Mills is a stalwart. Anyway, how about we tap into NASA and the US Space Force? Get them to do the leg work for us?”
“Reveal ourselves?”
“I never said we’d ask.”
◆◆◆
 
!Inakini swore, his hand on the cryotube, alone for the first time since returning from the Explorer Ship. Red lights glowed inside, his second-in-command and cousin dead, lost in battle when he should have been there. His heart pulsed with pain, an ache striking through it every time he recalled the confrontation with !Ui, battering her with blame and vilification. And Krotoa had shamed him, pulled his anger apart with reason and love.
The tears flowed, everything piling in – forty light years from home, and his next chosen mission was to bury his cousin on their home planet.
This I swear.
The Stratan senior tech turned away, sealing the cryo door behind him, a room full of the dead.
“He was a good man,” said Mills, waiting in the control room. “Honourable.”
“Yes, Mills. That and more. !Ui send you?”
Mills nodded in reply, eyes flicking to the figure waiting near the door, Krotoa staring at the floor. !Inakini walked over, pulling her close, letting his tears run.
!Ui said he would be the last. I struggle to believe it. But it can’t be you next.
◆◆◆
 
!Inakini strode into the cabin,
eyes on his captain who simply acknowledged him in turn. Accepting that as enough for now, the tech took his place at the cobbled together console facing the containment box, waiting for whatever came next.
“We are going to have to tell the US and NATO soon,” said Darrow. “They have a right to know what we have.”
“Yes,” replied !Ui, “But as soon as you do, this S’lgarr has a chance to pick up that communication. It’ll get out, and then what?”
“He might come for her – a trap, maybe?”
“I lost a soldier, Captain, to something Zuri thought was a small part of what S’lgarr could be. Do we have the capability to defend against it? Or you? Kha’ligarr was weak, and she nearly tore my squad apart.”
“We can’t keep allies in the dark too long, it causes fractures. Mistrust.”
“It’s time,” said !Inakini, instructing Krotoa to release the Garr using the mechanical lock activated from an isolated system. He knew where the conversation was headed and broke it up before !Ui dug herself a hole. She was already strung out after their personal argument; it would only end badly.
The Garr smacked the tablet against the window, eyes at the side, staring across the space between them.
_Let me out_sick of rabbits_
“That’s not going to help her cause,” said !Inakini. “What else is she going to eat?”
“Do it – what Zuri asked for,” said !Ui, eyes on the slot.
_No_ _What would S’lgarr use these for?_
He sent multiple pictures of satellites and radio telescope dishes.
_Transfer energy_part of self_ascended_feed_insinuate_control_enter power systems_spread influence_HUNT_I told you this_
_But how do we find him?_
_Let me out_I will hunt him for you_
“She said that last time. Crr’s encrypted files state the Haven believed some Garr’s created species to farm. Whole planets nurtured to feed them – they had evidence it was how the Haven were ‘developed’. Two similar genus spliced to maximise the produce. Crr’s data is specific about the genetics but not the physical evidence Xxar refers to back on Havenhome. And they believed Earth was also a Garr planet, a farm. What if she wants to kill S’lgarr, to protect her livestock,” said !Ui, !Inakini nodding along while Mills and Darrow soaked in the words categorising them as food to be grown and harvested.
_If you will not let me out_look for a pattern_like a web_soon_the more he consumes life the more intoxicated he will become_his control will slip_ and _ NO MORE RABBITS_




Chapter 39

Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


Ship selected the trajectory curve aligned to the pull of Earth, following instructions as it was supposed to do. Its sensors ran through the electromagnetic spectrum, adjusting range and sensitivity as it went, micromanaging as Yasuko’s directions stated, while the light-wrap adjusted into the electromagnetic shield that had proven effective for her. Yes, it absorbed some of the waves, but these were automatically disrupted by the internal communication systems Noah had helped re-tune.
All well and good for a whole AI, not one torn apart by the very thing my crew has me seeking. One that by all signs has gained in intelligence and subtlety. Oh, what joy.
Ship correlated the EM waves with the burst patterns it had gained from the NASA data feed, narrowing down the search pattern, sending the visualisation through to Echo Squad.
“He’s refusing to manifest,” said Noah. “Says he doesn’t want to.”
The Earth appeared in a 3D faded form, satellites glowing and wrapping a blanket over the whole globe as they looped around, the levels extending from low Earth orbit to the edge of space. Thousands upon thousands of objects that communicated, photographed, filmed, guarded, listened or just floated on, dead and lifeless. Maybe.
“Real-time data is based on reduced sensory readings – these are the initial projections of EM transfer,” Ship’s voice had an edge, not panic, but a thrum of Haven in the background. The image showed thirty connections from Earth to five main foci satellites, each abandoned years before, with additional extensions glowing in red. Military equipment, whose position and use were encrypted even beyond the data package they’d recovered. Ship had pencilled in their likely country designation, adding in the big arrows for Noah’s benefit. “The shielded satellites we know received direct wave pulses from the Antarctic Stations, but the redirect is in burst effect, routed through all those mapped on here. I do not know what this means or leads to. It certainly isn’t the level of energy and power I experienced with S’lgarr – if these effects are ‘slivers’ then they are small, inconsequential.”
“They could be hunter programs, Ship,” said Noah.
“Oh. Yes, that’s possible.”
“In which case he has spread his resources wide, and we could be looking at facing much smaller but multiple threats,” said Smith. “Might be to our advantage.”
“Or he remains whole, and these are splinters of the ascended Garr,” said Finn, exercising his bruised ankles against the floor. “In which case we will be screwed having to find them, and fighting S’lgarr at the same time.”
“Anyway, real-time additions,” Ship adjusted the interlocking blue lines between satellites, adding in the ongoing burst effects. The connections spread wide, linking hundreds of satellites, but the five main systems, the ones that received the initial radio telescope energy surges, interlocked in one central place.
“Can you track back from those five, Ship? Show us the input and the output waves in different colours,” Noah ignored the tut, watching as the organic AI built an expanding web. He fully expected one of the five satellites to be centrally placed, a clear and obvious hub. “Ah crap.”
“Is that spot with the big arrows and USA drawn over it what I think it is?” said Smith. “Let me guess … the super-secret satellite so super-secret that even NASA doesn’t know what super-secret thing it does.”
“Well, I guarantee one thing,” said Noah. “That satellite isn’t out of commission.”
“Yet,” said Zuri. “Saddle up.”
◆◆◆
 
“I don’t get paid enough for this crap,” said Smith, the nitrogen jets redirecting his Battle Armour towards the ominous satellite ahead. No insignia adorned its sides, just a muddle of blank metal and wire with the occasional light bleeping in a way Smith was sure was meant to creep him out. Solar panels extended sideways, glinting in the direct solar light as they both floated above the pearl blue and green planet below. When he hit ten metres, a crackle of lightning rippled down the panels, surging into the central hub. The creepy lights flared brightly, and the satellite walls extended, curling outwards like a flower, exposing the missiles underneath.
“Definitely not enough,” The energy strike cracked into the Armour’s torso, searing into the powered exoskeleton and on into the mini jetpack behind. The unit flared briefly before dying, the roiling energy ripping back into the suit, battering at the CPU system until it gave out.
“I think that’s your answer,” said Smith, letting the data packet connection between him and the suit completely go before settling down into the microship chair.
The satellite thrusters jetted, the cumbersome machine spinning on its axis, redirecting. Noah eased the microship out of its pathway, bringing it around as the missiles released, a flare emanating from the platform as the rocket thrust propelled them towards the place he’d just left.
“Earth tech a little behind, huh?” said Smith, tracking the missiles as they flew harmlessly by.
“We’ve come a long wa—”
The ship shuddered, rocking as its engines died, Smith thrown against the console with Noah slammed into his co-pilot’s chair. A second blast threw them forwards, the whole console shutting down, with its huge forward momentum preventing the little ship from being pulled down to the planet below.
Smith picked himself up, metallic hands slapping on his chair as he pushed against it to view the console lights. The dimming caused a rising panic, before the screens rebooted, the system’s shielding registering an EM pulse had passed. He ignored Noah, the powered armour he wore would have prevented injury and it would fire up soon. Connecting with the microship AI, he noted its miasma fade as the systems came online. He dived into the data bank, pleased to see the shielding had prevented any wipe, extrapolating what the hell had just happened. Noah’s gauntleted hand reached for the console next to him, followed by a helmet containing a bruised-looking Noah.
“EMP pulse from a nuclear event. Those bloody missiles hit something nuclear powered.”
“Debris maybe,” said Noah. “Ship? You feel that?” Radio static pulsed in response. Noah hit the screens. The Harsmead Explorer appeared, wreathed in seething energy, a web of electromagnetic energy blasting the ship from too many satellites to count. Lit up, it vibrated into a blur that hurt Noah’s eyes.




Chapter 40

Cape Bridgewater, New South Wales, Australia
 


S’lgarr thrashed, the joy coursing through his last tentacle uncontained as it beat against the beach. He had to know what was happening, had his trap fully triggered? Had Mu’lgarr seen his role through? Across the beach, four tendril wrapped human beasts battered the sand, while his fifth tentacle plunged into the satellite dish at the side of their wooden beach house. The dish glowed, struggling to contain the smallest sliver of S’lgarr downloading into its workings, the hunter program having rushed from satellite to satellite in search of news.
—      Yes. Yes. YES! Let them be consumed. I bequeath them to you, T’li and Mu’lgarr, eat and drink your fill. Then return as we take our place, and we will have this planet to ourselves.

S’lgarr adjusted the satellite dish’s position, slewing off tiny parts of the Garr horde within him, forming them into more hunters, each a tiny ball of EM power, the waves laced with a single message. They pulsed along his liquid metal tentacle, and rode the uplink into space, seeking their programmed download point. Waiting for final instructions.
—      It will soon be time to feed brothers. But take it slow. We are not yet strong enough to reveal ourselves, but soon. So soon.

S’lgarr, in the rush of ecstasy, shimmered in the moonlight, his attention caught upon the four creatures he held pressed against the sand. He drew them in, their eyes wide, battered and bloodied, mouths open in hoarse screams. A voice echoed in their minds, sending their selves squealing to the depths, to hide from their new reality.
—      You have the honour of being the first on this planet to know their fate. See me, and know I will drink of your essence, suck your meat from your bones. Know me.

And S’lgarr fed.
◆◆◆
 
No, no, no. Not again. It can’t be. Help, help me. Please.
Ship, that part of his system he increasingly identified as himself, surged along the inner systems, dodging and weaving past the alien energy rushing through the cabling, seeking him, desperate to feed. The AI rippled through the junction gate, flipping the system, the inner shield built by Yasuko as a first line of defence after the last assault by S’lgarr. The first program rammed into the metal, the coating repelling the anger, the algorithm sliding off as each bond rejected its attempts to slip through.
The AI engaged the data bank inside, running over the Explorer’s system status, looking for any clue to what happened. He ran through the data packet feed from Smith, the human cyborg constantly surprising the AI with his flippant responses intrinsically linked with a rigid adherence to procedure and protocol. It made little sense, making his relationship with what should have been his closest crew member less tangible. Ship wondered briefly whether one was a shield for the other, filing that away as it refocussed on survival. The missiles had triggered, and both he and the microship had easily manoeuvred out of the way – but it had been a lure. So expectant of the old S’lgarr, and the unthinking aggressive response, they had missed the sidestep. Yes, it was a trap. Yes, he knew they’d know, and yet couldn’t resist. The explosion had triggered an EMP with a wave structure complex enough to force the Explorer to shutdown and reboot, and S’lgarr – no, not S’lgarr – a Garr was in.
Not S’lgarr. Yes, it hungers, but it tastes different along the data stream. Angrier
– like S’lgarr became after he discovered my organics. Not in control as he was when he hunted me down.
The AI shaved parts of itself off, cutting the code with a data tag strong enough for the hunters to recognise. Ship pressed his reduced sensory links against the bottom metametal junction, recognising that there was a low, but not zero, probability this entrance hadn’t been found yet. Taking the chance, he squeezed himself away, flipping the junction protocol. As the conduit opened, he allowed himself to expand in relief, hurling the lure programs out into the re-engaged data stream and slamming the shield shut. Ship waited an age – microseconds in real-time – then checked the other ways into his shielded data bank. With his connected programs wavering under stress, he opened the entry way, the same data stream he’d used to escape. He felt himself tighten, reconfigure slightly, the strength of will rising when realising the stream was empty, just the taint of the alien program’s passing. Lured away.
Crew.
◆◆◆
 
Zuri stared at her couch, taking in the familiar lines and ripples of well-worn cushions, her mind recalling the aroma of home and comfort. Memories of Momma flooding in, the days spent running the tenements of Glasgow with those few who accepted her, returning home to her mother’s arms when the taunts became too painful, the bruises – both outer and inner – too much to bear. The comfort of those arms, the aroma of love and home, flooded her mind, driving the pain away.
She squashed herself further into the control room corner, up against Noah’s smashed desk, the debris strewn about the room reminiscent of an earthquake’s path of destruction. But this whirlwind had human hands, emblazoned with fury, and loss.
So much loss.
Zuri, knees drawn into her chest, lifted her hand, eyes roaming over the semi-colon tattooed there. A cry, or a hope?
Complete me.
She wrapped her arms around herself, seeking their comfort, imagining Momma pulling her in. Words of wisdom spilling from her mouth.
What would it be this time, Momma? Thamani ya taa ni giza kiingiapo. The value of light is noticed when night falls? My light has gone out Momma.
Perhaps, ‘He who nurses vengeance is not wise.’ No, Momma?
Then, Lisilo budi hutendwa. Whatever should be done has to be done.
That fits, Momma. Miss you. And him.
“Captain Zuri,” whispered Ship, the AI’s words slipping from the wall next to her ear.
“Yes, Ship.”
“I need your help.”
Zuri stared at the shattered and sparking mess wrapped around the console slab. The frozen Battle Armour snapped in two, electrical systems fizzling across a broken body as they attempted to reboot. The irony of survival. Here she sat, unarmoured, with not a scratch or a bruise, yet the man she’d finally remembered how to love lay broken. The armoured suit froze on the first EMP wave, his final look to her seared into her memory. She knew he could come back, that he’d chosen that path. But it did not, would not, be this man lying in pieces at her feet. She couldn’t learn to love him a third time, and watching him die – could she do that again?
“Yes Ship – tell me what to do.”
◆◆◆
 
“What the hell do we do?” asked Smith, his internal systems suppressing the rush of chemicals Yasuko had modelled to reflect his emotions. He didn’t need that now.
“I – I don’t know,” replied Noah, his tear washed eyes watching the electromagnetic force soak into the Explorer ship. “I—”
“Take a breath, Private Noah. Steady. They need you; I need you.”
The force in Smith’s words drilled through Noah’s rebooted suit, snapping his brain into gear.
Order and discipline. By the numbers. Breathe, Private.
Noah, head bent to the console, sucked in a breath and counted. Mind pushing down the emotions, sealing them away for later.
“It’s a one-off event. I can’t see how there’d be another – the chances are next to zero up here. We are free to act, I think, as long as we don’t get lulled into another trap. But something’s aboard the Explorer, either S’lgarr or another alien. It will go for Ship.”
“Finn will have been on emergency backup – so suited for space. The plaque will protect him from the alien. But Zuri?” said Smith, trying to structure his squad mate’s thoughts.
“Vulnerable to the initial attack and whatever it did to the engines. Possibly to any electrical systems, like on the Tiq Ship.”
“You mean melded.”
Noah nodded, unable to say the words. The alarm system kicked in – a roar of sound in the near silent microship, lights flashing.
“What the … we are being showered by EM bursts from the defunct satellites.”
“Any issues? We’re shielded.”
“We are – but the Explorer is offline.” Noah assessed the incoming data, wishing for Yasuko or even Ship’s help. The amount was overwhelming, and the build-up of EM would rise exponentially as the Explorer continued its orbit. The waves were in pulses, triggered it seemed as they passed by each satellite’s trajectory.
“It’s not good, Corporal.”




Chapter 41

Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


Zuri crawled into the suit, back to the cold bronzed floor, keeping her mind away from the worry about its lack of heat. The storeroom was full of electrical equipment, all keyed into the ship’s systems, and vulnerable to the wave of power that pulsed throughout the Explorer in search of its AI. Once it shifted attention to her, that life preserving equipment needed for the cold expanse of space could burn her to a cinder, melt her down, drink her spirit.
Legs in, she slid her arms through the armour-plated limbs, fingers sliding into the gauntlets. A noise, hissing, crackling to her left dragged dread up from the depths of her stomach. Forcing herself not to react, she rolled over, activating the wrist control, and the suit sealed behind her. Booted feet lashed out, the ceramic sole catching her shoulder, slamming her against the metal wall. The suit soaked the impact, with Zuri facing a set of ceramic armour, its exoskeleton bursting with static as the servos whirred. Its helmetless form leapt at Zuri, both feet slamming into where her head would have been, the innate warrior already spinning away. Zuri whipped round, grabbing the practice spear from the rack along the wall and planting her feet. The ceramic armour rose, servos stretched to their maximum as it spurted towards her, Zuri able to see down the empty neck, deep into the boiling mass of energy raging within. She threw her right hip back, dragging the leg with it, expecting a glancing blow, but accepting the necessity. The shoulder plate hit her left hip, and she slammed the spear down into the space between the shoulder plates. The tip bent, the force of the blow and the heat rippling through its target working together to blunt the weapon. Zuri reeled from the hit, but the armour was tough, absorbing the impact, allowing her to remain upright. She brought the spear down again as her enemy careered forward, overbalanced by the unfamiliar system and servo links. The blunted point hit within centimetres of the same spot, continuing the armour’s momentum into the bronzed floor. Zuri brought a booted foot down between the central plate, using the full power of the suit to crack it open, and crush the CPU and power pack underneath. Energy rippled around the suit, limbs flailing, before they snapped backwards, grabbing the pressing leg. Lightning raged up her servos, fighting for entry, battering at the internal systems. And it came across an unfamiliar CPU, a solid, strangely bonded block of blue-metal. Cold, powerful, and it hated. It hated with such iciness the Garr froze, and for a nanosecond tasted its own fear.
Zuri rammed her helmet on, sealing the armour before the energy wave reached beyond her plaque. The flashing, blue pulse, on the panel in her eyeline demanded attention. She slapped a gauntleted left hand against the LED – a flash of hope. The servos rumbled as the power rippled along them, forcing her joints into a rictus of pain before the energy roared into the light and the electrical system beyond.
“Ship?” data clicked Zuri.
“It’s chasing a lure program. We need the engines online or we’ll be taking on even more EM attacks – there are pulses coming in from all over. At the current rate I’ll be overwhelmed in the next ten minutes.”
“Light-wrap?”
“Burnt out – the first thing the alien did. Trap it, contain it. Engines on, and I’ll take us out of here.”
“Bait?”
“Both of us.”
◆◆◆
 
Noah steered the little ship past the electromagnetic burst, the ship’s systems either absorbing or redirecting the waves, dispersing them on the other side. He had no doubt they were being lit up like a Christmas Tree to the military and scientific observers below, and certainly the Harsmead Explorer’s plight would have sent the world into high alert.
But that was nothing compared to what was to come. Just wait until they caught a load of Smith.
“Me and mine, Private Noah.”
“Me and mine,” he replied.
If you thought the world had gone mad before – hold on to your hats.
The minigun kicked in, Smith clamped to the hull of the microship, pumping rounds using the weapons targeting systems linked to his HUD, the microship’s AI grumpily joining in to supplement the accuracy and trajectory issues with a complexity of algorithm Yasuko would have thought beyond it. At a twenty percent satellite hit rate, they’d be depleted within a few minutes, down to the Battle Armour’s internal weaponry until that ran dry along with the supplementary energy discs.
But hey, then we might be saying hello to my friend Kessler by then. It’s great to try out a theory in a real-world context. But somehow, I don’t think they’re going to let me finish my PhD after this.
◆◆◆
 
Zuri reached out from the outer airlock door, left gauntlet grasping on to the inner handhold as she stretched out towards the external rungs forming a ladder up the hull of the Harsmead. Designed for Haven, she expected the distance to be short until discovering they had the advantage of a tail they could wrap around a second inner support and an ultra-long middle digit for added reach. Zuri sensed Earth spinning behind, and however hard she tried, the uncomfortable sensory mix induced a nagging vertigo that edged into her mind.
Eventually, fingertips wrapped around the first rung, she twisted, bringing her right boot out to clamp onto the outer hull, the gentle clang she felt rather than heard settling her mind. Pulling out with her right hand, she let the left go, the momentum enabling her to grasp a second hold, followed swiftly by her left boot engaging with the metal shell.
The downward dog on the outside of a spaceship. Who’d have thought that six months ago.
Not trusting her brain to accept letting go and rely solely on the boots just yet, she moved one awkward rung at a time up the side of the Harsmead, needing the ‘up’ of being on top in her own mind to cope with what she was about to do. The handholds curved over the beetle like shell of the ship, and Zuri followed them diligently, the silent, looming presence of a blue and green pearl spinning behind her locked away until she finally reached a point her mind was comfortable with.
Zuri grabbed a breath and let her first hand go, feeling the strength of her boots, and committing fully as she stood up. She faced the depths of space, nothing unfamiliar to her, but then she’d had the mini jetpacks and Yasuko by her side. Right now, she had never been lonelier, and her heart scrunched tight, a wave of deep pain and sorrow washing outwards, lapping at her determination. And the warrior within slapped it down, driving the pain away.
I have no time to suffer.
Zuri unclamped the first boot, tapping the toe button to release before turning round and heel clicking the sole into place. Bringing the other round, she turned to face Earth. Drinking in the swirling clouds and its serene spin as she floated, attached to a spaceship, thousands of kilometres above her home.
Home? Is it my home? Am I not just a copy of a human who called it that?
Zuri drove the second wave of pain down; aware her mind was dredging sorrow and melancholy to fill Finn’s void.
There are billions who call it home, and now they are “me and mine.”
Taking one last look, searching for Scotland and finding an unsurprising lump of cloud, she turned to look down the full length of the Explorer towards the bow. Flashes of energy flared, like rain drops striking an already full puddle, before dropping back to merge directly into the blue-metal. Holding out her hand, more splashed against her gauntlet, too weak to have any effect, they slid down the plates, weeping into the hull along her boots. But there were so many. Zuri took the first step while behind her satellites began to blaze.
◆◆◆
 
How much does it know?
Will S’lgarr have warned it?
The lure programs began to fail, caught one by one by the alien as it sent out more and more hunter algorithms in its need to destroy the errant AI. Ship knew his time was short, its fate intertwined with the captain. He had lost another crew member today, one to lie next to Zzind in the rebirth tube, one his captain cherished.
Am I to lie by its side, once more a ghost of an AI? This time, I should be the one that saves another, I owe Yasuko that at least.
Ship manifested in the hold, his hologram standing side by side with his captain, heavy-set legs and long, articulated tail balanced against the bronzed floor, slightly leaning forward and snout sniffing at the air.
“Never thought my last stand would be with a Haven, Ship,” said Zuri, balancing on the balls of her booted feet, the armour in perpetual movement as she readied herself.
“Nor mine with a human, Zuri. Especially with Zzind aboard,” Ship paused, and Zuri noted the first hint of emotion in its – no – his body language. “I am duty bound to get her home.”
She looked towards the AI, the virtual Haven flickering along with the glow from the ceiling. The alien was close.
“It wants in,” he said. “My last lure has brought it close, but it is frustrated by the EM anomaly around the hold. It will go back and find my organic core unless we allow it inside.”
Zuri nodded, the isolated hold a last refuge, and about to be opened up to an enemy that wanted to drink them dry. She turned around, eyeing the covered lump plugged into the microship, wondering if space armour could cross its fingers.
“How long before the EM shower overwhelms the system?”
“Three minutes when I was shut out coming here, perhaps another one.”
Zuri nodded.
Kuishi kwingi kuona mengi. I have lived much and seen a lot in such a short time. Die today, and I can be proud of what I have done. But then Finn dies forever with me.
Is that so bad?
The airlock doors slid open, the second set of ceramic armour entering the hold, sparkles of energy lighting its visor. The alien’s only way in was via a physical conduit, one Ship had put aside in hope the alien creature couldn’t resist with the Faraday structure Yasuko had designed keeping all else out. On noticing her, the armour surged forwards, the visor shattering as a ferocious lightning cloud burst out. Zuri flipped backwards, soaring over the suit as it charged onwards, landing behind it as it squealed to a halt. Lesser static ran up its servos, and the helmet spun to face her, the armour following as it powered on again, arms grasping.
The roiling mass of energy streaked into Ship’s hologram, seeking his source, finding the data stream and ramming itself into the data plaque by its side. The data hardened bonds rejected the alien again, the ball of power recoiling, expecting cold hatred, but hit with the darkness and depths of despair that emanated from Finn’s plaque.
Ship took the opportunity of its shock to speed along the electrical conduit, engaging the system blanketed by the Faraday shroud.
Now Zuri. It has to be now.
But he had no way to reach her, the same material that hid the array from the Garr, cut off all possible contact with her suit.
Then the shroud lifted, ripped from the communication array Zuri had torn from the Explorer ship’s hull. The jumble of radio waves and EM sensory patterns flooded the cargo bay, bouncing back off the sealed metal walls, splitting the EM cloud of the Garr, rupturing chasm upon chasm between the embodiment of its self. The alien faded, wisps of electromagnetic energy flying off, bouncing around the cavernous room, desperately trying to reform, to hold on to life. With the pressure relented, Ship slipped back into its systems, releasing the hold doors, offering the Garr a way out. And as it rushed to escape, Ship dumped the Explorer’s battery capacity through the communication array, tearing the alien apart.
For Zzind.
The AI appeared again in the hold, approaching Zuri’s armour, the blanket wrapped tight around a struggling form she clung tightly onto. The last vestige of an alien lifeform that had come so close to destroying them all. Food for the beast.
Ship pointed to the array, suggesting Zuri could release the possessed suit. In response, she rolled away, dragging the material with her. The ceramic armour froze, static along its servos fading into the hold’s emptiness.
Panting, Zuri rose to her feet, eyes locked on and waiting for a twitch from the errant armour. “Why aren’t we dead yet?”
“No idea – someone ripped my sensors out. Blind as a Tremal Worm.”
The microship roared through the hold entrance, a Haven hologram spinning around in unison with its captain as the glowing ship wheeled on entry. On top, a bronzed Smith stood with a smoking minigun in his hands, hair flowing and a huge smile across his face.
“Have no fear, Smith is here. Miss me?”




Chapter 42

The White House, Washington DC
 


“What the hell is going on?” President Hawlish, stood on the White House lawn, the sky emblazoned with flashes of orange, purple and red lights. The night lit like large-scale Fourth of July; Washington bathed in a multi-coloured garish disco reflection.
“Mr President,” said Becks, “The satellite comms are out. There’s so much interference up there we can’t tell if they’ve been taken out or whether it’s the effect of the debris. There’s an awful lot of weird static. The GPS system is definitely going down, sir. You need multiple satellites to get an accurate fix and we are seeing them drop out one by one. The only thing working is the mobile and land line network as far as we can tell.”
“Oh yeah? Military satellites?”
“No word, sir. But planes are going to be in trouble – anything modern flying will use GPS navigation. All of them. Military and civilian air traffic will be blind unless they can get a radio wave fix.”
President Hawlish’s phone vibrated, he slid his hand inside his pocket, knowing full well it’d be his wife in a panic. Across from him Becks responded to his own phone. The President froze. All around the Whitehouse lawn his advisors, administrators, and cleaners reached for their cell phones at the same time. A siren screamed from every pocket and hand, the noise echoing back off whitewashed walls, to mix with the thunderous wave of sound sweeping over the official residence from the surrounding city.
“I didn’t instigate this …” The president looked to Becks. “This our doing?”
“I don’t know, Mr President. I—” Becks checked the message, looking to the leader of the Free World as he did so. His phone began to ring, and the Presidential Advisor lifted the receiver to his ear.
◆◆◆
 
Garshellach Forest, 3am
Kha’ligarr pressed against the metallic box, sensing a difference in the rhythm of the electromagnetic prison. Disturbed, she pressed her face against it, slipping out the triple forked tongue to slide along the wall, tasting the power thrumming around the outside.
No.
She slid her legs outwards, stretching the joints, the satisfying pop enabling her to move them aside as she raised herself up. Shimmering her metallic feathers, she identified the three she needed, removing each newly grown quill with their redesigned filament structure, and binding them with the dried sinew from the sheep they had forced her to feast upon.
As if sheep were better than rabbit.
Once bound, she slid the sheath into the miniscule crack between the door and the metal box seal, the layers of sinew there built up over the last week, fractions of a millimetre at a time, imperceptible differences that a creature so long lived as she had the patience to form. The metallic feathers slotted in, and once secure, she snicked the binding with her talons. Taking a long steady breath, she focussed inwards. Holding the middle feather, she sensed some of the waves wrapping her box soak into the barb, and on down the fibrous quill. Once sure of their wave pattern and structure, she slid the other two metallic quills to the left and right, spinning them to the perfect angle, their metallic filaments steering the waves inwards and directly into the Garr. The field disrupted, and a weight lifted from her muscles and mind, a reconnection with the world outside.
She desperately wanted to feed on this new source, but there was no time. Laying on her front, winged arms pressed against the box wall, she kicked out. Taloned feet crashed into the door, the second strike dislodging the mechanical lock Kha’ligarr had also been working on. The door flew open, and she swept out, gathering the tablet on the way, furiously typing before slapping it against the portal window.
◆◆◆
 
“Nakini!” shouted Mills, bellowing down the radio while staring at the portal window, frozen by the dual combination of box alarms and alien communication. “Here, now.”
“I’m enjoying the light show, Mills. What is it with this crazy world, eh?” !Inakini strode in, cheeks red and cold-bitten. “What the … how did she … what’s that?”
“It’s a picture of me with my mobile … she must have imprinted it, like the bone pile.”
“It says: Don’t answer.”
◆◆◆
 
Darrow rolled out of bed, the Glock 19 extracted from its place under the mattress in one smooth movement, pointed to the phone with its shrill siren slicing through his forgotten dream.
“Bloody hell,” he shouted, getting up off his designated barrack room floor, reaching for the vibrating phone. “Eh? We’ve not got a scheduled emergency alert. Not even tested it yet.”
Darrow could hear further shrill alarms echoing throughout the building. Reaching down, he quickly checked his watch and sighed, knowing that whatever the emergency was he’d be getting very little sleep. “Eh?”
This is an Emergency Alert. There is an immediate threat to life. Answer the following call for evacuation instructions.
He racked his brain for system test date, sure in his own mind that it was sometime in April – certainly not yet. The phone rang, the number correlating to the emergency test. The SAS captain swept the screen to answer, lifting it to his ear.
“Yes?” The speaker crackled, a static spark leaping into his ear as a monotonous, robotic voice repeated the first half of the text message. A sudden, overwhelming sense of tiredness swept over him, and he sat down, arm rigid, locking the phone to his skull. The message swirled in his mind, the sounds jumbled, one voice split in to two, three – a cascade of noise that reverberated inside his cranium, dominating.
And that which was Darrow, his essence, his being, squeezed against the right side of his skull, pushing outwards. Drawn towards the calling, and with a mind torn asunder, he slipped into the depths.
◆◆◆
 
S’lgarr slapped his fear tentacle against the wooden walls, splintering the sun faded wood, before crashing a second limb onto the roof, anger ripping out joists, hurling them across the sea as self-loathing battered at his outer shell.
—No, no, noooo
The electromagnetic scream struck the remaining building, shattering the already sagging walls.
—Brothers. Too soon. Milk them, not massacre them all at once. Have you learned nothing?
A panic swept over S’lgarr, fear writhing as he pushed the emotion down into its brain cluster. He could not let emotion take over, he needed clear thought, to act. His brothers had lured him in, following his orders, carrying out instructions as if cowed by his might and ruthlessness. And now they had struck, feeding in a frenzy. They would grow too fast, be consumed by the essence, lost in its drug haze like an addict. It would never be enough.
He would not be able to reel them in again, and now it was a matter of survival. The humans will react with his plan exposed and seek to contain then kill the Garr. Without the humans on Th’lgarr’s ship, they would turn to their only alternative, and despite the destruction of the satellite network, they still had the power to strike.
—Ah, my brothers. I must follow my part of the plan through, despite your betrayal.
S’lgarr’s tentacle reached inside the sealed compartment, lifting out the phones he’d stored safely inside, activating each with a wisp of power. He sent the prepared trigger, the hunter algorithms spread across the world attaching themselves from the servers and data banks they hid amongst, linking into the whirl of fingertips that battered keyboards, urgent with the promise of anarchy and mayhem. Silent they were no more, and the hackers of the APTs around the world proceeded to do what S’lgarr couldn’t. They opened the library doors, because they knew the computer languages every book was written in. S’lgarr had only had to crack two as his phones connected.




Chapter 43

Harsmead Explorer, Earth Orbit
 


“I—”
Zuri held up her hand, blocking Smith’s next words with an inner fury her cyborg friend recognised. The shake to her arm not of sadness, but suppressed anger aimed purely at herself. If he continued it would spill out, splitting her apart with no way to be sewn back together.
Smith reeled himself in, nodding and turning to lift the mess of his Lance Corporal from the control room floor. Noah slipped in by his side, the tears flowing unabated. The cyborg corporal turned to him, digital eyes flicking back to Zuri, unspoken words asking for help. The young man stopped, needing to be in two places, desperate to be there for the man who he had grown to respect with a depth he couldn’t measure. He turned away, eyes on the floor, unable to allow himself to connect with Zuri lest he crumble when she needed him most.
“Ship,” said Zuri, voice solid, hard. “You there?”
“Yes Zuri.”
“Report.”
“Back up batteries are drained, all systems are on minimum levels, engines have fired but we are only able to maintain orbit at this point. If I reduce all systems down, and we switch off the light-wrap, we could break orbit. However, the Earth is now surrounded by a wall of debris I do not have the capacity to steer through.”
“Options?”
“If we stay here, I can absorb enough of the sun’s energy to maintain orbit and build up reserves. But we are talking weeks. Most of the ship’s mass has been taken up with the shielding, with the vast majority of nanobots consumed by the Garr.”
“The moon,” whispered Noah, staring at the floor.
“What?” said Zuri. “Louder, Noah. I need you on it. I have a squad to keep safe, and a world down there about to lurch into chaos.”
“The moon. It has all the metals Ship needs in abundance, and we can maintain the same level of solar energy absorption.”
“Ship?”
“I have no records of your moon, nor the sensor array to confirm it.”
“Trust me, it’s there.”
Zuri nodded, eyes roaming across the destruction in the control room. She looked to Noah, the trainee who’d stepped up to the plate day after day since Garshellach Forest. A smile tremored on her lips before she suppressed it, memories of Finn’s first assessment of the lad so far off the mark it was untrue. But that was a time when the drink and PTSD ruled his life, before the Stratan incursion, before he realised the woman by his side wanted to be there.
“Elfu huanzia moja, Noah. A thousand begins with one. I need you to stay with Ship, get the Explorer up and running. We need it at full capacity as soon as possible.”
“And you?”
“Smith and I will go down to Earth; see what damage his little rampage has done.” Zuri picked up a shard of Finn’s armour, the blood along its edge drying to a deep red.
“You’d be dead. Not just Finn, both of you. And Ship. With no way for you to come back. Me and mine, Zuri.” Noah’s words tumbled out, reeking of redemption and pain.
“Yes. Me and mine.”
Whatever has to be done, will be done.
◆◆◆
 
!Ui crouched over N’Gaye, the soldier’s eyes locked forward, a film of white formed across the lens, the left side of his face shrivelled, breath so slow it was nearly imperceptible. Krotoa lifted the smouldering phone from his hands using a pair of tongs from the House, holding it in the air as it crackled and fizzed, the screen shattered.
“Shit,” Krotoa said, shaking. “WTF.”
“I am not going to ask what that means,” said !Inakini. “But if it expresses fear and surprise, then WTF.”
“Anyone else?” asked !Ui, Mills pounding across the metal lattice walkway towards her.
“Four others, all off duty. They’re not dead, more like a coma. But their eyes…” Mills glanced towards the prone Private, wincing as he caught sight of the damage to eyes and face. “Including their commanding officer.”
“It looks too much like the suit-wraiths Zuri showed us to be a coincidence. If that’s the case, all forms of communication can transport part of these creatures. It’s a direct assault, they know we’re here.” !Ui looked to her remaining squad, heart aching, desperately needing the laid-back warrior who lay dead in their ship. “We can’t contact Darrow or Hoskins without risking further trouble, but we must know what to do next.”
“And we can’t leave the Garr unguarded,” said Mills, looking towards the black eyes staring through the window slit. “It knows, and what it did saved a lot of our people. But why?”
“Saving its food source?” asked Krotoa. “And how did it get out of the Faraday box?” Krotoa started walking towards the control cabin.
!Ui glanced up, the tablet slapped to the Garr’s window portal, ‘Duck’ written in English upon it.
Before she reached the door, !Ui hit Krotoa from behind, tackling the young Stratan to the ground as the conduit connection to the Garr communication screen erupted, showering glass and electronics into the reinforced cabin windows. The lightning sparks streaked through the glass and on into the room beyond, flowing around the system, spluttering with fire. !Ui rolled off the struggling technician, ignoring the bout of new swear words as the metal and double hinged containment door flew by, slamming into the same cabin. The whole wall, glass and all, crumpled inwards, the roof collapsing.
!Ui rose, drawing her sidearm as the Garr breached the door, ready to defend Krotoa. Black eyes met hers, absent of threat, then swiftly disappeared, the alien manipulating light to veil itself as it spurted for the fence. Only the footprints gave it away, and she fired in that direction, just once as she realised just how vulnerable they all were. !Inakini and Mills both released shots before she raised her hand, though without their helmets and the benefit of the HUDs, their shots flew wide. The fence rattled once, and the Garr was gone into a night still lit by the burning space debris. She looked to them both, a silent agreement that a chase was not in the offing.
Krotoa stood, brushing herself down, mouthing a thank you to her commander as she eyed the cabin’s destruction.
“Can this night get any weirder?” said Mills, walking towards the crushed cabin, bypassing the Stratan technician as she peeked through the steam streaming from the Garr’s containment room.
“You had to ask,” replied !Ui, reading the tablet Krotoa handed her, the serrated claw marks in its base a reminder of its source. She turned it towards Mills.
“I’m not your enemy,” he read aloud. “I go hunt.”
“Ah,” said !Inakini, looking towards the communication aerials swaying in the wind, star bursts in the sky above. “No one to guard anymore.” He looked to his captain, recognising the set to her mouth and eyes. In some ways it was a relief to see the weight off her shoulders, even if she didn’t know it yet. “Are we leaving? I have a feeling we may need to get a sense of what’s happening out there. If that firework display is what I think it is, we need to make contact.”
“Agreed. Gather your kit, all of it. And rations. Mills, set the remaining guards into a rota pattern with a time frame to seek command if they haven’t heard anything. Say two days, max. No mobiles, no radios – and they need to tend those that are ill. Anything electrical to be isolated until informed otherwise. !Inakini, seal our ship, Krotoa the House. Get to it.”
!Ui stood, hands on hips, watching her squad act upon the orders, and missing Kau. Mills would fill that hole, family or not, she knew she could trust him. The feeling creeping up her spine though, was odd, out of place as much as they were on this planet. For the last few months, she had sought the impossible, a way home. And now that became secondary, survival eclipsing that drive. For the first time in what felt like forever, she could grasp the purpose set upon her. This, she was born for.
She lifted N’Gaye from the grate, carrying the man with her servos whirring towards the barrack cabin. She did not know how she was going to save these people, but nobody had better get in her way. Kicking the door open, she strode inside, placing N’Gaye on his designated bunk before manoeuvring each of the other comatose soldiers into what she hoped was a comfortable position. The smell in the room was terrible, the stink of burned flesh mingling with bodily fluids she tried not to think about. Sliding windows open she let the aroma wash from the room, looking up to the display that seemed far from over still lighting up the forest.
If those are Earth’s satellites, who did it? And why?
◆◆◆
 
“My first thoughts were wrong. It’s not the Earth that is burning. I’ve rendered the incoming EM waves, including the light. I – I think you need to look for yourselves,” said Yasuko, switching the wall screen on. The Earth distant, almost a microdot in the middle of the screen. She drew it forward, extrapolating as best she could with the distance meaning all incoming data was just a narrow, incomplete part of the original waves streaming from Earth.
Finn watched, fascinated by the swirl of clouds around the beautiful planet they had both longed for, and fretted over as their return came ever closer. Then light flashes erupted from one section, then another, flaring, the amount of EM overloading Yasuko’s modelling, before settling down.
“It’s faster than in real-time, but the explosions start here.” Yasuko pointed to an area of space, pinpoint flashes spreading fast, waves of fire like a pebble in water rippling outwards.
“The Kessler Syndrome,” said Noah from behind Finn. “Someone’s destroyed enough satellites or space debris to spread far and wide. Each piece hitting another, a cascade significantly increasing the number of fragments each time, so more satellites get caught up. The Earth’s atmosphere will be covered in metallic fragments, it’ll be hell to fly through for some time.”
“Who would be dumb enough to do that?” asked Smith, blue hands sat in his lap as he watched from Zuri’s couch. “Reckless behaviour.”
“Agreed,” said Yasuko. “It’ll mean all the satellite communication systems you had will be down. And there’s this.”
Yasuko narrowed the focus down, drawing away from the Earth and towards the locked moon that circled it. “I think that is the Harsmead Explorer.”
Finn sighed inwardly; the pulsing dot shouldn’t be there. They had agreed Echo Squad would return Zzind first, so letting them lay the groundwork for their return. But if their ship was on the moon, and the world’s skies burned with molten satellites, something had gone horribly wrong.
Red light bulb time.
“With all that EM flying around, we got any familiar signatures?” asked Noah.
Finn noted the crossed fingers behind his back.
“I,” Yasuko stopped, looking to the floor briefly, then back to her crew. “It may be S’lgarr.”
Finn sighed again.
Two red light bulbs, and a loud siren. This is not a bloody drill.




Chapter 44

San Jose, California
 


The Humvee crashed through the barrier, careering on into the gates, the crumpled, reinforced engine compartment splitting them apart as the security lock shattered under the impact. The heavy vehicle motored on, the four human husks inside oblivious as its left wheel clipped the raised kerb of the roundabout. The wide girth and momentum of the vehicle prevented it from flipping, but with a shattered axle it spun, back-end crashing into the factory office wall. White-eyed heads slapped into seats and console, husked skin cracked, but no tears of blood flowed. A shimmer of power streamed from the dashboard, gathering in more of itself emerging from under the bonnet, waiting.
A second Humvee followed, more sedate in its passage, the black 4x4 driving past the guardhouse with its two uniformed security personnel slumped across the floor. Major Jess Hamland noted the half-husked faces, the opaque eyes as he glanced inside. The numbness pervading his mind prevented a reaction, a lump of fear held him fast, desperation at the thought of his grandchildren driving all reason away.
The Humvee came to a halt next to the remains of the crash, the EM sizzling its way across to writhe briefly along the driver’s door before searching inside. The spark of recognition lit the leather seats as it absorbed into the ceramic armour, a small piece of Mu’lgarr returned.
The alien faced the stationary, lost human at its side, enjoying the pain radiating from his being. It tasted sweet. Throbbing power urged it onward, the seething store of human essence filling his being begged for release into his mind, to elevate the Garr beyond the bestial. But Mu’lgarr had learnt, watching from the confines of S’lgarr’s body, seen what he had seen. This planet was a chance he could not risk losing. The aeons spent insane and ravenous in the void now an abyss anchored in his core, pervading his life, dictating a desperate need never to return. He had feasted upon his own to survive, thousands falling upon each other as the reality of ascension hit home. Devoid of a body to contain their being, they bled their own essence into the ether, constantly fighting to hold themselves together. In desperation they’d dived into the Nodes, the space between the stars. The emptiness had kept them from bleeding out, but hunger soon followed, and cannibalism reigned.
I want to live.
His gauntlet wrenched the door open, servos whirring as the alien urged the electrical and mechanical systems to act on his will. The clunk of boot on concrete a welcome feeling, a reminder of the body he had given up in the obsession with ascension. Stopping in front of the office block, he stared down the length of the modern factory building. Smooth lines of solar panels covered every centimetre, wind turbines whirled along its length, and dotted among these huge battery containment buildings waited to be filled.
A noise filtered through the whip of the turbines, Mu’lgarr’s microphones discerning the difference, recognising the sound as human distress. He turned to face the office windows, peering back at a woman with her hand pressed against the polarised window, eyes wide and tear streaked. He sensed the major stir, and ignoring him, moved over to the window, pressing an armoured hand against the glass. The brown-haired woman flinched, unsure, but then matched his hand, hope permeating her taste as he drew her in. The joy of watching her realise what was happening thrilled his mind, the drawing in of her skin across her hand, creeping up her arm, on up to her face. The fading of life from her eyes, the film forming before it finally solidified. A final breath slipped from her lips, and he left her there, forehead resting against the window, staring blindly out at lost hope.
“Show me,” echoed from his speakers, the voice dripping with power.
Jess Hamland approached the side doors, enabling the retina scan and palm print lock. On opening, a pungent odour wafted out, the mix of sweat, burnt meat and released bowels searing his nostrils. Inside, another guard lay slumped, phone melded to his skull, the eyes completely hardened. Ignoring the mess, he moved through, swiping his ID card on the internal lock, noise seeping through the crack as he opened the door. Beyond, the factory stirred. Robot arms spun, drilled, hammered and stretched. Scattered around, bodies lay on floors, chairs, or heads pressed to conveyor belts. Many raised a shallow breath, minds encased in a coma as their bodies methodically tried to preserve minds and repair damage. Jess knew many of them, families who had worked for him for two generations. He’d seen them right. Until now.
The alien inhabited suit strode past, visor scanning the vast factory, assessing the potential. “Where?”
Hamland pointed ahead, towards the sectioned off area of the factory boasting newly built corrugated aluminium walls with high security signs emblazoned over them. Mu’lgarr strode on, before waiting at the door for the human to undergo the security procedures. The alien stepped inside first, the factory monitors lighting up as he entered, the hum of control panels and screens showing the system was online. The suit stopped facing the large plexi-glass window, the robots beyond it unmoving, as if awaiting instructions. By their side stood eleven black ceramic suits, a sheen to each, weapons stowed, and a backpack linked to a heavy pouch belt.
Here he was, an ascended Garr. No body, and only able to engage with a world’s technology through EM streams. He needed what the humans had, for now. Hands, feet and the weapons designed for them. Around him, the planet waited for domination, food. But the Garr’s were an untrusting race, Alphas every one and S’lgarr had set them all on a path back to sapience with the potential to be rebirthed. So now it was about survival – just the one planet and many Garrs to defend it from, and the truculent humans who did not yet understand their fate. Only the strongest would survive what was coming.
And it will be me.
“How many?”
“My grandchildren,” said Hamland.
“How many?” reverberated the response.
“We have resources for twelve more.”
Mu’lgarr looked towards the major, “Authorisation console?”
Hamland walked over to the control desk, shifting through the array of screen information before bringing up the relevant page. He entered the code, authorising with another retina scan, before stepping back.
Mu’lgarr approached, armoured fingers deftly playing over the keyboard before his visor lifted. General Marks stared out, his mind gone, lost to shock and the EM torture used to extract the sources for the military satellite codes – and now the increased production of the Stratan armoured exoskeletons. The Garr adjusted the suit, Marks’ eyes staring ahead as the scan lit up his retina. The alien registered and stored the pattern, as it had for the human by his side. Robots whirled beyond the glass, pincers and wheels stirring, hammers firing up.
Standing back up, facing the major, Marks screamed, the Garr tearing life from his every pore, skin sucked instantly inwards, eyes atrophied then split, cracking open. Major Jess Hamland shook, the last vestige of hope sucked from him, the flavour of fear and self-loathing tainting his spirit.
“Time for you to see your grandchildren.”




Chapter 45

Forest Road, Garshellach Forest, nr Stirling, Scotland
 


!Ui trudged on through the mud and the last of the slush covering the edge of the forest road. Thick cloud rolled above, but the rain-laden clouds had held back, something she could be thankful for amid the mayhem of the last few hours. The thickening cloud had hidden most of the light shower, with just a few wisps of flaring metal occasionally illuminating their way. !Ui had convinced herself the attack was focussed on them, the subsequent actions of their Garr reinforcing the thought with each step. An escape plan, elaborate, but leaving them with no time to react. The message a deflection, creating indecision over whether to pursue. But she understood Mills’ trepidation, despite her newfound resolve, the man fretting over a wife and family left behind in Glasgow. Banned from using his mobile, and not knowing their fate, anxiety would lessen his usefulness to her.
Mills had led them through the main forest, and as they emerged near the A811 main road to Stirling, her heart lurched, watching as !Inakini placed a hand on the Earth human’s shoulder, squeezing before moving ahead. !Ui caught them up, Mills stock still as she approached, eyes locked on the road junction. Cars lay piled up where the roads met, fire licking at the lorry they had all speared into, its cargo of groceries strewn across the carriageway. Brief flares of static crackled along the underside of one stricken car, its wheels still turning. !Inakini was bent down near it, reaching inside, placing his hand upon something while shaking his head.
“We have a duty,” eye-clicked the Stratan captain, knocking Mills out of his stupor, the soldier in him striding forward, joining the others as they moved from car to car in the hunt for survivors.
Krotoa signalled them all over, diving into the rear of a car with its blunt front end encased in the lorry’s toppled trailer. She came out with a bundle, a cry kicking up from the blankets she held.
“Oh no,” said Mills, reality striking home. Visions of whitened eyes and children waking up to find their parents in such a state, streamed through his mind. Heart lurching, he reached for the baby, its brown eyes locking on his, grabbing attention, the cry cutting off as its fingers played with the tight brown curls. “If …”
“Come on, we must go. If it affected Stirling, there’ll be a of people in need.” !Ui spoke in sharp bursts, cutting off Mills’ next comments, trying to keep him in the game. She ignored the brief drop of his head, and the tiny hand reaching out towards the man’s helmet.
Stay with me, Mills.
!Inakini finished making a sling, wrapping it around the SAS man’s shoulder as !Ui took point, Krotoa easing in just behind her, hunching her heavy backpack up as she walked on. Mills tucked the girl into the curve of the blanket, snuggling her in, before moving out with !Inakini at his side.
“I need a whisky,” the Big Stratan eye-clicked, sending it to only one of the squad.
“Yeah, me too. And milk.”
◆◆◆
 
The road continued to be punctuated with the occasional crash, with most of the people still inside their vehicles, comatose but alive. But for how long? Each new revelation, or sight of filmed eyes and shallow breathing, building a sense of dread and despair. They gathered the few who had not accessed their phones, either asleep in the vehicle, or too young, tending to the distressed and organising those capable to stay with the children and the injured.
Krotoa wept, unable to compute leaving the younger children behind, railing against !Ui despite understanding the logic. They had to be agile, to help until they found some form of authority to go back and tend to the survivors. There was no apparent nor immediate danger, and they needed to make sure it stayed that way. The ‘what ifs’ around S’lgarr dictating her decisions.
Only as they entered the town, the streets lined with parked cars, with the odd one lying empty across the roads, did the true sense of the devastation creep in. Wails rose from every street, and house. People milled from home to home, voices raised, seeking the young and frail, knocking down doors as they searched for those they knew were inside. Beseeching cries for help were thrown their way, their armour reflecting authority in a time of chaos. But !Ui led them on, telling each they would send help, that it would be soon, stay inside, look after each other. Stay off the phone, turn all electrics off. Mills found someone willing and able to take the baby, their own young child of similar age feeding off a bottle. With relief, he handed her over, giving the tiny hand one last squeeze before moving on, tear-filled eyes numb to the chaos.
Street after street, the pain and desperation rose until the barracks appeared ahead of them. The roads surrounding it devoid of life, the civil buildings likely to have been empty when the late-night message was sent out. Ignoring these, !Ui approached Forthside Barracks gates with Krotoa a step behind, wary. The guard room was empty, though the stench announced a victim had been in there. !Ui signalled them to split up, sending !Inakini and Mills to the south as she walked ahead, seeking the command block.
“Hear that?” she said on reaching the edge of the first building, taking a brief look round before heading out, signalling Krotoa that it was safe. She emerged to find Lieutenant Colonel Hoskins, one eye opaque, the same side of her face slack and red, directing a few tired-looking soldiers. The grey-haired woman looked up; her face slightly crooked but something akin to a smile flickered across her face. The Stratan captain took it as relief, unclipping her helmet as she approached the officer.
“Everywhere?” !Ui asked, scanning across the soldier filled stretchers lined along the barracks.
“The whole country, Captain. What’s your status?” came the exhausted reply.
“My remaining squad and Mills are here. The garrison has four soldiers in a coma, the rest are waiting two days before sending for help. The Garr escaped – but it warned us. Just before the message came. We managed to inform most of the garrison before they answered.”
The Lieutenant Colonel nodded, soaking it in. “How’s the town? I have a platoon out there but on radio silence.”
“A mess – the frail will be in serious trouble. Your government needs to get organised.”
“We do, Captain. But we need to find out how much of it is currently functioning. We are sending short data signals between those left in Command. The medical staffs’ first thoughts are those in the comas may well live, but it’ll be days, possibly a week before any recover enough to be awake. And even then, they will be confused and disorientated.” Hoskins paused, fingers stretching her damaged eye. “And we don’t know if they’ll be able to see.” Hoskins stopped, looking towards the cloud-laden sky for a moment. “I need your squad to go the hospital, Captain !Ui. Get it organised, set up to provide supplies to take home. We can’t have everyone descending there, it’ll be overwhelming. No one will end up being helped in the hysteria.”
“The children,” said Krotoa over !Ui’s shoulder. “There are lots of children with incapacitated parents. They need priority care.”
“Yes,” said Hoskins, nodding to the young Stratan. “We get the children to the hospital, use that as a priority to deflect others less in need seeking help. Get my platoon to set up a cordon, and they have a medical officer with them. Knowing the NHS, anyone capable will already be heading that way, too.”
“You know this is an attack? It matches some of what we saw on Zuri’s video. This isn’t over.”
“We face that when it comes. People first, let Command decide on strategy. Besides, what else can they do to us? The mobile system is down, every mast in town blew with the energy surge.”
“They can take over anything electrical. I’d suggest isolating everything we need, and cope.”
Mills came around the corner, at his side a man !Ui knew, at least the parts of his body she’d patched up after first arriving on the planet. Jenks, Mills’ friend and helicopter pilot, injured during the PMC assault on the barracks her squad had foiled. Behind them walked a tall man, constantly fiddling with his neck, wearing a uniform similar to Jenks. In the back of her mind, she remembered Mills talking about the officer he’d saved after the first Stratan Marine incursion. Ibrahim – Ib. At least it was something positive among the chaos. !Inakini followed, an ancient shortwave radio on his back.
!Inakini caught his captain’s querying glance and gave her a shrug, “Remember Jenks? He says these old-style radios can be reworked to burn out if the carrier wave is too strong. Reckons there’s a shop in Stirling that will have a few in the back we can use, get some safer comms set up.”
Krotoa walked up to her senior, walking round the back, eyeing the radio, fingers twitching. “You’ve gotta make this my project, !Inakini, your fat fingers will struggle. I can do this.”
“Get on it, Krotoa. Jenks, you’re now commandeered into the Stratan Marines. You owe me, remember?” said !Ui. “Go and fetch the equipment we need.” Jenks threw back a pained smile, looking to Mills who nodded in agreement.
“Certainly, Captain. Mind if Ib comes along? Kind of a double act these days.”
“Not at all. Mills you run fireteam with Krotoa, might be worth collecting something to carry everything in.”
“Aha,” said Jenks. “Can do that too. Got my old GT in the car park. Old style tech, if you like. Crappiest electronics this side of the Atlantic.”




Chapter 46

Entering Earth’s Atmosphere
 


Smith’s electronic brain reeled, his link with the microship’s AI and sensors overloading as they steered through the outer layer of debris, the metal shards travelling at speeds of up to 28,000 kilometres per hour. The cascade hadn’t finished, nor wiped everything out, space was big after all, but according to Noah the effects would continue for a while as orbits decayed and debris fell in the path of other satellites. There wouldn’t be much at Earth tech level escaping the planet for a while.
“How’s it going?” asked Zuri, her full Battle Armour suit attempting to tuck its legs under her chin on the strengthened chair.
“Head hurts,” replied Smith, flecked eyes dilating and brain pulsing with the level of input constantly coming in. He shifted position, resting his bronzed cheeks on gauntleted hands, eyes suddenly flickering as the ship shifted three times in as many microseconds. “I think I may have caused Earth a real issue.”
“Look on the bright side – won’t be many alien invasions for a while,” said Zuri. “We going to get through?”
“Just exiting the Low Earth Orbit zone … now.” Smith sat back, his blonde hair flowing as he let out a vocalised sigh. “We’ve taken some hits, but we’re through the worst. Next time you need saving, can you get Noah to do the dirty work? I have a hard enough time as it is looking like this, without the big neon sign saying, ‘Destroyer of Earth’s satellite systems’. When Noah mentioned a Kessler cascade, I thought it would be kind of, you know—”
“Smaller,” Zuri glanced across at her friend, taking in the smooth lines of his metallic skin and the half-smile on his lips. She knew what he was trying to do, and he was right, she’d needed all that pain locked away. Exposure to her feeling wouldn’t go well, especially as they faced whatever S’lgarr had been up to underneath the debris cascade.
They emerged from the cloud bubbling over Scotland, the small ship light-wrapped against visual discovery, the materials maximised for EM absorption. Not invisible to S’lgarr, but hopefully not far off, and certainly a safer place to be in should he attack.
“Oh no,” said Smith as the ship’s sensors scanned the sky. “No, no, no.”
The cockpit screen took in Glasgow City, where fires burned and smoke rose, twisting in the wind, from many of the streets and buildings below. A broken, jagged wing was all that remained of a jet at the end of the city airport, the burnt-out fuselage black and snapped in two. Only one emergency vehicle stood nearby, with a single ambulance, bodies laid around it in piles. As they swept over, a large, dual propellered helicopter lay on its side, shattered, blades having torn into the airport causeway. And where they expected flashing lights and sirens, there was an eerie silence, just a few voices calling over the wind, and confused people wandering aimlessly outside the building.
Smith wheeled the ship round, taking in the destruction, unable to assimilate the scene with the lack of response. “Where is everyone?”
“Check the radio,” said Zuri. “Small snapshot samples and get the AI to fill in the gaps.”
I don’t know if I can do this. This is my city. All the pain we’ve seen was almost … distant … compared to this.
“There’s an emergency alert – short burst information swapping bands. Telling people to stay in their homes, and all emergency services to report to their place of work.”
“Glasgow?”
“No, it’s national. Did I …?”
“No, Smith,” said Zuri, armoured hand landing on his plated shoulder. “Check the sensor data and keep the radio sampling up. Look for a pattern and head for Stirling.”
Smith nodded, engaging with the AI, while bringing the microship up and over the airport’s main building. The devastation lessened as he flew, flying lower proving less of an emotional shock as the streets milled with a few survivors, the fires clearly isolated rather than raging, and people dragging others from inside, garden hoses spraying in hope. However, everywhere they went, the roads were crammed with abandoned or crashed cars. Many appeared to have people slumped against the wheel, or lolling out of the window.
“Bring us down,” said Zuri. “There.” She pointed to a crash site, three cars with a lick of fire around one engine – not enough to put her off. Smith lowered the ship, wheeling around the twisted metal and rubber as they took in the bodies inside. And when the screen focussed in, reality hit, and they knew.
“The eyes are different,” said Smith. “Can I risk a thermal check?” On Zuri’s agreement he ran a quick sensor sweep, running the comparative information through his data banks, looking for a little hope. “Some are alive. Low emissions, but alive. Look at their faces and ears – drained and burnt but not husks, their eyes misted, not solid like the suit-wraiths.”
“Focus on the one on the pavement,” said Zuri, taking in the woman wrapped in a thick red coat, hair bundled in a scarf, shopping bags spilled around her. As the screen moved in, the hand came into view, the mobile melded to it, husked skin running under the sleeve.
“Ah,” said Smith. “Crap. No mobile signal anywhere, I thought it was just an issue with the satellites but …”
“Mobiles use radio waves,” said Zuri. “Noah gave me a run down on what should still be working before we left. A perfect carrier for an electromagnetic alien. Come on, we have a job to do.”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri’s eyes roamed across the tall building, the set of stone steps rising up to the entrance a long-remembered place to play. She reached out, hands running over the smooth pillar that separated the steps running down to the bottom flat, the place they were never to go.
And you did what your Momma told you.
With trepidation, she took the first step, the skinsuit feeling odd and out of place on a Scottish spring morning, but better than knocking on a door with a full-set of Battle Armour. On reaching the entrance, she stared briefly at the entry panel before elbowing the door at a point just below the lock. It swung open.
Some things never change.
The stink hit, the waft of burnt flesh and evacuated bowels washing over her, dread creeping in behind, chipping at the edges of her resolve. She turned, pulling in a less fettered breath, before rushing past the dual doors along the corridor, desperately trying not to feel the guilt as she spurted for the stairs. At the top, she looked to the battered door, the familiar dents and scrapes of times gone by.
Avoiding the electronic bell, she knocked.
“Martin!” she shouted, the name always annoying her. Why had she got the traditional Tanzanian, and her older brother the one to fit in? “Martin. Aadila, open up!”
Zuri caught the scrape at the door, a wooden knock against it, memories flooding back of standing on a chair to look through the spy hole.
“Angelique, it’s me, Auntie Zuri. Open up.” The tears started, quiet sobs, tearing at her heart. “Angelique, please. I know what daddy said, but you need to let me in. I’m not a stranger, remember. I’m here to help.” She held her breath, muscles tensing before she calmed them with her old gymnastic control. The scrape of a chair, and a rattling of the chain broke the silence, the door opening a crack. The fetid air swamped Zuri as the small hand reached out, the bloodied and scraped nails on raw fingers pulling at her emotions. She opened her arms as a bundle of long-haired child ploughed in, sobs pummelling her shoulder, a tremble running through her niece’s five-year-old body.
No, she’s six. I missed a birthday.
Zuri lifted the young girl, the clinging arms joined by legs that wrapped around her, desperation in every muscle. Pushing her face into her shoulder, she whispered to the girl, apologising as she stepped inside. Fingers grasped at her neck, Angelique turning her head towards her aunt, eyes awash with tears.
“Mummy has made a mess,” she burbled. “I tried to clean up.”
Inside, Zuri reached the bedroom, the door handle bloodied where the girl had battered at the small internal lock until it gave. The smell inside was dreadful, and one glance inside told her why. The bed was bare though stained, Aadila face down, one side of her face husk like and an eye hazed with white. On the floor lay a pile of sheets pulled from the bed. Zuri reached down to the white dressing table, taking the hand mirror while balancing the girl and placing it against the woman’s mouth. The mirror gently fogged – breath, low but steady.
“Okay Angelique. We are going on a ride, and I need to bring you mum, but I can’t carry you both. I need you to be brave.”
◆◆◆
 
The HUD flashed, a data packet dropping into !Ui’s eyeline while she organised the Scots Guards squad into position along the hospital car park. They had pushed a few of the cars into place across the entrance and were splitting themselves between the distressed public and the medics who were working through the pile of supplies they’d prepared. To the side, distraught children were being herded in a few at a time, those the second squad had found with no one to look after them. It was a devastating scene; one a soldier had likened to the evacuation of Kabul until his Corporal brought him up short, asking just how bad he thought it would be in Glasgow or Edinburgh.
!Ui sighed, and read the data drop, expecting it to be Mills returning with the radios. Instead, she spun in time to see the microship unwrap as it emerged over the hospital. Its landing struts extended; the ship blew debris aside before dropping into the car park. The Stratan captain turned to look back at the milling crowd, but all the spaceship garnered was a few pointed fingers.
One minor shock amongst the chaos.
Zuri, dressed in a skinsuit, stepped out the ship. A child was locked to her front, arms and legs wrapped tightly, so clamped on it would take a crowbar to remove her. But then another appeared, wearing the Stratan style armour with full helmet, gently carrying a woman. Marking that one down as the cyborg Smith, she walked over, wondering if this warrior would be challenging her once again.
“Zuri,” she said, avoiding the woman’s official rank.
“!Ui,” said Zuri in return, pausing briefly. “Captain. We’ve passed over Glasgow on the way. It’s in a mess, similar to here.”
“It’s everywhere. Country wide. It was the phones.” The Stratan looked to the sky, the clouds threatening rain. “We thought you were lost, in the satellite mess. Too much of a coincidence to be anything else.”
Zuri nodded in reply. “It was rough, our ship is in a bad way and repairing on the moon. There’s only us … and you … between S’lgarr and whatever he wants. I need to get this one safe somewhere, and her mother.” Zuri walked on past, talking to a medic who directed her towards the hospital entrance where a few children were sat on makeshift chairs.
!Ui watched her go, the little girl’s face peeking over her shoulder, a bloodied thumb in her mouth.
“Finn died,” said Smith from behind. “In the battle with the Garr. She barely survived. The satellites were a trap, which we knew, but far more complex than expected.”
!Ui looked to the visor, realising there was a man inside all those electronics somewhere. The pain conveyed in those words brought Kau into her mind’s eye. “Finn and her were…”
“Together? Yes. But it’s complicated. Just a heads up that we’re all a little strung out.” Smith walked on by, then turned to face the Stratan. “We need to do this by the numbers. Work together. S’lgarr and his kind are not finished yet.”
!Ui’s mind ran over the escape of Kha’ligarr as she watched him hurry after Zuri, wondering just how much worse it could get.




Chapter 47

Jawcraig, Falkirk, Scotland
 


Kha’ligarr ran.
Days of being trapped in the box spurred her on, feet flying, talons ripping, and blood flowing. Part of her revelled in the meat and flesh, the rest railed against it, trying to pull her away and be above the bestial aspect of her nature. Panicked hooves kicked back. The apparently dull and slow-moving animals springing into life, swatting at her as she tore into hide and muscle. She lashed out, ripping the throat of a young calf before dragging it away from the herd. Wings rose, one beat and she was over the sparse wooden fence, teeth bared in a smile before devouring the animal.
The house was silent, and the Garr sensed the dullness of the human life within. To her mind, S’lgarr had instigated a plan to feast and grow at an exponential rate. She couldn’t see why, unless the addiction to life essence had taken him over. Yet if that was the case, how could he forge such a complex approach? Experience of the male Garrs taught her they were lone hunters, reactive creatures that rolled in waves of massacre as their minds craved the essence. It was the females that had stepped back from the brink, recognising the addiction, and weaning themselves off one sip at a time. And then the ascension had started, Garrs recognising they could leave their bodies behind if they filled their minds with enough life. Mating had stopped, females leaving to nurture their own herds, the madness of addiction too much to bear – it had become unnatural. Besides, who needed children when you were immortal?
Except they clearly weren’t, the memory of the Garr’s death scream scratching at the edges of her mind. And her father was here, the last whole male, the one who could not ascend and fell into self-loathing. The one her mother tried a final time to help, despite his descent into the depths of his own ego as a shield against fear and failure. The one she would have to kill if her herd was to survive.
She looked to the milling four-legged beasts, udders swaying, pained with full milk and no farmer to take it from them. The irony not lost on her. Selecting one, she swooped into the field.
◆◆◆
 
“What’s that?” said Noah, tapping the communication console screen.
“It’s the emitter array connection. I’ve manufactured enough nanobots to get them working on that section,” replied Ship. “Assuming I have permission to just get on with things without having to ask you at every step.”
“I could at least see your proposed schedule – you know, so I can see where a human mind might help.” Noah winced as the audible sigh echoed around the control room. The screen near his desk flared into life, and Noah walked over, scanning the information quickly.
“What’s that?” he asked again, pointing to the schematic covered in big red arrows.
“It’s the receiver for the EM sensors as well you know.”
Noah grinned, enjoying the baiting more than the coffee he took a sip of. “Get that online first, I know it’s more complex but S’lgarr and his kin are still around.”
“Yes sir!” replied Ship. “On it now, sir. Anything else wrong with my schedule? Bigger arrows perhaps?”
“No, that’ll do Ship. That’ll do.”
The room flashed red, the glow from the ceiling flickering as the screen switched on, Zuri’s face staring back at him.
“Ship?” As he spoke, Finn came into view behind Zuri, and Smith. But not Smith, a blue version with a shiny bald pate and vivid eyes.
“The array had this stored, must have been received about an hour after we arrived on the moon. Amidst all the EM flying about, and the battle with an alien monster, oh and nearly being torn apart again, it’s been waiting.”
Noah stared at the screen as Delta Squad looked back, then the message began to play, and relief washed through him.
Decent coffee. Oh, and a bit of help with a marauding alien entity.
◆◆◆
 
“They’re dying,” said Private Scalloni. “The stench in there is getting worse, they’re crapping themselves all the time.
Corporal Asif looked across the room, mind running through his options and coming up with only two. Go against the ‘no contact’ orders, given by Mills but sanctioned by the Stratan Captain, or his instincts to preserve his soldiers. The mess they were in was palpable. Abandoned, with no officer to turn to.
Don’t remember this being on my job description.
He placed a hand on N’Gaye’s forehead, the bead of sweat punctuated by an unnatural heat that unnerved him. “Okay, Scalloni. Radio Command. Explain what’s happening here.”
Scalloni let out a relieved sigh, turning, and heading off towards the radio room. Thrusting the door open, he placed his rifle beside the dormant kit and fired up the generator. As it engaged, he flicked the radio on, greeted by static through the earphones he placed over his head. He switched channel, the emergency signal instantly coming through, the call for soldiers to return to base ratifying his decision to push the Corporal. Flicking on the microphone, the pulse of electromagnetic energy slammed into his teeth, running up into his brain, and drinking in every drop as the Garr revelled in the taste of hope swirling through it. Scalloni collapsed inwards, skin cracking as the unbridled Garr took its fill. Flames erupted along the man’s skull, hair singed and eyes hardened. Balls of white unseeing as he died. The Garr whirled out of the hollowed man, streaking through the radio waves, hungering for more.
It danced through the garrison, a dervish scything down one after the other, burning its way through life, revelling in unfettered joy after downloading from the communication satellite. T’ligarr was but a sliver of its past self, a remaining piece left behind after the EM burst attack on the Haven ship, the craft his ‘core’ had managed to board. It knew it had lost, with Mu’lgarr’s cowardly withdrawal before the battle leaving it on a suicide mission. Needing to rebuild, to feed, but avoid the others of his kind while still weak and vulnerable. And there was so much food here to gorge upon now he roamed unbound from S’lgarr like so many of his brothers. No longer fed scraps, the world was his.
The mass of energy surged into the radio, static screaming through the headphones, before it cut off. It could feel something on the radio waves, a disruption or a disruptor? It bled off a little of itself, sending that part to pulse along the waves until it reached a cable. There it flowed, wrapping itself around in a whirl of energy until it reached the splayed end, surrounded by fractured glass. The sliver leaked out, running sparks across the metal floor, seeking the source that deflected the EM waves. It slid around the box, circling the anomaly until discovering three metallic feathers upon the floor. Disconcerted at first, it probed at them, frightened and exhilarated at the same time. Making its decision, the sliver of T’ligarr dived inside the shimmering quills, energising the material within, tasting and cataloguing.
And it knew that flavour. Remembered the structure, and the life it used to hold, the bonds pertaining to Garr genetics. The sliver wrapped itself around, giving itself up to the space between the molecules – to fully know and share.
And as the information streamed back to T’ligarr riding upon the radio waves, its glee was uncontained, the sphere of power growing to fill the room with pulsing energy.
Now where to use it? Where shall I be reborn? I need to be more than I was – I need food.
“This is Captain Morson of 852 Signals Reserves. Please shutdown your radio, I repeat shut—”
The radio smoked, overheating with the raw energy streaming in, its components melting as the Garr hunted.




Chapter 48

The White House, Washington DC
 


President Hawlish watched the special operative lift Becks from the couch, the man’s half-burnt face haunting his thoughts, recalling flashes of seared flesh and the taste of bitter air as the Presidential Lawn writhed with agony, call upon call taking its toll on his people.
My people.
General Gracia stood at his side. Only he and the Admiral had avoided the call, the Chiefs of Staff down in number as the USA paled at what was left of their country. The depleted armed forces facing a stark reality, and vulnerable.
“We got any further news, General?”
“Some. The British have responded, sir. They are describing the attack as not being a one-off, that whatever did this will strike again. They say all forms of electromagnetic comms are carriers for whatever it is.”
“Really?”
“Yes, Mr President. Mobiles use radio waves, so I can see what they’re saying. But if we don’t use radio, then we’re deaf to the world. It’ll be another layer of chaos. For now, we will have to switch to using the landlines where we can, but we believe those pose a danger, and just use the radios intermittently for short data transfer. And we can’t use wi-fi or internet – they use radio waves and light transmission. Back to the dark ages.”
“We know which countries have been hit, General, from the comms traffic that’s come in so far. And that China, Russia and India have not been directly affected. And no, I don’t believe they’re involved, but it leaves us exposed. They will take advantage. We have to make sure it is in their best interests to act locally, and not on our territory, General. I want all aircraft and ships withdrawn to our national borders. Understand. As a nation we are as vulnerable as we’ve ever been.”
“Yes sir,” replied Garcia, coughing once as he left the room.
“Andrea!” bellowed the President, pulling himself in, recognising the tension coursing through him. “Sorry,” he said as the woman appeared, racking his brains for whatever her role used to be but giving it up as a lost cause. “Sorry, Andrea. Get whoever’s left of the Medical Advisor’s Team to arrange a briefing ASAP. And spread the word – landlines only, with care. And I want all computers isolated from the internet.”
What the hell are going to do with all these sick people?
“Mr President,” said Andrea, half-out of the door with a new message in her hand. “A message, sir. From the Russian Ambassador. Landline – coded correctly.”
“Put it through,” Hawlish sat in his chair, eyes roaming across the empty seats around him. Alone, against the might of a potentially hostile nation.
“Ilya,” he said on lifting the receiver. “Yes, bad times.”
◆◆◆
 
“You get anything out of him?” asked Dmitri Sokolov, the sole remaining special operative in the embassy, his hands burnt to the bone from wrestling the phone away from his lover the night before. The woman had survived, at least that was one not lost to the comas affecting the other embassy staff.
“Some. He admitted it’s nationwide and possibly affected more countries too. Definitely confirmed it’s happened in the UK,” said Illya, staring at the ancient telephone sitting on the elaborate wooden desk next to him. “He’s more in the dark than we are. I think your theory is right, only the countries with an emergency alert mobile system were hit. It explains why South Korea was taken out, but not the North. Australia and New Zealand, while Japan was clear – they use a satellite-based system that will have failed after the Kessler cascade.”
“It was what we would have done, what the Kremlin had us plan for. Some of the whispers I’ve heard via secure radio traffic were querying if it was actually us. But it proved a dead end at the time. Ah, Illya, it’s clear the President knew nothing of the complete lock out of our nuclear arsenal and we need to keep it that way. Nor anything of China’s, India’s, even Pakistan’s nuclear troubles – and from the whispers – Israel too. Who knows about North Korea? How did that happen, eh? It has to be connected.”
“The how will be interesting, but not as much as the why. It’s the last weapon we would use if our government chose to take advantage of what’s happened.”
“Which points to it not being about governments, Dmitri. I would go as far as saying this is something much bigger. The Chinese base, yes? And the satellite destruction affects everyone. No, whatever this is, I don’t think we’ve seen it yet.”




Chapter 49

Forthside Barracks, Stirling, Scotland
 


Hoskins slumped in the chair, her uniform dishevelled, face slack on one side with a blank staring eye whirling in its socket. Across from her, Zuri stared at her fingers, lips flat and under strict control. The lieutenant colonel recognised the look, she’d used it in the mirror that morning before striding out to save as many as she could. Inside the woman was tearing herself apart, pretending she’d locked everything down.
But I need her. And they need me. The whole me, so forget the mirror.
“852 Signal have cut off. Gone off-air. They were the crux of the current network, so any short burst radio signals were running through them in this area.”
“We said what would happen…,” replied !Ui, trailing off as she caught Zuri’s warning glance.
“There were screams,” continued Hoskins. “Lots of them. I need you, Zuri, to take your ship and find out whether we are under attack again. All RAF aircraft are off limits until we can shield them. This is urgent, the Signals are based in the centre of Glasgow. Hundreds of thousands …”
“Yes, ma’am.” Zuri stood, quickly followed by !Ui. Zuri turned to the Stratan, then looked towards the lieutenant colonel who held a hand against her weeping, atrophied eye.
“We have a system now, and community volunteers. But I’ll need Mills and his crew to keep the new lines of communication going.”
Zuri nodded, looking the Stratan captain up and down. “What size are you?”
◆◆◆
 
“Stay here,” said !Inakini. “I need you to work with Mills, keep the children safe.”
Krotoa glowered, shoulders hunched. “We are a squad, a team.”
“Yes,” said the big technician. “And as such you follow orders. Besides, you are the only one who can keep the old radios working.” !Inakini waggled his fingers at the girl. “See, fat sausages.”
Krotoa spun, stomping off towards the hospital entrance, Jenks giving her a cheerful smile as she passed.
“You’re braver than you look.” Mills handed the man a small bottle, the warm amber liquid inside sloshing against the sides. “For a toast, you know, when its needed.”
“Single malt?”
“Yeah, twelve-year-old. All I could find and pay someone for.”
“Hah, you’re a good man, Mills. Look after her for me, yes? And we’ll drink this together.” A huge hand slapped Mills on the arm as the Stratan entered the microship, the door sliding shut behind. Once inside, three huge sets of armour stood facing him, a helmetless !Ui staring back at her senior technician in a combination of fear and delight.
“Ah yes, I see. The late one doesn’t get to play.”
!Ui smiled, perhaps for the first time since the loss of Kau, nodding to the wall behind him.
“Mind you,” said Smith as the Stratan approached the empty armour. “Only mine goes all the way up to eleven.”
◆◆◆
 
“We don’t have the same equipment as when we defeated S’lgarr on Nutu Allpa. Remember, we fought the flesh and blood version. We have no nanobots, nor the single pulse EMP grenade Yasuko devised. We have this ship, which we can convert into a Faraday cage, and the blankets you’ve brought. But apart from that, its chemical bullets and weapons. Those fancy rifles of yours will fail, or worse, turn on you,” said Smith, cheerily running through the list of issues. “Your powered armour has our weapons data plaque bonded in; it’ll resist any external attempt to take over your suit. But your servos will be vulnerable eventually, so keep all comms down to the data packets. The suits are surprisingly similar to your armour, just bigger.”
“So how do we take this thing down if it turns out to be ‘a roiling storm cloud of death’?” asked !Ui.
“Noah and Ship have made us an array modifier program, so we can use the comms on board to transmit a disruption signal. If we can catch it outside, away from storage sources or focussed transmission systems such as radio waves, it’s possible we can split it apart enough so it can’t reform.”
“Possible?” said the senior Stratan tech.
“Better odds than we usually have.” Smith threw a huge smile at the Stratan, flicking his hair back.
“You know, you suit this planet, Smith. You’re as crazy as they come.”
“I aim to please, !Inakini.”
“Yeah, he really lights this world up,” said Zuri, Smith instantly clamming up, hands on the controls and ignoring Zuri’s attempts to catch his eye.
◆◆◆
 
The microship circled above the Signals building. Fire lapped out of the windows and the flat roof sported a ring of burnt concrete, like a flaming bubble had burst from underneath. Outside, bodies lay smoking in the car park and two lorries’ lights flashed randomly, the stronger than normal glow lighting up the destruction every few seconds.
“Bring us down on the roundabout, Smith, away from the main building,”
“It’s gone, Zuri,” he replied.
“Yeah – but where?”
Settling into the grass in the centre of four roads covered with abandoned or crashed cars, Smith set the light camouflage on auto, and followed his newly formed squad outside. !Ui and !Inakini traded movements, exploring the suits' dynamics under the cover of the surrounding trees. By the time Smith had slipped in beside Zuri, they had formed their own team, !Ui sitting in behind the remaining members of Echo Squad as Zuri approached the road.
Zuri glanced back, struck by what they were about to do. The three hulking powered suits were stomping across a roundabout on the edge of Glasgow, in the open. All their worries about returning to Earth lost amongst the mayhem of S’lgarr’s rise. Now they were about to be seen, the word would be out. But instead of arriving as targets of fear or ridicule, they were trying to be heroes once again. If only the cost hadn’t been so high.
And I wish Finn was here by my side.
Looking across the road, the area was empty except for a few drivers either comatose or dead in their cars. Acrid smoke rose from their target building, and Zuri surmised whatever happened in there had caused the absence of any rescuers. It certainly wouldn’t have been quiet. She signalled !Ui out to the north, confirming with a data packet eye-click that got an instant response. Relieved at the ease with which the Stratan adapted, she moved forward from car to car, ignoring those inside, steeling herself for the real issue ahead. Trusting Smith was on cover, she reached the trees surrounding the building, ripping a hole in the railed fence as her servos whirred. Clambering through, she darted for the near corner of a smaller, untouched building, scanning the area before calling for Smith to follow.
Zuri slid the rifle past the corner, the basic mirror sight giving her a view of the car park and the flashing lorries, the lights slowly dimming. Empty of life, she eye-clicked Smith and went around, glancing at the door to the building, taking in the plastic sign indicating it was for storage. She bypassed it, heading for the main building and the wrecked metal door swinging in the fire’s thermal wind. She rapidly checked the entrance, the way through appeared clear, with few electronics in the holding area of any concern. Zuri eye-clicked !Ui, sending her to the army reserve building next door.
“I’m more fireproof,” eye-clicked Smith. “The suits will reduce the impact, but I can take more of the heat for longer. Let me go first.”
Zuri showed her corporal ahead, letting him past, and taking a position behind as he walked into the heat haze. He clattered through the second set of doors, the wrapped metal frame giving way on his first touch. Beyond it, the concrete floor lay exposed with the linoleum curling up under the heat. They walked steadily past the three husked soldiers, uniforms smoking, approaching the first blown door. With Zuri waiting, Smith kicked on through. The armour bulk prevented their usual entry procedure, so he charged in to be greeted by a melded mess of human and machine. He baulked, turning away with the human in him unable to accept the horror. Wires wound their way into the skull, the microphone lodged into the mouth, Smith unable to differentiate where metal finished and the dried, husked skin began. Only the rim of white, atrophied eyes remained, and the blackness inside stared back at the cyborg, a promise of the abyss.
The heat wash rushed out of the room as Zuri followed, a palpable temperature drop that was followed by an inward rush from the corridor as the thermals wafted through. Zuri ignored the corpse, eyes on Smith, messaging. The corporal responded, and they left, moving from room to room, attempting to ignore the level of gleefully delivered death that littered the building. On reaching the stairs, they turned back. The heat was overwhelming, and with Zuri’s armour sending out a medical alert on reaching her limit, there was nothing more to be gained.
She waited next to the cacophony of flesh and metal, looking at anything else.
“No.”
“Yes. We need to know.”
“I can’t. It’s too …”
“We need to know. Whatever this is, it’s killing in ways we’ve not seen before. It likes it.”
A message dropped, !Inakini with a low-res vid, ten second gaps between each frame, detailing the telephone system and radio links in the neighbouring building. The destruction was less, the passage inside still full of death, however. The text implied the assault was recent.
Smith gave Zuri once last glance, fear pulsing through his metallic skin before extracting the additional data plaque from his chest plate. A gauntleted hand wavered over the mess in front of him, before slapping the plaque down.
How bad could it be?
◆◆◆
 
Virtual Smith whirled into the abyss, skin and flesh miring the wires he sped along, howling pain, dripping blood. He experienced a physical wrench, body and mind separating, but the loss this time induced a fear he would not return, of becoming part of this ill-formed human machine. He burst into the system’s CPU; the mucus covered circuitry rejecting his attempts to insinuate his way in. Smith sucked in a virtual breath, mentally forming a vision of the area as Yasuko had taught him, imaging the motherboard as a tumble of buildings. Bathsen came to mind, the city of Seth, where the giant Boush streamed along a slime trail, moving from meal to meal. So many had died to feed their sporing and it seemed apt, though more morbid than he was truly aiming for.
Smith approached the central temple; its solid stone walls bereft of windows to honour the Haven so revered by the people of Bathsen. Sloshing over it, a huge Boush slime trail glinted in the lightning that rippled along the surrounding buildings. Smith took the first step, ignoring the detritus lying around, the collection of metal objects the feasting Boush could not digest. Approaching the huge, ornate doors, the expected weight fell upon him. Kinsik, the Ghost, had described it as carrying two water filled buckets on your shoulders. But she was young, her mind able to slide around the fear and domination the Boush’s regard weighed upon its intended victim. You are food, plain and simple.
He rolled, the powered armour absorbing the impact of the step edges as he pitched to the side. The pseudopod slammed into the space he’d vacated, an audible rip tearing at the stone before the next tentacle lashed out, scraping across his back. Slime bubbled, trying to eat its way through the ceramic, finding itself inert as the meta-coating refused to react. Smith brought his weapon around. This was his world and his weapon, the stream of fire erupting from the flamethrower, tearing into the massive mold bearing down on him, its bulk about to envelope the cyborg, armour and all. Noah had concluded the Boush were sentient, they had to be with their ability to react. Not thinking as such, but closer to an insect, responding to impulses and needs.
“Think on this,” shouted Smith, images of a half-eaten but alive soldier flashing through his mind’s eye, Zuri’s mercy bullet shattering her forehead. The Boush reared back, the flame tearing a hole through its middle. It pulsed, and slid apart, the smaller Boush attempting to flee but Smith knew this tactic, and the roaring flame washed over the slow-moving creatures. “No one gets out of here alive.”
Smoke rose, hundreds of Boush curling up as their membranes split, inners turned to cinder by the searing heat. Smith stood back, admiring the destruction.
“Payback.”
He spun, slapping the weapon to his back, and approached the stone doors. With a push, the dried mucus snapped, crumbling to the floor as he walked on in, crunching each piece with a weighted step. An abyss welcomed him, the darkness absolute, and the acrid smell of melted flesh and metal overwhelming.
“Our future? Not today, you alien scum.” Smith paused, thinking. “Hey, I should write that down. Catchphrase time.”
◆◆◆
 
“Smith?” eye-clicked Zuri. “You in there?” she knocked on the helmet, the clear visor enabling a view of his newly flickering eyes. She knocked again.
“Hey, stop that. I’m not a bloody goldfish bowl.” He reached out, touching knuckles to gauntleted knuckles with his friend. “Well, that was fun. Not.”
“I need out, explain on the way,” replied Zuri, spinning and heading for the door as the suit refused to stop shouting at her about the heat build-up.
“This Garr split up, it’s now too big for the radio network. It’s not S’lgarr, not even close. This thing is like … like it has no control.”
“An addict,” eye-clicked !Ui as she met them outside the building. “It’s how Kha’ligarr described the males.”
“You know where it’s heading?” asked Zuri.
“Yeah. And why.”




Chapter 50

Parramatta River, Sydney, Australia
 


S’lgarr wrapped metal tentacles around the six thick fence posts, the ornate iron sunk deep into the quayside giving enough resistance as he pulled his bulk out from the river. The full weight of gravity hit him, sapping his will briefly, the alien contemplating returning to the sanctuary of the sea. But it would lead to his death, his wayward brothers would hunt him down as they feasted, their minds sharpened by the bounty, and crazed by the gluttony. He needed to hide and prepare, and with the humans reeling from the mass feeding, now would be his best chance to establish himself.
Eventually his metal shell crashed down on the quayside, and the Garr lashed tentacles out towards the building at his side, ripping open the walls, allowing the alien to pull himself inside. The factory glowed; the machinery functional but shutdown on failsafe after the Wi-Fi system surged in response to the mobile blow out. S’lgarr, mindful, carefully insinuated his trusted tentacles into the control banks, leaving anger and self-loathing to feed upon the comatose workers scattered across the factory floor. The physical nutrients gave him a lift, coursing down the limbs to enrich the soup inside the shell, his skin absorbing the vitality. Yet the weak level of essence the human bodies retained was hardly enough to be noticed, the ravenous Garr having drained them to near death before the mobile grid blew under the strain. His brothers had wasted so much, the leakage from such a surge would be huge, with much of it dissipating way before reaching the banquet they had imagined. Yes, they would be powerful, able to retain their form and continue to dominate the world, but they could have been so much more.
Fools. No wonder they died in their thousands, cannibalised by the stronger. Preyed upon when they themselves were the hunters.
S’lgarr’s feeding tentacles sent back a sensory message, battering at a door on the far end of the building. He let them loose, the serrated edges slicing through the metal and heaving the massive reels they had recovered onto the concrete floor. His joy tentacle quivered, with a sense of relief sliding up from another. Was it a little hope? And he set to work, six limbs weaving and spinning around the metal frame of the factory building, including bands spun across the corporate award for advancements in Australian robotics.
And once complete, I will start the defences. And feed.
◆◆◆
 
“What are you doing, young lady?” Jenks approached his beloved GT, the gleam of the racing green paintwork a particular joy of his. Krotoa leaned over the boot, lifting in one of the radios he’d retrieved from the Stirling equivalent of a repair shop.
“What does it look like?” she replied, throwing her backpack in before returning to the front of the car and stowing her helmet.
“Ah, and you know how to drive?”
“Since I was fifteen on Stratan. Drove low-loaders for a while, then some trucks.” The girl dropped into the car seat, the ancient, cracked leather absorbing her torso like a comfortable chair. She looked at the steering wheel with trepidation and searched for the power button.
“You know, it works because it’s old. None of this new-fangled electronics. You need these.” Jenks dangled the keys at the window, a broad smile across his face.
“I have to… I need to go, old man. I can’t stay here while my people risk their lives. Not after Kau.”
“I understand. How about you get in the back?” Krotoa threw back an indignant look, until Mills and Ibrahim walked around the corner, arms loaded with a crate. “Just lift that lever and the seat will move. It’s going to be a squeeze in that armour.” The back of the car bobbed as the crate dropped in the small boot, Mills proceeding towards the passenger door as Ib shook his friend’s hand.
“I’m sorry,” the Flight Officer said. “I can’t … the crash. It’s …”
“No worries,” said Jenks, chewing at his lip, worrying over the man he was leaving behind. “Just no word to Hoskins, aye? And you can do a lot of good here. We won’t be long; Glasgow is only a few miles away.” He released Ib’s hand and squeezed into the driver’s seat. “Move that blasted leg, Mills. Need to reach the gearstick.”
◆◆◆
 
Claws and talons ripped into the earth, tearing woven roots, pulling at the rocks and stones blocking the ancient cave. Kha’ligarr had found the hill blunted and reshaped since her last visit, the ways she had used full of rockfall or moraine from the ice age the world had suffered since she first entered hibernation. But her connection remained, the low-grade radio wave keyed into her associated feather responding as she sent the call. Somewhere, deep inside Castlelaw, lay her prize. Empowered by the nutrient rich meat of the herd animals, and the life force they’d given up, she renewed her efforts, the signal strengthening as she burrowed ever inwards. The serrated talons eventually broke through into an open space, Kha’ligarr dragging herself through the gap, the splash of running water running off her shimmering feathers as she finally made it through.
The ship lay under a weight of rock, the rockfall old, and around it, rainwater ran, seeping through cracks. Its beetle-like curve remained smooth, and the hull pulsed as she approached, welcoming its crew. The Garr placed her hand against the blue-metal, warmth crawling up her hand and on into the wrist. The door slid to the side, with Kha’ligarr kicking aside the pebbles that fell in before entering herself, the off-camber corridor playing tricks with her eyes at first, before she mentally adjusted.
Home.
She sent an image of a beautiful valley, quiet, away from the world of troubles.
“I can’t,” came the reply. “Not yet. Trapped.”
Not for long.




Chapter 51

Clydesmill, Glasgow
 


The microship whirled, the engines causing the bare branches of the trees to shudder and shake before it made its way onwards, the sensors up, an agreed risk as they searched around for signs of the Garr.
The EM was wild, the low-grade AI struggling to discern the surges running amok across Glasgow’s information network. And they knew there would be more underground, where the optical fibres pulsed light at the whim of TV addicts and internet fiends. Whatever the world suffered, people were used to knowing. To know gave them a sense of place, and those that remained awake were desperate to have that void filled. Loneliness and desperation remained rife, despite the few soldiers and police now patrolling the streets, bringing as much calm as they could muster among a despairing populace.
Zuri blocked it out, trying not to think of the millions likely still lost, unaware in their coma that they needed help. Those spiralling in the void of limited information were the lucky ones, even if they didn’t know it yet. Unless, of course, the Garr descended to feed.
“There,” said Smith, the sensor screaming for attention. “It’s where the trail leads – I don’t think it was the ultimate goal, but it can reform in the reclamation centre.”
“Clydesmill,” said Zuri. “Drop us in. Stay on the array in case we get a shot.”
The image widened, the screen showing a large industrial complex, including a transformer and relay station.
Zuri rose from the strengthened chair, moving to the doorway in the hull, a fierce grin across her face. “Hope you like heights.” She slapped the wrist control, demonstrating the new setting to the Marines before opening the door, cold wind rushing by as she studied the drop. Fifteen metres, the suit trying to calculate the speed she’d hit the ground, and throwing up a warning. Zuri waited, until they hit ten and stepped out, dropping like a stone.
“You know,” said !Inakini as !Ui approached the door, “I thought the robot was the crazy one. Now I’m not so sure.”
!Ui looked down,
Zuri already pounding towards the bales of shredded metal along the edge of the open storage area. Two boot marks lay directly below her, obvious amid the wet cardboard in the skip. “Yeah, you may be right.” And she stepped out.
“The first step is the worst,” said Smith. “After that, it’s all kind of a rush. My advice – don’t land on your face. It’s embarrassing.”
“Don’t you people do anything the easy way?” !Inakini stepped out, realising at the last second that he’d stowed the whisky bottle in a right-hand pouch, one hand slapping against it as he slammed into the skip. The servos pulsed, absorbing the hit, vibrations running through the armour reassuring the Marine tech he stilled lived. “Madness.”
Zuri watched the Stratan clamber out of the skip, signalling him to shadow !Ui as she proceeded around the bundles of wire and shredded metal towards the first building. The area looked empty, and she concluded the plant had been out of operation overnight, or at least only a skeleton team were left somewhere within the building. She guided the SA80 around the last bale, the mirror reflecting the entrance to their target, the power plant. Zuri eye-clicked !Ui to go around the back, sending an image of the approach. Once sure she was in position, Zuri moved, running for the door in the Stratan’s eyeline. Coming to a stop next to it, she tried the handle, finding the mechanism locked. Signalling the others to join her, Zuri popped out the mini welding torch, rapidly cutting through. As her hand grasped the door !Ui eye-clicked. Zuri peered at the Stratan captain, knowing full well she would have expected to share the approach if it had been Finn, or any of Echo for that matter.
Time to trust. Kupotea njia ndiyo kujua njia. To get lost is to learn the way.
Zuri stepped aside, pushing down images of her lost comrades. !Ui pulled the door open, edging inside after a check, with !Inakini at her back. Zuri scanned the storage yard before following in, the captain’s ‘all clear’ message dropping into her HUD.
The room was vast, humming, with the power plant reverberations echoing off aluminium walls. !Ui stood to one side of the huge batteries, scanning down the corridor they formed along the centre of the building. As Zuri moved towards her, the big Stratan twitched behind, blue sparks running up his plated thigh to arc between ankle and knee servos. The tech dropped to one knee as it gave, a little smoke rising from the motor. At that moment a thick spark erupted from the foremost battery, slamming into !Ui’s chest, firing her backwards into the battery block behind. With arms outspread, more lightning arcs assailed her, the armour bouncing against the metal structure as they searched for a way in. Zuri crashed into the captain, shoulder plate clattering against her hip, ripping the Stratan away just as an electrical conduit slammed downwards, glancing off the soldier’s helmet. Its swing took it onwards, catching !Inakini in his midriff as he tried to push off his one working leg. Additional energy erupted along his armour, hungry power raging across his system, battering at the data plaque standing in its way. A cold, hard darkness stood firm. Bonds strengthened by pain and anguish, the metal held, and the energy lashed outwards, surging away from the tech’s armour to boil around the opposite battery array before merging inwards.
Zuri grabbed !Ui’s shoulders, dragging the shaking armour towards the door. !Inakini followed, weapon raised, backing away, eyes on the pulsing metal box that throbbed menacingly. On reaching the doorway, Zuri bashed backwards, the knee servo clattering the door off its hinges as she emerged from the sparking building. !Inakini limped after, only for another surge of power to whip out. This time he ducked under, the searing air washing against him as the energy ruptured the wall behind. He leapt out the door, Zuri dropping his captain to the floor and bypassing him on the way.
“Ready Smith?” she eye-clicked, opening up her radio connection as she wavered next to the entrance. The energy surged, riding the new EM wave towards its newest victim. Zuri cut the signal, stopping the end point seconds from letting the beast in. The array fired, the electromagnetic wavelengths pulsing through the building, tearing into the roiling mass of lightning and energy that had reached out to overwhelm Zuri. Cut off from its refuge, the energy separated under the onslaught, wisps of power flailed against the walls as the disruptive amplitude of Smith’s attack pulled its will apart.
And then it lashed out, an arc of power encompassing the building, the batteries’ overload roaring through each conduit. The energy wave swept the microship away, cutting off the array, and T’ligarr pulled itself together, reforming under its will and surging into the control panel, fire erupting from screen and panels as the second overload burnt the system out.
Zuri slammed a gauntleted fist into the door frame, anger spilling over as the alien ran. She pressed her head against the torn door, emotions threatening to rip her apart as the walls came down.
Finn.
She began to count, running through the mantra, slowing down each breath until the control returned. The eye-click dropped, the Stratan tech leaning over his captain demanding her attention, !Ui’s helmet on the floor, one eye partially clouded.
“How bad?”
“I can see out of one,” !Ui shoved the concerned tech away, pushing herself off the tarmac. “And the suit will compensate.” She collected her helmet, unsteady on her feet. “How close?”
“To be honest, I don’t know. I don’t even know if that was all of it, or just part.”
“Your battles always like this?” said !Inakini, tool pouch in hand, fiddling with the knee servo, and stealing a glance at his injured cousin.
“Pretty much.”
◆◆◆
 
T’ligarr hitched onto the light, travelling at tremendous speed, but strung out, stretched to near breaking point through the thin fibre. It pulsed, each part of itself being called inwards, focussed. It needed to reform, needed to feed, desperate to grow. In the optical fibre it was vulnerable, deep, but these humans were resourceful. No more risks, it needed a body, to act.
I must live.
It burst out of the fibre, raging through the hospital wards, sucking at the life as it burnt, tore, and ripped essence from wherever it tasted it. The beast let loose; an addict’s mind only able to satisfy a desperate craving. It fell upon the sick, the comatose, the nurse and the doctor alike. Feeding with abandon, diving from machine to machine, the stink of death pervading the air. In seconds it whipped through the floors, medical monitors and computer screens melting in its wake as it gorged on the lost and the lonely, before tearing back down into the earth. Renewed, it hunted. Seeking the larger part of itself that had prepared the way.
I will be embodied again.




Chapter 52

Clydesmill, Glasgow
 


“I can get one more hit out of the array, probably ten seconds, and then it’ll burn out. The AI is arguing for five. The feedback off that energy wave has royally screwed it.” Smith slapped the console. “Is anything going to go right?”
“We’re alive,” said !Ui, “So we get to go again. This time we don’t rely on the array.” She flipped open her pouch, taking out Kau’s precious grenade. “We have this.”
Zuri glanced up at the Stratan, a second smile of the day flickering across her lips. The more time she spent around the woman, the more she understood her motives. A stranger in a hostile world, surviving the best way she could.
I can relate to that.
“It worked in the barracks, stunned the Garr so we could box it up. And that was with a body, I don’t know the science, but surely it would have more effect?”
!Inakini nodded at her side, “Yes, I believe it would. But we won’t know for sure until we try it.”
“Life is full of risk,” said Smith. “I should know, tried it once.” He looked to Zuri, her face deep in thought. “What we got to lose?”
“You? A shiny bronze body and more hair than you’ve ever had. Us? A chance at redemption.”
◆◆◆
 
Jenks wheeled into the hospital car park, the radio screaming with static on Mills’ lap, the only clue they had to where the microship might be. As he drove past two crashed ambulances, he spun the steering wheel, eyes on the shattered glass and smoke pouring from the three floors. The gaps between window and door in the old car seeped with the stench of death, the scene a stark reminder of the crash that nearly accounted for Ibrahim, and him. Slamming on the brakes, he looked across to Mills, the grim set of the soldier’s face matching his own.
“Do we go in?”
“No,” said Krotoa, studying each floor, eyes moist. “It’s been and gone. The static is fading, the radio pulses have more of a gap. We head back north, and if we can’t get a bead, then we use the suit’s data packet drop.”
“They’ll know you’re here then. And us.”
“Such is life. I’ll bet it’s not the first time you’ve gone against orders, old man.”
Jenks turned round to glare at the girl, memories of leaving Finn behind on the orders of Ibrahim and Command. It didn’t sit well, and the young Stratan soon looked away, embarrassed.
“Sorry. I shouldn’t …”
“Forget it,” said Jenks, lip sore as he worked off the rising stress.
“I think we risk messaging now, Jenks. This is recent, and I don’t think I can face what’s happened in there spreading anywhere else.”
“It won’t get through,” interjected Krotoa, her voice low. “We need to be close, the amount of EM flying about here would make it difficult as it is, and the thing has gone. But I may have a lead.”
Krotoa pointed north, towards the orange glow lighting up the clouds.
“Crap,” said Mills. “Looks like we have our target.”
◆◆◆
 
The microship turned south, arcing over the green ribbons of the golf club as it headed towards the Kelvin River and what lay beyond its tree-lined banks. He brought the microship to a hover, nose towards the once shiny metal buildings now pulsing with an orange and red haze. Surrounding it, people pressed in, perhaps thirty, with a trickle arriving behind, eyes white misted, limbs shaking as they slapped helplessly at the glowing walls.
“WTF,” said !Inakini. “As Krotoa would say.” He swallowed, finding his mouth dry, wondering if the whisky bottle still held firm.
“S’lgarr used a mental compulsion. But it was only a few students in powered suits. How’s he doing this?”
“Don’t know, Smith. But I’m guessing their will is low. We can’t let this get to us; we may well have to wade our way through if they attack.” Zuri peered at the screen, spotting a way in.
“Wade?” said !Ui. “You mean kill.”
Zuri glanced up as she checked over the machine gun attached to her gimbal, sliding the belt in place. “I’d prefer to disable, but if need be. We save those we can, but not at the risk of letting this thing escape.” She scanned the storage area, wishing for the odd bazooka to be waiting there, unnoticed. The days of plentiful supplies behind them for now, they just had what they carried, and a belly full of hope.
Lisilo budi hutendwa. Whatever should be done has to be done. It’s time Finn. See you soon.
“Drop us down, Smith. With all those eyes and ears, it’ll know we’re coming.” She cut him off as he made to speak. “No. I need that array ready. If I fall, then you can risk your arse and your bronze skin to get me out. Not before.”
Zuri strode to the door, SA80 in hand, a brief, fierce smile flashing as she dropped.
“You know, I think we should have a vacation on a different planet next year,” said !Inakini as !Ui dropped next. He looked down, swallowing again, before stepping out.
Zuri covered the Stratan’s descent, her back against the 4x4 as they hit the ground and pounded her way. The air crackled with power, static running up and along the building’s walls, enveloping the mass of human flesh pressing against it. They were silent, just the shuffle of feet as they pushed the one in front, the calling urging them ever onwards. Zuri looked back at the crowd, eyes milky white, deepening in hue as sparks played across their faces.
The entrance pulsed once, the metal sloughing away, and the flesh crashed through, bodies falling, pounded into the tarmac as the horde charged in. Zuri switched off her mind, categorising the people as already dead. Suit-wraiths in all ways that mattered.
Signalling, she bypassed the press of flesh, ducking down under the high office window she’d already selected. !Inakini took his cue, the bullets shattering the glass as !Ui leapt, one foot using Zuri’s shoulder to garner extra height. Powered hands clamped to the sill, the whirr of her servos increasing as they responded to the extra power she poured through the armour to pull herself inside. !Inakini answered the Earth soldier’s signal, mirroring his commander as he reached for the sill, !Ui’s hands slapping down on his forearms to pull him through. Zuri eye-clicked them to cover as she prepped her run up, turning to leap, one booted foot crunching against the wall, driving her on up to land feet first on the shattered window frame.
“Practice,” she eye-clicked, and, discounting the office they were in, signalled !Ui to take point.
The Stratan surveyed the broken door, peeking the assault rifle around the corner, appreciating the basic mirror sight as she scanned the open stairway and landing. Human husks littered their way, smoke rising from singed clothes and hairless skulls. She stepped out, signalling her senior tech to cover, keeping as low as the armour would allow up against the balustrade. Angling down the stairs, the press of flesh below sent a shiver down her spine, dread gripping her heart as the metallic sheen of energy swathed the people below. They were gripped in a frenzy, arms and legs intertwining, skin melding with skin, bodies blending together. The whole mass pulsed with waves of energy, rippling, reforming, all shining with a metallic light that plucked at her memory. !Inakini dropped in beside her, the captain finally noticing his concerned HUD messages she’d been ignoring.
Zuri arrived at the far side of the stairway, dropping her backpack to the floor, and extracting several grenades. She looked over to the Stratan Marines, eye-clicking their purpose, before activating the first, hurling it downwards, rapidly followed by two more. The first incendiary grenade erupted, the fire running up and over the mound of molten flesh, the second and third carrying on the ignition. The whomp whooshed up the stairs, but all three had gone, heading for the emergency staircase door at the opposite end of the landing.
Zuri crashed through first, pushing away the revulsion threatening to overwhelm her as she checked back via the vertical slot window. This thing, this alien, was acting in ways S’lgarr hadn’t. Why was it doing this? What purpose other than to feed was it acting out?
Zuri waited on the stairwell, rifle poised, surveying the way down before checking up. A drone whizzed past her helmet, and she ducked down, closing her eyes in automatic response, but nothing fired. A shot rang out, and she heard the clatter of the casing striking the floor below.
“Just a drone,” said !Inakini. “No biggie.” Another whirr caught his attention, and he looked over to the corner of the stairwell, the camera stared back, one blinking light a furious red on top. “Ah.”
“No time,” said Zuri, eying the landing where flame covered figures staggered towards them, “We go down.” Zuri signalled them forwards, the SA80 barking bullets through the glass, tearing into the molten flesh beyond as she ruptured knees and shins. Taking down the first few, the others staggered over, crashing to the floor, hands slapping on the carpet, leaving burnt skin behind as they dragged themselves towards the door. Zuri raised her arm, pumping two grenades, and not waiting for the results as she leaped the stairs to the next landing, turning and following the Marines as they charged downwards. The ground floor door smoked, and the glass shattered, skin, bone and muscle oozing through, alive with rainbow energy that shaped and sculpted.
Zuri eye-clicked them downwards. Where else would a ravening alien beast be but the basement?




Chapter 53

Bearsden, Glasgow
 


The doorway burst outwards, flame and bodies splattering across the pathway outside the Biotech building. Smith automatically pulled back on the controls, lifting the hovering ship further away as the mass burned. His cyborg brain couldn’t compute what was going on, so far removed from what they’d experienced before. Was each Garr to be different?
Why can’t they just be the same and predictable, it would make life so much easier.
The data packet dropped, relief coursing through him as his eyes automatically flicked up to read it before shock took hold. He formulated a reply, hoping the recipients weren’t as stubborn as he expected. Then the penny dropped, it wouldn’t matter, the girl would have his location whatever he did now.
Why can’t being a cyborg just be simple. You know, do the ironing, prepare dinner, shine shoes like they thought we’d be doing in the 1950s. Did I want to be the one to save the world? Well apart from making up for the bit where I blew up the sky.
◆◆◆
 
Noah waited for the artificial clunk; positive Ship could have tried to make it sound more real. Their relationship had remained frosty, but to be honest he was sure the banter kept them both sane. Whatever Echo was up to, and the Marines for that matter, he remained impotent on the Harsmead. Yes, what Ship and he were doing was vital, and the repairs had accelerated now the nanobot numbers neared their full complement. But his squad were likely in combat down below, already one short after losing Finn, and he wanted to be by their side.
But then again, if I were, perhaps the cavalry wouldn’t find out what they needed.
Delta’s Zuri stepped through the airlock, her full powered armour staving off the lack of atmosphere as she travelled over from Yasuko’s ship. They’d decided against connecting, wary of using any more of the Harsmead’s depleted resources than necessary. Finn followed, and the blue metalled Smith that seemed so like, yet unlike, their own. Noah smiled at them all, accepting the flask Finn handed over.
“It won’t be better than mine,” said Ship. “It’s your taste buds that are the problem.”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri knelt down, rummaging through her backpack and emerging with two rings of chemical explosive. She hooked them on the pack ready, and extracted the last of the incendiary grenades, gently throwing it over to !Inakini and eye-clicking what it was. The slaps of wet flesh against the lowest door in the stairwell had all their nerves on edge, coupled with the sound of breaking glass between each. Zuri stood, reloading her rifle, longing for her weapon of choice. !Ui finished cutting through the door lock, handing the near empty mini cutter back to Zuri before taking her place to the side, the heavy machine gun now in hand. Zuri kicked the door down, stepping back as !Inakini threw the incendiary inwards before moving out of the way. The intense explosion punctuated the air as the Stratan eye-clicked the inside image to Zuri. The room appeared to be split between a laboratory and a cold store, rows of doorless metal fridges lay to the right, and to the left a heady mix of electrical equipment all entwined with tendrils of writhing flesh. With scant detail, Zuri eased the SA80 around the door frame, the odour of burning phosphorus and meat wafting through on the thermal wind. Ahead, the tendrils rolled and pulsed, beads of chemical fire burning between metallic protrusions sprouting in all directions from the skin. Zuri tracked the wet, meaty ropes of muscle back and upwards, sparks and lightning rippling from a huge tangle of something that was once human, around ten metres across, that grew a little bigger with each pulse in the top corner of the room.
Zuri eye-clicked the scene, then threw herself into the room, ignoring the remaining chemical fire to roll behind a metal laboratory desk. Armour plate squashed unformed or burnt tendrils before she came to her feet, the enhanced SA80 pumping bullets into the thing high up in the corner.
!Ui followed her in, sidestepping through the door, the gimbaled machine gun barking heavy bursts that ripped deep into the quivering mound. A tendril lashed out, wrapping itself around Zuri’s leg, pulling her away and sending the next burst high and wide. She kicked out in response, lifting her other leg, slamming down on the muscled meat to grind it down. Lightning sparked, arcing upwards, focussing on her knee servos as smoke began to rise. Zuri ignored it, eye-clicking ‘grenade’ before turning back to pump her last three explosives from her suit into the meaty mass, the explosions hurling globs around the room, sending waves through the rest.
A second tendril slapped out, whipping across !Ui’s machine gun, tearing it from the gimbal before smashing it against the lab table. The Stratan stamped down, pulling out her sidearm and firing an energy burst into the wriggling limb. !Ui realised her mistake too late as the invigorated meat lashed out, wrapping itself around both her ankles, pulsing the energy back into her suit. The ankle servos blew instantly, locking her boots tight. !Inakini slammed the broken machine gun into the meat, ripping backwards to tear it away from his captain, before slapping the glowing tendril against the wall. !Ui fired, the SA80 retrieved from her back splitting the limb where it joined the main mass. With the connection gone it dropped lifelessly to the floor, but the last of its EM slid out, rolling across the tiles, drawn like a magnet back towards its core.
Zuri limped sideways, continuing her bursts until the assault rifle ran dry. She pumped a last precious grenade from the weapon’s UGL into the centre of the beast, stowing the rifle quickly on her back as she brought her gimbaled machine gun into the affray. Her gauntleted hands sparkled with electrical fire; the grip covered in a minor, slithering limb that pulled it from her grasp. Zuri reached out, desperately trying to get to the gun as her right wrist locked, the energy surging in and out of her servos, the whirr dying as orange sparks flew.
!Inakini opened up, his captain temporarily safe, the heavy machine gun tore into the pulsating alien as Zuri’s grenade blew. The explosion rippled through the creature, a shimmer of metallic threads poured downwards, half-formed feathers that glinted in the orange light as they floated on the heat thermals tearing about the room. The rest of the creature seemed to fall apart, what remained slid down, flopping to the lab floor in two steaming piles. The roiling cloud within split, slamming into each set of Battle Armour, anger infusing the energy around the exoskeletons, the servos rising in pitch as it sought to burn them out.
Zuri eye-clicked.
◆◆◆
 
Smith hit the switch, the array firing its disrupted waves deep into the building.
“Not today, you alien scum!” he bellowed, ignoring the AI’s pleas, keeping the array going as alarm bells railed at him. The AI tried to kick in a failsafe, and coming up against Smith’s electronic refusal, it battered at a heavily barred door. And then the array blew, the overload too much as it hit Smith’s ten second estimation. The control panel ruptured, and the ship went into shutdown as the discharge from the overload rumbled through the system. The microship lurched once, engines cut out, and it fell.
◆◆◆
 
The Battle Armours locked solid, static roaring through the system when the disruptor wave hit. The scream of their servos instantly died, wisps of EM puffed out, soon followed by a stream of energy that swirled and rippled through the spectrum, drifting further and further apart, split and sliced again. It seemed to last for an eternity, the three soldiers frozen in time as the fog of energy left their armour, mixing with the smoke and steam from a dying alien body.
But eternity is for the dead.
A pulse of will crackled above Zuri – a calling – and the whole energy cloud drew inwards towards it, suddenly potent and with purpose. Zuri sat up at the waist, the servos weak but responding as she reached for her empty rifle, the Garr coalescing above her in a menacing boiling mass. Patiently, she pulled at her pouch, extracting the clip and slotting it home. The click as it engaged familiar and welcome.
Soon Finn.
With bullet in place, and a trigger pulled, the first round flew as the ravening madness tore down towards her.
Krotoa pressed. Knelt at !Ui’s side, the EMP blew, the pulse washing through the energy storm, ripping it asunder. Zuri locked in place, gauntleted finger still pressed down upon the trigger, helmet staring ahead as the suit shutdown. The Garr’s will battled on, seven or eight clouds reforming around the room as Krotoa stood up in her Stratan armour, the grenade held symbolically high. The second pulse from the Stratan weapon every country was desperate to own ripped through them again.
And again.
And again.




Chapter 54

Bearsden, Glasgow
 


“WTF. It’s not funny, Mills,” bellowed the Stratan senior tech, the helmet’s visor blocking all sound but not vision as Mills gleefully knocked on it. He could barely see with the visor steamed up, but the SAS and now honorary Stratan Marine seemed to have a blanket in his hand. Within a few seconds the complaining armour finally rebooted, battered and burnt servos whirring into something close to life before being forced to shut down again. !Inakini lifted his visor before it could. “You’ll need to wrap it up in multiple layers.” Mills duly obliged, and finally the Marine felt the armour respond.
“You know,” he said turning to Zuri. “These could do with some improvements.”
Zuri flashed the big Stratan a fierce smile, easing up on to her knees and then feet. Krotoa was helping !Ui, her ears clearly engaging the ‘off’ button as the Marine captain berated the girl. “You need to rescue her,” she said to !Inakini.
“Krotoa can hold her own.”
“It’s not her I meant. We good Mills?”
The ex-SAS man looked around the steaming room, a little green around the edges as the outcome of the battle sprayed walls and ceilings. “Could do with a little air.”
“And whisky!” said !Inakini, holding up the bottle. “It survived better than I did.”
◆◆◆
 
“Don’t build them like they used to, Corporal.”
“No Jenks, they don’t,” replied Smith, removing the last of the Stratan armour from the microship, his own space armour lying rigid on the grass. He tried not to look at the ship’s seared bow, nor the twisted landing strut on his way out. Noah was going to have a field day with this one. At least the AI had stopped moaning, it being dead and all.
“No blades or anything?”
“No Jenks, just microchips and thrusters.”
“Oh, and what about the ship?”
Smith stopped, turning to survey the helicopter pilot. He’d been the first to speak to him like he was really Smith. He threw the man his best smile, and the Pilot Officer reached out with his hand. “It’s a good thing you’ve done here,” said Jenks, shaking the bronzed hand, while slapping a metal forearm with his other. “Heard about Finn. I’m sorry. Fine man, whatever others had to say about him.”
“Jenks, if you find me a bit of a surprise, wait until you see what happens next.”




Chapter 55

The Moon
 


“You got everything you need?” asked Noah.
“I think so,” replied Echo’s Noah, checking the Harsmead Explorer’s manifest. “The additional mining machines will free up the nanobots to follow Ship’s schedule.”
“Good.”
The pause for both to sip their coffee caused a cough and harrumph to manifest in Harsmead’s control room. Echo’s Noah ignored it, the AI had followed Yasuko’s recipe perfectly, and he was finally getting to enjoy the benefits of having a human body again.
“What’s the plan?” he asked, Ship appearing next to him, the AI choosing a full body form for the first time since they’d had to take up residence on the moon.
“Yasuko and I will stay here to help and resupply. Finn and Zuri headed planetside to assess the situation and the next move. At the moment we are all blind until the Kessler cascade finishes.”
“You thinking of setting up your own satellites? We could work together to see if we can make them less vulnerable to the Garr.”
“That sounds good – you mean like burst data similar to the suits.”
“Yeh, with a filter system to reduce any Garr build up potential and a low load burn-out switch, like an EM RCD, either end.”
“Man, you’re cooking on gas. How about …”
◆◆◆
 
Zuri stared at Finn, allowing her eyes to roam over the man whom in her mind lay in a regrowth chamber somewhere on the moon, while his plaque kept !Inakini safe. She refused to let the tears drop, blinking them back. Her heart hurt for the loss, and the pain of what seeing him again might do.
I can’t. Not for a third time.
The absurdity of it all nearly overwhelmed her, but she reeled it back in, centring on Smith to keep her in the here and now. Not, however, doing much to keep her sane. Watching the bronzed Smith she knew hurl banter back and forth with Delta’s original, and blue cyborg, was not going to help that part of her, either.
“You blew the sky up?”
“Well yeah, it was kind of necessary. You should have seen it, strapped to a microship with a minigun going all the way—”
“—Up to eleven,” finished Delta’s Smith, a wide grin supplemented by a slap on Echo’s shoulders. “I want to see pictures.”
“Until the Kessler cascade has died down some, we can’t establish a regular watch on the Garrs,” said Finn. “But you think there’s more than S’lgarr out there?”
“We all witnessed S’lgarr absorb quite a few others in the Nodal pathway. The individual encounters we’ve had seemed to involve S’lgarr, except the last one. Smith got a sense of madness from it when he followed the trail from the radio room. It was definitely not S’lgarr, and the mass feeding off the mobiles to my mind shows there are a lot more out there. Maybe even doing what this one was, building themselves a body. Bodies are easier to track, but you have to kill them more than once,” said Echo’s Zuri, eyes locked on her counterpart, unable to look at Finn anymore.
“And there’s the one we captured. It said it’s hunting S’lgarr, and warned us off answering the phones,” said !Ui. “And she was awoken by a Garr calling.”
“The people are waking up slowly, but they are all disorientated, their vision possibly permanently blurred. They are easy meat, and if what !Ui’s Garr says is correct about the draining of life, they’ll be back for more. We are prey,” said Zuri, emphasising the last part. “And we barely survived the last encounter. Without the EMP, we would be dead, plaques or not. It didn’t try to control our armour, it tried to burn them out.”
Delta’s Zuri stood, eyes staring at the wall. “With the governments in chaos, and anything remotely modern within our armies vulnerable, they will pick us off at will.” She turned to face the room. “I can’t see a way out, other than to fight our own corner.”
“I can,” said blue Smith, tapping his head and turning to !Ui and !Inakini. “We take your EMP back to Stratan and we negotiate with the alien under the sea. We gather whatever we can get of the EM focus crystal, and Yasuko builds us enough EMPs to blow these bastards off the planet.”
“That’ll take months,” said Finn.
“Then we must do what we can to keep your people safe,” said !Ui. “Like you have done for mine. After that, you can take us home.”
◆◆◆
 
“It has to be us,” said Zuri, arms crossed, the rest of Delta Squad in their usual places in the control room. Yasuko stood legs slightly crossed, her feathered form locked away in a data bank after discovering what the Garr had done on Earth. “We have Yasuko’s experience and knowledge with regard to the manufacturing. Ship has barely got out of nappies.”
“Then why can’t we send just one of us? The rest stay to help,” replied Finn.
“Because that one would be me,” said Noah, “and I’m the least combat capable. And Smith needs to be there for the alien on Stratan, he’s the only one with a connection strong enough.”
“I’ve spoken to it,” said Yasuko, the room turning to her in surprise. “It knows of the Garrs. That was all. It said the Haven were bred by Th’lgarr.”
“Then that’s another reason for it to be us. Besides, we know Xxar has Explorer ships. What if he’s determined to stop us?”
“We have Crr’s embryo from Ship,” said Noah. “That may help with Xxar if they were as close as the House files suggested. And we have S’lgarr’s hunter program to test things on.”
Zuri nodded. “What do you think, Smith?”
“It was my idea to go, and I’m regretting it a little. But yeah, it needs to be me – us.”
“Then we leave what weaponry we can with Echo. Nanobots, the one-off EMP Yasuko designed, the lot. We give them every chance to survive while we’re gone,” said Finn, arms crossed, a frown creasing his forehead.
“Stockpile the mining resources,” said Noah. “Leave the equipment on auto so Ship has a constant supply. The only thing they’ll be short of is the metametal for the data plaques. With those in the Battle and the Stratan armour, they’d be more resistant than a CPU. We have the base crystal structure for the light-wrap already.”
“I can provide some additional plaque metal for Ship. But he is too young to make more,” Yasuko pressed her hand into the wall, emerging with a handful of metallic feathers. “These are enough for five plaques.”
“You grow it?”
“Before my reconnection, the process was blind to me. But yes. It’s why I can’t mass produce it.”
“Wow,” said Noah. “You learn something new every day.”




Chapter 56



Factory by Parramatta River, Sydney, Australia
 


S’lgarr lifted from the ground, his body pulled upwards by the huge electromagnet constructed within the building frame. Gravity’s pull lessened, and the sudden freedom to move soothed his mind and body after so much extra stress when out of the water.
The machines whirred around him, the power feeding in supplemented by the solar panels on the roof, but he needed more if he was to be safe. He let the sliver develop, the newly formed hunter program slipping into the physical landline running into the building’s office. The algorithm sped off, seeking power, its target quickly identified as it dived towards Lucas Heights.
—Yes. Seek it out while I build my domain.
S’lgarr let his tentacles enjoy their new freedom a little before putting them to work, as they cut, sliced, and reshaped the production line around him. He needed to remain hidden, but that did not mean unaware of the world and the threat it posed. Nor the opportunities. And he needed time to replicate the human’s powered armour, and to delve into the secrets of the plaque and the cold fury glowing within it.
The first bladed drone whirred into life, a tiny shred of his will on board, swirling out of the ripped door to seek, learn, and hunt.
◆◆◆
 
Kha’ligarr roared as the ship erupted from the old hill fort, soil and rock falling from its metal hull as she sped into the night. The death scream of another Garr played across her metallic feathers, drawn inwards as she analysed its texture and taste. This was one she did not recognise, but it was tainted beyond any she had experienced before. A madness upon each wave, above and beyond the addiction she’d seen in others. And something different, maybe. A familiarity that sickened her, though she did not know why.
The AI was only just waking up, its systems analysing the world’s communications and finding them limited, shorn of information. When Kha’ligarr had first emerged, the world’s data stream had assailed her to the point she’d had to block out much of the EM communications in case it overwhelmed her. And now, though, she agreed with the AI’s frustration, it was like the aeons before her long sleep, almost silent.
But no matter, she needed to return home first. Ensure she had a bolt hole, a place of safety. Though blinded in a busy world, she was positive her valley would be a peaceful refuge until she was ready to face her father.
◆◆◆
 
“Err, Mr President. I have … I have General Marks here. To see you, sir.”
“Marks? He’s been missing for a week, since the attack,” said Hawlish, General Garcia rising from his chair opposite the president to approach the window. “Send him in, Andrea.”
“I can’t, Mr President. He’s … he’s asked to speak to you on the Whitehouse lawn.”
“On the lawn?” Hawlish got up from his desk, wandering over to stand beside Garcia, the man silent as he stared out of the window. On the lawn stood twenty-four sets of black, motionless motorised armour in two rows, a twenty-fifth standing at the front. Its hand lifted towards the helmet, gauntleted fingers unclipping and allowing Marks’ white-eyed head to loll to one side as it stared towards the president’s window.
“Thank you, Mr President,” boomed the general’s voice from the helmet, the tone and composition changing as it continued. “For keeping my food safe. Now, I believe, it is time we had a little talk about the future. Just be glad it’s me, and not my brothers. They are all a little … insane. I am afraid this is a moment in time humanity will never forget.”




Chapter 57



The Moon
 


Zuri peered through the yellow liquid, bubbles forming on the portal masked the man’s nose, but she could recall every millimetre in her mind’s eye. She placed her hand on the glass with a sigh, gently tapping her fingers before turning away. Behind her, Smith stood waiting, holding out his arms and smothering his friend in an embrace.
“C’mon, we have work to do.”
“Don’t we always. Plans to make, resources to quantify, weapons to prep.” Zuri let Smith go, and followed him down the bronzed corridor.
“They’re a good team, Zuri. We’ll do what we can until Delta return.”
“Our saviours. I hope so.” She put on her fierce smile, the mask she wore for those she cared about to hide the turmoil. She glanced at the semi-colon tattoo before entering the room.
Me and mine.
Mills and !Inakini sat at the table, a glass of something strong and amber warming in their hands, toasting the SAS man’s stubborn wife who’d refused to answer the bloody phone. She let her eyes fall on each one, feeling them turn to her, accepting what she was despite her official rank. Leader.
Zuri spun round, eyes on the wall screen, the few hours old pictures streaming through as the Earth Explorer made the final approach to the anomaly, the Node sucking the light inwards as the smooth metal ship arrowed towards it. A brief internal view, flickering, showed Delta Squad sat in familiar chairs side by side. All peering ahead, eyes on the blank screen as Yasuko shut away or locked down system after system. Except one, who glared straight at the camera, eyes locked immediately down the lens, each pupil on fire. Krotoa’s wide mouth was set hard, her posture angry despite the nano-restraints.
“Did she understand?” she asked !Ui.
“I think the blue Smith locked her up in Delta’s microship while she worked through her anger issues. Apparently Krotoa has taught him some new swear words.”
Zuri nodded, “Delta needed a tech with knowledge of the crystals, it made sense. And by the look of !Inakini, the call of the whisky may have kept him here.”
“Hah, that’s whisky without the ‘e’ don’t forget.”
Zuri nodded in response, thoughts wandering to Finn and his old ways. The internal picture cut off, with a final external glimpse showing the stern of Yasuko’s spacecraft as it disappeared, taking their future hopes with it.
Ship cut the feed as Zuri turned back to her squad. “Okay people. We have a world to defend. And, as my Momma would say: our enemies are legion, for they are many.”
The End of Legion Earth, the seventh book in the Weapons of Choice Series.
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